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Syl was given a choice by Gramps when they died. Reincarnate as a regular person or embark on a daring experiment. Driven by a desire to honor Gramps and a sense of adventure, Syl chose the latter... only to awaken as a lowly slime.

A farmed slime.

The life of a farmed slime was cruel. Syl was constantly at the mercy of humans, a slime whose only purpose was to eat and recycle garbage. The threat of lethal core-destroying knives wielded by innocent children was a constant shadow. This was not the life Syl had envisioned. So, they made a daring escape to the wilderness!

Along the way, Syl discovered the joy of eating everything they encountered. But the local monsters weren't too thrilled with another creature moving in. Humans, dwarves, and elves see monsters as nothing but experience. Goblins see Syl as an exploitable resource.

With the odds stacked against Syl, the question of their survival loomed large. Could they not just survive but thrive? Could they unlock new magic and integrate new slime cores? The future was a vast, uncharted territory, but Syl was unwavering in their determination to explore it, no matter the challenges that lay ahead.

And the biggest question of all—

Can Syl make any friends?


Contents


1. Meeting Gramps
2. Gooey Harvest
3. Slime-Eat-Slime
4. Compression Testing
5. Trees and Information
6. Jellyfish Slime
7. Tree Traversal
8. Core Processing
9. Treetop Assassin
10. The Pond
11. Hunting Patrol
12. Green vs. Blue
13. Substantial Improvements
14. Investigator Slime
15. Croaked
16. Mana is Fun
17. Target Practice
18. Boar Hides and Goblins
19. Interrogating Gramps
20. Slimy Stalker
21. The Howling
22. Blade Wolf
23. First Evolution
24. Tutorial Complete
25. Wolfing Around
26. Eating for Knowledge
27. Wolf-Eat-Slime
28. Syl
29. Does Gramps Have a Thing for Elves?
30. Mental Housekeeping
31. Overcrowded Cave
32. Goblin Chief
33. Goblin Tribe
34. Goblin Sparring
35. Goblin Skill Tutoring
36. Goblins Versus Humans
37. Essence
38. Breach
39. Spelunking
40. Badger Badger Badger
41. Poison
42. Tests and Preparations
43. Earthshaker
44. Choices
45. Duplicity
46. Farewell
47. Acting
48. Improv
49. An Elf
50. Camp Stew
51. Back to the Beginning
52. The Adventurer's Guild
53. Classes and Spells
54. Multitasking Multicasting
55. Shopping Spree
56. Burning Desire
57. Dead Easy
58. Undead Critters
59. Grinding the Dead
60. Apparitions
61. Shadowcaster
62. Evolution Consultation
63. A Long Overdue Discussion
64. Recompense
65. Mistaken Identity
66. Reunion
67. Hybrids and Ranks
68. Guild Master
69. Leaving Town
70. Caravanning
71. Bandits
72. Silver Rank
73. Books
74. Quests
75. Into the Mine
76. Afflictions
77. Debuffs
78. Salamander
79. Quest Complete
80. Loot Dealing
81. Damage Test
82. Moonsong
83. Cryo Slime
84. Charity Quest
85. Plant Horror
86. Orcs
87. Claims
88. Blood
89. Anger
90. Dragon Knight
91. Fabrication
92. Goals and Armor
93. Aftermath
94. Catching Up
95. Combust
96. Forest Stampede
97. Follow the Wolf
98. Fireball
99. Frosty
100. Triumphant Return
101. Next Steps
Thank You



Chapter one
Meeting Gramps
[image: image-placeholder]


I died. At least, that was all that I could remember. I was unsure how it happened or even who I was, but I was positive that was the outcome.

While trying to make sense of the situation, despite my lack of memories, a thought came to me intuitively: I should open up my status menu. I focused my mind as if I'd done this many times, and a window appeared within my subconscious.

Name: ????????? ?????????????

Race: ??????

Class: ????

Status: Dead

Unfortunately, it provided no help other than confirming I was dead.

Thank you, Captain Obvious...

I continued floating in the endless void for what felt like an eternity until a simple wooden stool appeared. I stared at it briefly and then suddenly found myself sitting in it.

Well, I was getting tired of floating...

"Ah! You've finally arrived. Greetings, a loud but cheerful voice suddenly entered my mind.

"I can't believe you died in such a ridiculous way. I don't think I've ever seen such a waste of 5 Reincarnation Points." As he continued talking, I got the mental image of a grandfather.

I looked around but could not find its source. I would have opened my mouth to speak, but it seemed like I didn't have one. I was unsure how I was even sitting since I couldn't see my body.

Reincarnation Points? That sounds familiar, I thought to myself.

"Indeed it should! In your previous life, you had many accomplishments and died a spectacular death, earning a boon for the world and a feast for us." The voice answered as if reading my mind.

What!? I tried to interrupt with my thoughts screaming, but the voice continued.

"Because of this, we rewarded you 5 Reincarnation Points for your next life to get a head start. You spent your first point to be born a noble, your second point to be a prodigy, and your final 3 points to unlock Dimension Magic. Honestly, you were practically built for greatness, and we thought your previous feast would pale in comparison. It should have been a banquet!"

I'm sorry? I don't even know how I died.

I felt a crushing disappointment, like the grandfather who once was proud of me was giving me a scolding.

"You were poisoned on your birthday by your older brother."

On my birthday, seriously!?

"I suppose he felt his inheritance as the firstborn was severely under threat by a walking prodigy showing off a legacy magic. Honestly, this is one of the reasons we should get rid of noble being a reincarnation option."

How was I poisoned? Surely they tried to save me if I was a noble?

"You dug into your favorite cake like it was about to sprout legs and run away. You were going at it so fast that people thought you were merely choking, which unfortunately gave the poison enough time to do its job."

I felt so ashamed even though I didn't remember any of this. I stared into the void, wishing to disappear. I couldn't believe that my past self was such an idiot.

"Anyway, it's time for your next life. Unfortunately, you earned no Reincarnation Points because you didn't accomplish anything noteworthy this time."

Guilt. Shame. I closed my eyes, hoping for the mental lecture to be over.

"However, your soul has a pretty good track record, and I feel you did not get your fair chance. Not to mention being poisoned on your birthday..."

A second chance? A do-over? I felt a small bubble of hope blossoming.

"Not quite. We can't just give points away."

Bummer, I guess there's no such thing as a free meal.

"However, we do run experiments on new reincarnation options to see if they have any future potential. Instead of having a default life, could I put you in one of these experiments?"

Although he was giving me a choice in the matter, I felt an otherworldly pressure telling me that I needed to accept, or he would be disappointed in me. I wasn’t sure why I wanted to impress this disembodied Grandpa, but I was sure I could do it this time. I just needed to stay away from any poisoned cake.

It sounds like an upgrade over starting with nothing, so sign me up!

"Excellent! I'll get the paperwork in order."

Wait, I have some questions...

The sound of a book being slammed shut echoed in my head, and the stool I was sitting on disappeared beneath me. Suddenly, I felt myself begin to fall into the void below.

Is he rushing this so I can't change my mind? What sort of experiment is this?

"Enjoy your next life. I expect big things from you!"

That was the last thing I heard before the void below ripped open into a blinding light, and my consciousness faded.

The blinding light slowly began to fade as I started to hear life around me. Around me, I heard birds chirping, the rustling wind, water trickling, and something... sloshing?

I tried to blink but couldn’t seem to. Eventually, I started making out shapes, which slowly came into focus. I saw the sky above me, the ground below me, a nearby stream, a forest in the distance, and what appeared to be a city with very high walls. Many round blue shapes around me seemed to be bouncing around.

Wait, why can I see so much all at once? I didn't even turn my head?

I tried to move my body but seemed to fall over and roll forward. However, my vision didn't change with my body's orientation and continued to come into focus.

Do I have a full 360-degree vision? That seems very good, is this Grandpa's blessing?

My vision focused more, and I saw that the blue ball shapes had a rather liquid-like texture and had a colored jewel in their center. My mind was tickled with the answer.

Why am I surrounded by slimes? I asked myself before I screamed out in horror. Status!

Name: -

Race: Slime (Blue) LV 1

Class: -

Status: Healthy

Grandpa... why did you turn me into a slime? This feels more like a punishment than an experiment. Is this because I wasted your Reincarnation Points?

Unfortunately, my thoughts went unanswered as I watched the slimes around me going about their business. A few seemed to be “eating” some plants by slowly dissolving them, which they did by engulfing them inside their slime body. Other slimes were sitting lazily by the stream, others seemed to be trying to jump or bounce, and two larger ones were even chasing after a rabbit.

Deciding to see what my new slime body looked like, I attempted to head toward the stream. Thankfully, moving my new body came to me without too much difficulty, almost instinctively. Upon reaching the stream, I got close enough so that my reflection was within range, where I saw a blue slime with a crimson-red core. I moved erratically to confirm the owner of the reflection.

Damn... I really am a slime.

I looked at the closest slime nearby, whose core was also a reddish color, although, compared to my own, it seemed much more dull.

At least my core is a rather vivid color.

My self-reflection was interrupted by the arrival of humans carrying baskets full of jars while some of the scruffier-looking ones were carrying buckets.

Humans from that nearby city, I'm guessing. I hope they don't mean any harm. My fellow slimes don't seem to be panicking.

The humans spread among the slimes, and I watched one of the first pick up a slime with one hand. After placing their basket carefully, they held the slime over one of their many jars, and he unsheathed a belt knife. Horror filled my mind as I watched the human cut into the slime, and the jelly was amputated from the slime and deposited into the jar below.

Or are they just too stupid to know any better!? I screamed as I watched the humans, one after another, follow the same steps.

I immediately started trying to run away, thinking I could get to the forest away from this slaughter. My 360-degree vision gave me the perfect horror show as I watched a child run to catch up to me.

Nooooooooo!

The boy grabbed me and threw me into his bucket as I tried to squirm and get away throughout the process, but it was futile. His childlike strength was Herculean in comparison to my jelly muscles.

"Xxxxxx xxxxx xxx'x xxxxxxxx xx xxxx..." The boy said something, but I couldn't understand the words that came out. He pulled out his own knife, which looked well-used and looked after.

Please let me go! I don't want to die again!

The boy couldn't hear my screams as he brought the knife down.

I'm sorry, Gramps... Looks like I'll be seeing you again shortly.


Chapter two
Gooey Harvest
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Strangely, I did not die or even feel pain as the boy's knife pierced into me. I kept waiting and waiting to see the void again and hear Grandpa again, but it did not happen.

The boy used his non-dominant hand to lift me while his other sliced away parts of my blue slime, which fell into the bucket below. There was no pain, but it was a bizarre feeling to watch my slime be disconnected from my “body,” was peeling a potato.

I'm thankful this isn't killing me, but this feels very violating... Being manhandled by a small child.

When the slime disconnected from me, it suddenly lost its semifluid consistency. It immediately plummeted to the bottom of the bucket, which explained why the boy was lifting me to stop me from reabsorbing the slime below.

After a few minutes, the boy lifted me from the bucket, placed me on the ground, and patted my head. The pruning effectively reduced me to over half my size and mass.

"Xxx xxxx xxxx'x xx xxx, xxxxxx xxxxx." He again said something I could not understand and gave me a toothy smile.

He reached into his pocket, producing a moldy bread loaf, and dropped it on me. I wanted to screech in disgust as it entered me and then slowly began to dissolve.

Thank goodness I don't have taste buds... Although it feels weirdly pleasant to absorb things like this.

I sat unmoving as the hard bread dissolved, watching my fellow slimes also be cut away and stored into jars or buckets.

I do wonder why this didn't hurt or kill me; is this not the equivalent of being amputated or disemboweled?

While I observed the slime harvest, I unfortunately got the answer to my question. An older child was busy cutting away when his blade struck against the pale red core of the slime. There was a cracking sound, and immediately, the entire slime lost form and all of the liquid plummeted into the bucket. The core hit the bottom of the bucket with a dull clank sound, and I felt my entire being shudder in horror.

I have to protect my crimson core at all costs.

An adult ran over to the kid and smacked him over the head, shouting something at him. The kid rubbed his head in pain while bowing frantically to the adult. They conversed momentarily, and the man pointed toward the city with a scowl. The boy started frantically running back toward the town while holding his bucket carefully.

I guess it was an accident, and they aren't intentionally killing us slimes? But to be able to lose my life at the mistake of a child is a terrifying conclusion.

Each human stuck around until their containers reached capacity, and then they started heading back toward the city. As the last of the humans dispersed, the slimes started heading toward any nearby foliage to eat again. I noticed that the bread was fully dissolved, and I had regained some of my previous mass.

Eat, regenerate slime, get harvested, and repeat... It sounds like an awful existence, so no, thank you. I should try to recover my size and get out of here.

I headed toward a nearby flower and engulfed it as it slowly dissolved. I could feel my mass slowly recovering, but it felt vastly inferior to that moldy bread.

I noticed the slimes all congregating toward a location, and I cautiously followed them to find a woman wearing a bloody apron and holding two large sacks had arrived. She reached into the sack to pull out its contents and then tossed chunks of meat and bone toward us. The slimes frantically headed toward the meals, and I even managed to get a piece of fuzzy meat for myself, which I frantically engulfed.

Once her first sack was empty, she lifted her other bag and turned it inside out, dumping a large amount of rotten garbage. She coughed and scrunched her face, clearly upset with the smell, and walked off. Much to my dismay, I watched the smaller slimes who didn't manage to snag some meat start eating the garbage.

Our blue slime is valuable enough for them to keep us fed. Or we are garbage disposal, and they trim us down so we don't grow too big and become a threat?

One of the slimes who didn't get a piece of meat started heading toward a smaller slime that did. I figured they would fight over the food, but it became even more horrific as I watched the slime engulf the smaller one, meat and all!

The smaller slime tried to struggle, but I watched it shrink inside the larger slime. There was a quiver in the center, and eventually, the core of the smaller slime itself suddenly dissolved!

My human brother poisoned me, and now I just watched my slime brethren eat each other... I wonder if my soul peaked before my last reincarnation because this feels truly cursed.

While I was focusing on the battle, another slime snuck up on me and started to try to engulf me.

No! Let me live! You can have the stupid piece of meat! I screamed mentally and tried to back away from the slime. There was a weird suction between us, and I felt it stealing my slime mass from me.

My frantic struggle got me nowhere, so I tried to find a solution.

If only I could get to its core before it reaches my own, then I could absorb or break it, but I don't think I could engulf it, and I can't think of a way to grab it directly.

<Would you like to spend 1 Trait Point to purchase [Pseudopod]? Trait Points remaining 1.>

Something appeared in my mind that feels very similar to my status menu.

What? If it will help me, then yes!

<Trait [Pseudopod LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 0.>

I felt a rush of knowledge enter my core, and I felt a greater control over my slime. I pictured a tentacle bursting forward into the enemy slime and grabbing its core. My slime jiggled in anticipation and seemed to harden to create this fake limb, which jetted out to pierce the slime and envelop its rose-red core.

Crunch.

<Slime (Blue) LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Slime (Blue) Core absorbed. Trait [Mana Slime] gained.>

<Existing Trait [Mana Slime LV 1] improved to [Mana Slime LV 2].>

Huh...


Chapter three
Slime-Eat-Slime
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As the hostile slime core shattered, it relinquished its hold on the surrounding slime, which drew in and surrounded me, increasing my size and mass appropriately. It felt amazing, and neither the bread nor meat I had previously absorbed could even compare to merging all that slime into my being.

I waved my new appendage around to give it a feel, retracted it, and then produced it again from my opposite side. I tried to form another one, but no matter what I tried, I couldn't have more than a single tendril arm.

I think it was called Pseudopod...

<[Pseudopod LV 1] It can create and control numerous tendrils equal to the trait level of the available slime mass. The degree of manipulation increases per level. Quantity and size distribution are limited to available slime mass. Compatible with other slime traits.>

Gramps, is that you? Are you answering my questions? I asked mentally but got no response. So, if I can raise the level of Pseudopod, I can have more tendrils. Hopefully, I can figure out how to raise the level, because this saved my life.

At the edge of my focus, I noticed the larger slime that engulfed the other slime was approaching me. I wondered why but noticed I was still on top of the fuzzy meat, which was dissolving much too slowly for my liking.

How hungry can you be? You stole a piece of meat and ate another slime, yet you still want more?

I produced my Pseudopod and waved it threateningly at the approaching slime, but it showed no sign of stopping. Anxiously, I waited until it got within range and thrust my Pseudopod like a spear into the slime to reach for its core. However, as my tendril went deeper and deeper into the slime, I could feel my control over it gradually fading until I only had a thin sliver of a tendril left.

Damnit, this bugger is a lot more acidic than the previous slime, and it just ate my arm!

I refocused my effort, picturing a much thicker spear of slime, and I could feel my unused mass shrinking to accommodate my image. With a burst, the slime spear shot forward and penetrated the hostile slime. Again, I could feel the control of the edges of my limb shaving away, but this time, it was thick enough to reach and grab the core.

Crunch.

<Slime (Blue) LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Slime (Blue) is now LV 2>

<1 Trait Point is now available>

<Slime (Blue) Core absorbed. Trait [Mana Slime] gained.>

<Existing Trait [Mana Slime LV 2] improved to [Mana Slime LV 3].>

So it was level 2... Must have had a habit of eating other slimes.

Once again, as the core was gone, my body automatically claimed the slime mass. It was a euphoric feeling, like I was becoming something more. Looking around, I noticed that there was still some leftover meat, and slimes continued fighting over it.

Well, it looks like it's a slime-eat-slime world. I might as well help myself!

While heading toward two slimes trying to engulf each other, I imagined my slime spear again, and as soon as they were within range, I fired it forward. Crunch. I ignored the popups in my head while I immediately retracted and then fired it out again to the other slime. Crunch. My slime mass rapidly increased from claiming the goop from both the dead slimes in front of me, and the euphoric feeling rushed over me while I looked at the prompts in my head.

<Slime (Blue) LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.> x2

<Slime (Blue) Core absorbed. Trait [Mana Slime] gained.> x2

<Existing Trait [Mana Slime LV 3] improved to [Mana Slime LV 5].>

Mana Slime seems to increase every time I eat another slime core, whereas I didn't gain a level up despite eating two this time.

I formed a tendril to grab the piece of meat that the slimes were fighting over and brought it inside my form. Then, I created a much thinner tendril, which I extended as far as possible to grab an unoccupied bone and deposited it inside.

Now that I have more slime mass to work with, my Pseudopod seems better than ever. I wonder if Gramps will explain Mana Slime to me?

<[Mana Slime LV 5] This slime contains a rich and dense concentration of pure Mana based on its trait level. Mana Slime is a highly sought-after resource used mainly as an alchemical reagent, and its price can vary based on its purity level. It can also be ingested raw for emergency Mana recovery.>

Thanks, Gramps! I wonder why you answered this but not my other questions? Despite my optimism, my question went unanswered again, so I digested the info I had been given about Mana Slime.

So that explains what the humans were doing this morning... Wait, aren't I just making myself a big juicy target? Does this even help me at all?

I was by far the largest slime around now, but despite that, the other slimes showed no sense of danger and were still openly attacking one another over food. I wondered if I shouldn't feel guilty about absorbing my brethren, but they looked absolutely mindless, as one even rammed into me attempting to reach my food.

I formed a large tendril and lifted the slime. While I grasped it, I attempted to push more slime mass into my limb, which swelled and engulfed the smaller slime.

<Proficiency gained. [Pseudopod LV 1] improved to [Pseudopod LV 2].>

Amazing, so by practicing or trying new things with my tendrils, I can improve it.

I formed a second tendril and waved it around with glee.

If I had a face, I bet I'd be grinning like an idiot.

<Slime (Blue) LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Slime (Blue) Core absorbed. Trait [Mana Slime] gained.>

<Existing Trait [Mana Slime LV 5] improved to [Mana Slime LV 6].>

The slime I had held and engulfed in my Pseudopod had perished, although I barely gained any mass due to its small size.

I should probably hide in the forest, as I don't feel like being the prize pig at the harvest festival. Once I've found a nice hiding spot, I can decide how to proceed. Do I keep eating and growing? I was the size of a tiny dog, and now I'm the size of a child. Would my slime not just become unwieldy? I'd certainly just be making myself a larger target.

<Would you like to spend 1 Trait Point to purchase [Slime Density]? Trait Points remaining 1.>

Slime Density? I want to say yes, but could you please explain?

<[Slime Density] Allows compression of slime mass, which reduces size and increases density. Maximum Density, Efficiency, and Control scale with trait level. Compatible with other slime traits.>

Another amazing suggestion, Gramps, sign me up!

<Trait [Slime Density LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 0.>


Chapter four
Compression Testing
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Once I gained [Slime Density LV 1], I could feel the layout of my slime body a lot more clearly, such as the current compression level of various areas of my slime mass and even down to the individual Pseudopods. At the moment, I could only compress my entire body or each Pseudopod. I could imagine that as I leveled up the trait, I could have far greater control over what areas I raised the density of.

Using the knowledge of my new trait, I compressed my body back down to just a little bit larger than my original size. I tried to compress more slime mass, but this was the limit at my current level. Despite my diminutive size, I felt safer and more solid with this higher-density slime.

I was curious to see the effects of higher-density slime, so I compressed one Pseudopod while leaving the other uncompressed, and then I slammed both tendrils into each other with as much force as I could muster. Splat! It was like throwing a water balloon at a brick wall, and the uncompressed Pseudopod exploded on contact.

Very impressive! If I keep increasing the density of my slime mass, then I can prevent something from entering my body and reaching my core.

I had another idea I wanted to test as I recreated my destroyed Pseudopod, leaving it uncompressed, and moved toward two nearby slimes. I placed my two tendrils in two different slimes and then waited while staring intently. My theory was that the higher-density one would be much harder to dissolve, and sure enough, I could feel my control being peeled away layer by layer in only one Pseudopod.

Before I lost my Pseudopod, I tried sending more slime mass to it while also trying to compress it. I could feel my slime mass drain from my main body to reinforce the density, and the peeling sensation eventually stopped. Satisfied with the results, I surround the core of each slime with my tendrils. Crunch! Crunch!

<Slime (Blue) LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.> x2

<Slime (Blue) Core absorbed. Trait [Mana Slime] gained.> x2

<Existing Trait [Mana Slime LV 6] improved to [Mana Slime LV 8].>

I haven't leveled up yet; do I need to defeat a level 3 monster, or have I just not defeated enough? Also, I wonder if [Mana Slime] has a maximum level?

Looking around, I could see that the slime buffet had ended, and the slimes were returning to their earlier activities. I was surprised how many were still alive, as I was not the only one who ate a few cores.

Well, I have two more things I want to try out before I head into the forest, and I don't wish to destroy all of my mindless brethren... If only a small number of slime were left, humans might become suspicious.

I headed toward the most giant slime I could see, hoping it might be a higher level, and started pumping more slime mass into one of my Pseudopods. The tip of my Pseudopod started to form into a ball, and I started compressing while this happened. As its size swelled, I felt the limb wasn't strong enough to hold on to its own.

Maybe if I had a higher level of [Slime Density], the limb would be strong enough? Something to work toward. Let's use two hands.

I used my free tendril to support the weight of the dense ball and stop increasing the size. It was a bizarre sight, like a big-slimy mace, and my main body had diminished in size to distribute slime mass toward this experiment. I then brought down the impromptu weapon on the large slime, which exploded like an overripe fruit. Splat! Crunch!

<Slime (Blue) LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Slime (Blue) is now LV 3>

<1 Trait Point is now available>

<Slime (Blue) Core absorbed. Trait [Mana Slime] gained.>

<Existing Trait [Mana Slime LV 8] improved to [Mana Slime LV 9].>

I finally gained another level, which felt great! However, I didn't think about what would happen to the slime mass as it explosively flew out into the vicinity. Thankfully, quite a lot of the slime mass got stuck to my mace, and a portion of it splattered in my face, but the rest either fell on other slimes or soaked into the soil.

Maybe I can think of it as distributing the wealth to my poorer brethren if I pretend slime mass is our currency.

While mentally sighing over the loss of blue goo, I prepared for my next experiment by recollecting my slimy mace. I wanted to try to form a needle out of densely compressed slime, an improvement of my slime spear that saved my life.

I kept compressing one of my Pseudopods, but I couldn't get it to match up with my mental image, which meant I needed a higher-level trait. I kept trying to brute force it, and I actually felt a dull sort of pain tremble in my core and quickly stop.

Is this the slime equivalent of a headache or just too much mental strain? Maybe I should try a quantity practice approach.

I held out my two Pseudopods and compressed one to the comfortable limit. Then, I compressed the remaining Pseudopod while simultaneously trying to decompress the first one. Compress, decompress, compress, decompress... I kept repeating this process while hoping that this counted as training. What came to mind was that I was flexing my muscles or doing bicep curls, and as I kept repeating the process, I felt myself flow into a rhythm.

<Proficiency gained. [Slime Density LV 1] improved to [Slime Density LV 2].>

If I had a mouth, I would have screamed with glee, so both my tendrils do a happy wiggle instead. I could instinctively feel a better understanding of my slime mass and its current density. I once again set my body's density to the new comfortable maximum and shrank considerably, and then I began forming my needle.

I compressed a long and thin tip of my Pseudopod as much as possible, a much higher density than my main body, and I only stopped once I felt my core begin to strain. I was satisfied even though it looked more like a rapier than a needle. I thrust it into a nearby slime; the pointed edge pierced both slime and core like a knife through hot butter.

<Slime (Blue) LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Slime (Blue) Core absorbed. Trait [Mana Slime] gained.>

<Existing Trait [Mana Slime LV 9] improved to [Mana Slime LV MAX].>

I raised my rapier above my head and gave it a happy wiggle.

So [Mana Slime] stops at 10. I wonder if that's the limit for everything. Although now that my slime has maximum richness, I don't feel like sticking around to be harvested.

With a swish of my rapier tendril, I pointed it towards the forest.

Let's go!


Chapter five
Trees and Information
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On the way to the forest edge, I saw a rabbit nearby and attempted to grab it with a tendril, but sensing danger, the rabbit evaded and fled. I was only mildly curious since I remembered the slimes earlier chasing a rabbit, so I didn't bother pursuing it. My ability to move with haste could have improved; I could do short bounces or “ripple” forward, and attempts to use my Pseudopods didn't have noticeable improvements.

Trying to make the best use of the slow travel and not waste time, I continued practicing my Pseudopod compression. I wanted to know if I could also work on getting my third Pseudopod by adding some steps to my slime flex, so I added plenty of wiggles and would also periodically absorb and recreate the tendrils.

The forest was quite a sight, with plenty of vegetation and critters. As I progressed deeper into it, I grabbed a few plants but noticed they continued to give almost no slime mass.

I guess the world doesn't want any vegetarian slimes.

Eventually, I came across a dirt path cutting straight into the forest. I decided to avoid the path while trying to get deeper, as I didn't want to risk being spotted by humans. It was getting noticeably darker, and I wanted to find a safe resting spot.

I could try to find a hole to hide in... Or should I try hiding up a tree?

Looking up at a tree with a thick trunk, I decided to see if I could climb. I pressed up against the trunk with a wet squish, then wrapped my two Pseudopods around it and tried to see if I could lift myself. My slime was slightly adhesive, so my slime climb was far easier than I expected, and eventually, I found myself drooping over a large branch.

Okay... I think I'm pretty safe up here. Status!

Name: -

Race: Slime (Blue) LV 3

Class: -

Status: Healthy

This isn't enough. I want to see more... Details?

Emblems:

[Experiment]

Traits:

[Mana Slime LV MAX]

[Pseudopod LV 2]

[Slime Density LV 2]

[??? LV 0]

Trait Points remaining 1

Skills: -

Skill Points remaining 0

Okay, I can see all my traits, and apparently, I have no skills, but what are Emblems and Experiment?

<[Experiment] This soul is currently trialing a potential new Reincarnation Point option. Success will lead to a permanent addition to the Reincarnation options and a reward for the individual soul. This Emblem serves as a mark to prevent test contamination from direct interference. Due to the experiment involving a non-sapient race, basic instincts and trait guidance will be provided until the first evolution. This Emblem is immune to identification. This Emblem cannot be equipped.>

So this is Gramps, both marking me and providing me with some early assistance. I wish the guidance function didn't have a time limit, but I guess it's only intended to compensate for my lack of parents to raise me.

I stared at Emblems heading into the mental window and tried to “poke” it with my mind, but nothing happened.

If only I could get an explanation of Emblems, which can apparently be equipped? Also, what the heck is evolution? So many questions.

Sadly, Gramps didn't respond. I then brought my focus on [??? LV 0] and “poked” it.

<[??? LV 0] A trait partially learned through trial and error. Transforms into a full trait by demonstrating basic mastery or through manual purchase.>

Okay, that sounds amazing. So I don't need to buy everything. Considering I don't have skill points to spend, I'm curious if this is how I get skills.

I tried mentally poking things in my menu, hoping to find some other features.

<Would you like to spend 1 Trait Point to upgrade [Slime Density LV 2]? Trait Points remaining 1.>

No!

The prompt vanished, and I sighed in relief.

So, I can spend points to upgrade, but I'd rather get brand-new traits. This could be a good option if the trait was difficult or impossible to practice. Is there a list of traits?

<Trait List unavailable without an Orb of Enlightenment.>

The hell is an orb of enlightenment? Gramps, this seems very unfair. I want to look for a trait to protect my core.

<Would you like to spend 1 Trait Point to purchase [Core Refinement]? Trait Points remaining 1.>

... Explain, please.

<[Core Refinement] The Core is the most vital part of a Slime, combining the functions of the Heart and Mind while also containing the soul. This trait enhances all basic Core functions and moderately improves durability scaling with level.>

Ugh, my head... err... core hurts from all of this information, so improving my mind may help. I definitely want more durability, even if it's only moderate. Thanks, Gramps, I will buy core refinement.

<Trait [Core Refinement LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 0.>

My mind screamed in pain as my entire core was overwhelmed with a burning sensation, and I lost all vision. I could feel it growing. My Pseudopod tendrils flailed wildly, and I nearly fell from my branch before I restrained myself to the branch and squeezed it as tightly as possible. Eventually, the burning subsided, my vision returned, and I felt exhausted.

Shit! Why!? I screamed mentally to the silence.

I wanted to collapse into a puddle and sleep, but I was worried my branch wasn't secure enough after nearly falling.

One last task for the day... Ugh...

I maneuvered over to the tree trunk and formed my rapier, which manifested in record time, and I repeatedly stabbed at the trunk. Plik. Plik. Plik. Splat. Despite using my maximum density, the results were different from what I expected after how it performed against the target dummy slime.

I vastly overestimated my compressed slime... I might be in trouble against anything harder than wood. I could eat my way through it. I only need a hole big enough to fit my core.

I used my other Pseudopod to envelop the side of the trunk and pressed against it, hoping to start dissolving it. Then I stabbed through my slime with my rapier. Plik. Plik. Plik. Combining dissolving and stabbing seems to be progressing nicely, and eventually, the hole was large enough to enter.

Going partially inside, I focused my dissolving downward, formed two rapiers inside my slime mass, and stabbed away at the floor.

I just need to make it deep enough to hold all my slime.

The outside was already completely dark when my tree hole finally felt large and secure enough to contain me. My slime gushed in, and I started to settle in for torpor. My core drifted slowly down to the bottom of my slime mass.

What a day... Goodnight, Gramps...


Chapter six
Jellyfish Slime
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Waking up to light and the sounds of the forest was a refreshing experience; I half expected to wake up floating in the void, and I was glad I safely survived the night. My core felt pristine, and I wished I could see what it looked like after obtaining [Core Refinement]. However, my slime mass felt... odd. I exited the safety of my tree and sat perched on the branch to examine my slime mass, forming my two Pseudopods and giving them a look over as well.

By the way, I figured out an excellent way to sit securely on my branch; I enveloped myself over the branch and then raised the density around the branch to form a grip. I was initially worried I'd eventually eat into the branch, but ever since I got [Core Refinement], I can selectively turn off my dissolving.

Crystal-clear gaps were floating in my blue slime, and as I stared at them, I was nearly overwhelmed with an instinctual desire to purge it as soon as possible.

I'm unsure what this is, but it's ruining my perfect blue complexion. It's not mixing with my slime mass, so let's try just pushing it out.

I could feel the effects of [Core Refinement] in my control and movement of my slime, and I effortlessly isolated the fluid and pushed it outwards from my slime to expel it. I could feel my size deflating from this, but my instincts were praising me and filling my core with endorphins, so I just watched in silence as it trickled down to the forest floor. By the end, a large puddle had formed, and some birds had even arrived and were splashing and drinking from it.

That might have been water, probably very pure with how crystal clear it was. Us slimes must be pretty damn useful to those humans if we can turn garbage into Mana slime, and even our waste becomes water.

The birds eventually got scared off from their bath time by a small pig-like creature with very tiny tusks, which then greedily started drinking the water. I suddenly felt ravenous, my instincts demanding me to replenish my slime mass, and I began to lower both my Pseudopods cautiously behind the pig.

I probably look like a stupid jellyfish with my blob up top and tendrils dangling below. I chuckled to myself.

I started sending slime mass to my Pseudopods; one was becoming my trusty slime rapier while the other was expanding enough to engulf the pig thing. With coordinated precision, I began my sneak attack, my rapier going for the neck while my other Pseudopod enveloped its behind to lift its rear legs and prevent escape. The pig squealed in horror and tried to bolt, but I was strong enough to lift its legs as planned. My trusty slime rapier, unfortunately, failed to meet my lofty goals for it and only got a few inches deep into the pig's neck, and I had to attempt a “death by a thousand pinpricks” approach instead. I kept lifting and stabbing until, eventually, the thrashing pig stopped.

<Boar LV 0 defeated. Reduced experience gained.>

It had no level... Does that mean it was a baby? Well, I wanted food and not experience anyway.

I plopped the lifeless body inside my slime mass, eager for my meal, but it was dissolving very slowly. [Core Refinement] should have improved my dissolving, but this was slower than the meat the humans gave me. I considered how to improve the digestion process. I cut the meat, exposed it to more slime, then formed my compressed Pseudopods and reached into myself. Even though it was a bit bizarre, I didn't want to lose any boar by doing this outside.

I grabbed a leg with a tendril, formed my rapier with the other, and tried to compress around the boar with my body to hold it in place. While pulling the leg, I stabbed at the joint repeatedly, and eventually, it ripped off. I repeated this process with the remaining legs. While the idea disturbed me initially, I also flooded slime through its mouth and simultaneously started eating away at the boar from the inside. I sensed the process sped up, and my slime mass steadily increased.

Examining the boar, I could see its small tusks were almost unblemished, and I got the idea to keep and use them. I set two dissolving orders to my slime: avoid the tusk and focus on the flesh and cartilage. A warm feeling spread through my core from the strain, and I hoped to get [Core Refinement LV2] soon to ease my burden.

When I get trait points, I should dump them into [Core Refinement]. It has definitely improved all aspects of me. Anyway, let's try to extract those tusks with a new idea for my Pseudopods.

I focused on my Pseudopod and tried to make a claw, which proved to be quite a mental struggle as my Pseudopod seemed reluctant to split. Hoping to ease my mental burden, I retracted one of my Pseudopods and gave the remaining one my entire focus. Once again, I could feel my core straining, but I kept focusing.

<Proficiency gained. [Core Refinement LV 1] improved to [Core Refinement LV 2].>

A wave of tremendous relief flooded my core, and I wanted to celebrate, but I felt so close to making my claw. The extra mental processing immediately proved its worth as I split the tip of my Pseudopod and immediately started to raise the density to strengthen the form of my claw.

Once my claw was sufficiently condensed, I gave it a few snaps to try it out. There was sadly no satisfying clacking noise when the claw tips met, but I still felt absolutely giddy at my success and found myself wiggling my clawed tendril in joy.

Hehe... My Pseudopod has become a pseudoclaw.

With nobody to laugh at my bad joke, I brought the claw to the base of the tusk, which had become quite tender from all the dissolving. I snapped the claw shut with as much force as I could muster and began to tug.

Snap, tug, tug, release, snap, tug, tug, release.

I kept repeating this process until, after much time and effort, the tusk was finally extracted. Before I could even mentally celebrate, I was interrupted by a mental notification.

<Trait [??? LV 0] has become [Shape Slime LV 1].>

Explanation, please!

<[Shape Slime LV 1] Improves and assists in shaping slime mass into various shapes, objects, or tools to mimic their use. Complexity and creation speed scales with level. Successful creations can be mentally stored for automatic creation. Compatible with other slime traits.>

Yesssssss!


Chapter seven
Tree Traversal
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Old Tom looked at the grassy plains with a frown, his tanned and wrinkled face showing immense displeasure. There were far fewer slimes than they expected this morning, and this would be normal after a slime feeding as they would sometimes dissolve one another by accident as they fought over the food scraps. But if that had happened, there would be a few much larger slimes from the results, which always produced a higher-quality Mana slime for an unexplained reason and were quite sought-after.

Some of these recurring larger slimes even had nicknames from their more notable colored cores; his granddaughter was in tears this morning when she couldn't find the slime “Rosey,” who was named after its rose-red core and would always produce very high-quality Mana slime.

Tom's thoughts were interrupted by Bertha's friendly voice.

"Do you think it was goblins?"

"Gods, I hope not. If they are trying to raise a shaman, we'll need to mobilize the guild with an emergency quest," Tom replied, spitting in disgust.

Monsters were bad enough as is, but sapient monsters with class levels have the potential to be a nightmare. Ordinarily, goblins only had access to the basic classes they were born with, such as Fighter or Scout, but on rare occasions, one could even get a magic class if they met the right conditions. There was an infamous goblin tribe whose matriarch discovered that if she ingested copious amounts of blue slime, she would keep birthing goblin shamans. Her tribe raided countless villages and smaller settlements and even attempted to attack a walled city directly as she went mad with the power of her magical spawn. When they finally ended the vile creature's life and studied her corpse, they found her Mana levels were abnormally high, which in turn was causing her spawn to be born with the Mana capacity required for a shaman.

"Hopefully, it was just a few starving wolves since they have a history of eating slime out of desperation." Bertha tried to reassure Tom, wiping the meat blood off her hands onto her apron.

"It could be, but I'll ask the guild to put up an extra goblin extermination quest just to be sure.

They continued to chat for a while longer, then headed home. Many of the poorer townsfolk were extremely unhappy with the poor harvest today.
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After my successful first extraction, I moved on to the remaining tusk to repeat the process, and eventually, I had my second reward. Now that I had secured both tusks, I wanted to see the benefit of my new trait, so I dismissed the claw that took so much prior effort to make to start fresh. Honestly, [Shape Slime] was absolutely amazing as it almost effortlessly recreated my claw, as if following a blueprint and instructions. I made a second claw and snapped both repeatedly like a threatening crab.

After playing around with my claws, I looked at the remains of my food; most of the meat was gone by now, and its internals thoroughly dissolved. Its leathery skin was ruined, with multiple holes where my slime attempted to eat it. The bones were picked clean and looked somewhat decayed.

Maybe I should only eat meat and organs, and I could collect hide and bones for something useful.

I left the hide and bone to continue dissolving since they were already partially ruined, and I did not want to waste the food. I formed my slime rapier, which took on a much more refined form thanks to my new trait and then floated one of the tusks to its tip. Initial tests weren't successful, as the tusk would shoot deeper inside of me upon stabbing, and I had to lower the density of my rapier somewhat so that I could put a reinforced density around the tusk to hold its position better. Managing multiple densities in a single area was tough, and I prayed for my trait level to arrive swiftly. I stabbed a few times and was happy with the noticeable improvement, and I made sure to test a slime rapier without a tusk since I wanted a comparison from before I got [Shape Slime].

Now, I wanted to try it on something living, but I wanted to stay among the tree branches to retain my element of surprise—the slime jellyfish strategy worked disgustingly well. I needed to improve my traversal speed, and I was sure I could use my Pseudopods more efficiently.

I flung a tendril out and grabbed a higher branch of a nearby tree, then released my body grip on the branch I was sitting on and tried to swing... It went horribly, and I splatted against a tree and then the ground with a disturbing squelching sound. I tried two tendrils and then lifted myself upward, and it worked but was frustratingly slow. The back of my mind kept tickling me like I was missing something obvious. I crawled back up and attempted another swing, only to embarrass myself further.

Splat. Splat. Splat.

Eventually, I had a brilliant idea of shifting my mass along my destination tendril to relocate myself. But, much to my disappointment, my body refused to reallocate all of its mass and would always stop at a certain threshold.

What am I missing? Why can't I move all my slime?

I focused on the orange sky above; it was late afternoon, and I would soon need to return to my tree hole. I stared at the glowing orb in the sky and sighed.

I'm sure this tingling feeling in my mind is Gramps laughing at me. Ugh, my head hurts.

Head. Mind. Core?

Right... My actual self is my core, which keeps a minimum amount of slime around me. Could I move my core?

I felt desperation as I was on the verge of an epiphany. I quickly flung out a Pseudopod and latched onto a higher tree branch. I focused mentally on my core. Move. Push. Travel. Go! My perspective abruptly changed as I flew toward the branch like a missile. My slime mass rapidly followed after me like it was magnetically attracted to my core. My core tapped against the branch, and pain assailed me so much that I immediately let go of the branch and fell to the ground below with a massive splash.

I screamed in pain and rolled on the ground with my tendrils flailing wildly. I was shocked at how much it hurt, and I could only hope I didn't do any real damage to my core. Eventually, I got myself under control, but I felt miserable.

Shit! That was so stupid. I desperately need to raise my core's defense if a simple branch felt that bad. But at least I proved I can move my core, so let's try that again, safely this time...

Again, I sent up a Pseudopod to latch onto a branch, although this time, I confirmed there was a lot more slime mass at the destination to act as a cushion to catch my core. On the bright side, this time, I required much less effort to move my core and soon found my vision flying through the air again until I reached my slimy cushion.

Success!

I wanted to do a happy wiggle but stopped myself, frustrated at the pain that still throbbed in my core. I flung a tendril to another branch and promptly sent my core again. It was getting quicker and easier with each success. I continued to practice as I headed toward my tree hole, feeling very satisfied with my new traversal method. Before the final jump back home, I created two tendrils, latched one to my current branch, and sent the other to my tree. I then sent slime mass along the tendril and focused it on the halfway point between the branches. Then, I flung my core to the middle and was very happy when I stopped safely, suspended and hanging between two branches.

<Proficiency gained. [Pseudopod LV 2] improved to [Pseudopod LV 3].>

I grinned happily at that surprise message and produced my long-awaited third tendril from my center position. Bad mood be damned, as this was a moment deserving of a happy wiggle, and my freshly-produced Pseudopod was more than up for the task, which it completed with gusto.

After an appropriate amount of wiggle time, I headed to my tree hole and entered inside. It felt a little cramped from the extra slime mass I had gained from the boar, which had finished dissolving at some point. I worriedly checked for my tusks, and thankfully, I still had them in a pocket of dense slime.

I formed three trusty slime rapiers without the added tusk and poked away inside my tree hole, doing some last-minute expansion. Once completed, I decided to get an early night sleep. Tomorrow, I have some ideas to try out.

Goodnight, Gramps...


Chapter eight
Core Processing
[image: image-placeholder]


I woke up feeling fresh and ready for the day, and best of all, no more pain in my core. I exited my tree hole and spread out on the branch, noticing that once again, I had water mingling among my precious bright azure slime. I created a bowl with my [Shape Slime] at the end of a Pseudopod and filled it with ejected water. When all the water was gone, I examined the reflection of my core in the water; it was definitely rounder than I remembered, and the intensity of crimson seemed even more vivid.

My core isn't fat, is it? I joked to myself.

I wanted to see if I could use this water to catch birds, so I lowered the slime-shaped bowl to the ground and extended the arm portion of the attached Pseudopod to run along the ground and against the tree. By not dangling from the tree branch directly to the ground and bowl, I hoped to make the slime arm appear less conspicuous.

Now, I just needed to wait and keep myself occupied by continuing to practice my skills. I needed [Slime Density] to catch up now that [Pseudopod] ranked up, as both were acquired almost back-to-back, so I assumed it was just a little behind. From how I ranked up [Core Refinement], it was from putting mental pressure on my core by doing strenuous or too many tasks at once. I assumed from the trait description I could also rank it up by testing its defenses, although I had no immediate plans to throw my precious core against branches or rocks—I was not a masochist.

Yesterday, I figured out that I could program my core to do a routine task, which it would do to the best of its abilities seemingly forever unless I changed the order or overloaded my mind. I could grip the branch with slime compression, avoid dissolving certain body parts, or even carry my tusks in a pocket of slime; my core did all these tasks for me without complaint. I could imagine any human being green with envy over my core's mental processing power.

Using this function, I wanted my core to train two skills at once automatically throughout the day by having the slime around my core compress and decompress around my core repeatedly. My goal was that by squeezing my core, I'd be training [Core Refinement] with the mental strain of the automatic task and testing its defense from the compression, and [Slime Density] would also get a workout for free as a bonus.

At first, I did the task manually, and I could feel the pressure building around my core. It was not pleasant, as if my head was trapped in a vice, and I sighed with relief when I decompressed. I repeated this manually several times and then handed the task to my core. I monitored that it was doing the job correctly and did a celebratory wiggle after it repeated the tenth repeat. This alone utilized perhaps 60 percent of my core's mental function capacity, while my little tusk pocket only took 5 percent.

I guess I'll get more capacity as I level up [Core Refinement]. Or is there a trait I can add more directly?

<Insufficient Trait Points to purchase [Sub-Core]. Trait Points remaining 0.>

Gee Gramps, I'm sorry for slacking on the level-ups. Can you please explain?

<[Sub-Core] Adds a small independent core that can act as a substitute core. The complexity and quantity of task assignments scale with trait level. Primary senses can be projected through the sub-core temporarily. Requires 8 hours of rest and slime mass to regenerate if destroyed. This trait can be selected multiple times, each purchase producing an additional sub-core with an independent trait level.>

Okay, that sounds impressive. I especially like the part about projecting my senses through it. Couldn't I put my sub-core into a tendril to look around corners or peak through a hole without risking my real core? Definitely going on my shopping list.

Coming out of my little world, I finally paid attention to my surroundings and noticed that birds were splashing in the water already. The birdbath bowl suddenly snapped like a beartrap, and all the birds within were caught. They flailed in the water while slime mass flooded in and replaced it, and then their struggles slowed down and eventually stopped. I surprisingly got no notifications of their deaths, but it did at least feed me. I ejected the water at the roots of my tree, extended a tendril toward a nearby tree, and started moving. It was time to do some experience hunting and level up so Gramps didn't shout at me for being insufficient.

Once I got into the rhythm, I was shocked at how quickly I could move from branch to branch. I tried to only go in one direction so I could find my tree again without too much difficulty. After some scouting, I located a boar, although this one had no tusks, and I positioned myself on a branch above it as it forages herbs. I lowered my three Pseudopods, one to grab the hind legs and two to form rapiers tipped with a tusk. The boar squealed in panic as I robbed it of movement, and then two rapiers pierced its throat.

<Boar LV 0 defeated. Reduced experience gained.>

The corpse was rapidly lifted with my three tendrils and tossed inside. I inserted slime into its mouth to eat at the inside and eventually the flesh, but I tried to give the order to avoid dissolving the hide. I watched as the hair and dirt on the skin melted away and happily nodded when I didn't see it eating beyond that. Below, a larger boar with two massive tusks burst into the scene, looking rather frantic and squealing in anger.

I might have just killed his mate, and I might need two tendrils to pick up this big boy.

I started compressing two tendrils to the limit, preparing each one to grab a leg.

<Proficiency gained. [Slime Density LV 2] improved to [Slime Density LV 3].>

Looks like this job and my auto-compression finally paid off.

I gave both tendrils some extra reinforcement, and thankfully, I had a meal fueling the extra slime mass required for this density. Waiting for the right moment when the pig was sniffing the last spot where his missus was previously foraging, my two tendrils lashed out and wrapped around his hind legs. He let out a rage-filled squeal and tried to turn around but was unable to as soon his legs got lifted, and his chin slammed against the ground.

Once he was off the ground, the poor pig could only seem to squirm and squeal helplessly. I formed my rapier with added tusk and tried stabbing it in his neck repeatedly, causing superficial wounds, but nothing like what happened with the smaller and presumably female boar.

If I had enough slime mass, I could engulf him, stop him moving, and eat him, but I don't have enough to cover his entire body in dense slime.

I stared at his squealing mouth, then looked toward my third tendril and grinned at the nasty idea I had thought of. I lowered my remaining tendril to his head, but he was still flailing wildly, and one of his tusks nicked it. I watched the portion of slime fall to the floor, feeling miffed at the waste. I attached the third tendril to his back this time and then snaked my way toward his mouth and violently injected my slime inside. He tried to bite the slime, but I made sure to compress it, and I didn't think boars had sharp enough teeth to rip through. Eventually, I reached his throat and started distributing slime mass to the tip and expanding to fill up the cavity, which caused the boar to flail even wilder and more frantically until it jerked and went dead still.

<Boar LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Slime (Blue) is now LV 4>

<1 Trait Point is now available>

I felt both happy and a little bit disappointed at the notification. That was easier than my other fights, which had desperation or frantic moments. I slid closer to the tree trunk for a wider perch, then brought up the boar and deposited it inside. Its corpse floated in the expanding slime next to the other, which was barely a husk now.

I temporarily stopped my automatic core compression to free up some mental capacity and focus on eating these boars, but I set orders to ignore the tusks and the hide. My slime eagerly got to work. Meanwhile, I formed my rapier and stared at it for a moment.

Once I stopped trying to stab him, I'd argue it was maybe even easier than any of my previous fights. I just thrust slime into his throat and choked him.

I formed and brought another tendril next to my rapier and shifted its form erratically into strange shapes.

Perhaps... I should stop trying to fight as a human would and fight more like a monster?


Chapter nine
Treetop Assassin
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I focused on eating the remains of the two boars, spitting out bone after bone without a scrap of meat or sinew remaining. A small pile was growing on the forest floor, and I wondered if some creature would find them appealing. I carefully extracted the two large tusks and placed them with my smaller ones, although I still felt I needed to retire my rapier until I got better traits. After much time, my work was finally complete, and I stared at the perfect hide and tusks floating inside me.

<Skill [??? LV 0] has become [Dissection LV 1].>

Wait, what? Dissection? I questioned and waited for Gramps, but there was silence.

Does he seriously only help me if I ask about traits? I grumbled as I opened up my status menu.

Name: -

Race: Slime (Blue) LV 4

Class: -

Status: Healthy

Emblems:

[Experiment]

Traits:

[Mana Slime LV MAX]

[Pseudopod LV 3]

[Slime Density LV 3]

[Core Refinement LV 2]

[Shape Slime LV 1]

Trait Points remaining 1

Skills:

[Dissection LV 1]

[??? LV 0]

[??? LV 0]

Skill Points remaining 0

Wait, not only do I finally have my first skill, but I'm close to getting two more? I was shocked by this information, as I clearly needed to pay more attention to my status menu. I gave [Dissection] a mental poke.

<[Dissection LV 1] This skill helps butchering, skinning, harvesting, and dismantling beasts and monsters. Accuracy and speed scale with skill level. Intuition with valuable parts for rarer creatures requires a higher skill level.>

It sounded useful, although I would not have spent a skill point on it if I had any. But I got it for free, so no complaints. I was eager to discover my other two potential skills, but another matter was becoming rapidly apparent. I looked at my slime with a heavy sigh.

I've gotten fat.

After eating the two boars, I was absolutely massive. My slime was practically overflowing from the tree, and when I tried to compress myself down, the tree creaked a bit from the weight.

Looks like raising my slime density and compressing my size doesn't just magically reduce the weight. I wonder if I could store my excess slime?

<Would you like to spend 1 Trait Point to purchase [Core Storage]? Trait Points remaining 1.>

That [Experiment] Emblem really only helps me when I ask questions about traits. I might be in trouble when the helper feature of it goes away. Anyway, Gramps, please explain [Core Storage].

<[Core Storage] Allows the core to act as a dimensional storage unit. Initially only able to store slime mass, extra storage options are unlocked from trait levels. Storage volume scales with trait level. Storage does not degrade over time.>

Ugh... That is exactly what I needed, but I wanted to get [Sub-Core]. But I suppose my actual core still has mental capacity remaining, and moving around the trees with all this excess slime would make it hard to remain stealthy. Please buy [Core Storage].

<Trait [Core Storage LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 0.>

I felt a mental cavity open up in the mind of my core and thought of putting slime mass into it. I felt myself shrink as the slime stored away rapidly, and then I tried to retrieve it and felt myself balloon out again. I compressed some slime to the maximum density and attempted to store it away, curious if it would be allowed and if it would retain the density level. The answer to both questions was yes, which made me ecstatic—a discovery deserving of a happiness wiggle.

I deposited a large portion of dense slime until I felt nimble enough again to move and then moved back to my temporary home. My sense of direction could have been better, but I eventually found the large tree again. I deposited my tusks in the hole and left the boar hides to hang on the branch, which would act as a unique marker for my trip home. I didn't think animals would try to eat such clean hides if I left them there, although a wandering human could steal them.

I took a moment to activate my automatic core compression to resume training my traits and then flung myself from tree to tree. It was time to hunt.

Grappling from branch to branch, I searched for any potential prey and came across another large boar. I snuck over it and repeated my earlier method: two tendrils to lift the legs and prevent escape, and then suffocate it with slime down the throat.

<Boar LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

It was disappointingly easy. This time, [Dissection] tickled my mind and confirmed that tusks, hide, and meat were the only things of value. I tried to move around with the boar, but it was a bit too large and cumbersome, so I focused on digestion and harvesting, spat out the bones, stored the slime mass, and moved on.

The only other animal worth eating after that was a sizable horned rabbit, which I found bizarre. The edge of its horns had dried blood stains. I waited for my opportunity, withdrew some slime mass, and engulfed the entire rabbit. It barely had a chance to struggle and soon died.

<Jackelope LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

The only thing of value was its horns, so I ate the rest and then went home. I hung the new pelt and went inside my tree hole, ready for sleep.

Eventually, I found myself in a routine—wake up, eject water, hunt one or two creatures, drop my goods off at home, hunt again, return home, and sleep.

<Boar LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Boar LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Boar LV 0 defeated. Reduced experience gained.>

After sneaking up on that last boar, I finally unlocked my second hidden skill.

<Skill [??? LV 0] has become [Stealth LV 1].>

<[Stealth LV 1] Helps the user hide their presence, scaling with skill level.>

It made sense that I was heavily relying on my treetop ambush tactics.

<Jackelope LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Deer LV 0 defeated. Reduced experience gained.>

<Deer LV 0 defeated. Reduced experience gained.>

The deer were nothing special, and I was honestly surprised they even gave a notification. I didn't even bother to skin them; at least they gave me a lot of slime mass. When I returned home, I received my third skill.

<Skill [??? LV 0] has become [Mapping LV 1].>

<[Mapping LV 1] The user gains a mental sense of direction, allowing one to retrace their steps or explore new areas. Higher skill levels provide more function and lead toward a mental map.>

At my current skill level, [Mapping] only gave me the four cardinal directions. However, this made me feel more confident in exploring further away, which was needed as the nearby wildlife was becoming scarce. I wanted to eat more to store more slime and eventually increase [Core Storage], and I wanted to gain more experience to reach level 5 for another trait point.

When I woke up the next day, I decided to head straight east from my tree, as I had the vague insight that going west would lead to the human city. I kept heading east and noticed the trees becoming a little sparser. Eventually, they opened into a clearing with a shimmering pond.

Time to add some fish to my diet.


Chapter ten
The Pond
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A feeling of excitement bubbled up inside me as I stared at the pond, wondering what creatures I might find nearby. The slime instincts the strange [Experiment] Emblem sometimes fed me were tickling the corners of my mind, causing me to gaze longingly at the water. Blue slimes must enjoy being near water, for whatever reason, as I remembered my brethren hanging around the stream when I first woke up.

My only concern was that I would be leaving the safety of the treetops to approach the pond, but thinking back to how easily I killed multiple boars, I felt strangely confident. With a wet splat, I hit the ground and did a few hops and a slime crawl—both felt terribly slow after I had gotten used to moving around with my Pseudopod.

My previous confidence sputtered with worry, and I decided to see if I could adapt my tendril grappling movement to a ground-based option. I flung a tendril forward, which did not travel far since the ground wasn't flat or clear enough. I then threw another tendril out, but at an upward arc, it flew a much better distance. When the tip of my tendril hit the ground, I raced into action and flung my core while also spreading the exit point of my tendril out to cushion my landing. As my core moved, the slime rapidly followed afterward, and soon I found myself at the destination tendril, the entire process making me look and move like a strange slimy slinky.

I practiced a few times until I could do it speedily enough, and I even tried throwing out a secondary tendril ahead while in mid-flight to chain together these movements.

<Proficiency gained. [Core Refinement LV 2] improved to [Core Refinement LV 3].>

It looks like the days of auto-compression training and complex slime manipulation have finally paid off, I thought with a happy jiggle.

Satisfied, I traversed to the pond edge, taking in my surroundings as I approached. A few wildlife were drinking from the opposite end of the pond, and I noticed dog-sized flying bugs darting back and forth along the water's surface. The pond was relatively clean, only having a few patches of algae. When I reached the water's edge, I leaned my slime mass and raised my core to peak into the depths. The pond wasn't that deep except in the center, where I could not see the murky depths, and I could see plenty of fish-like creatures swimming.

I produced a tendril and poked the water, finding it hard to break the surface unless I used a compressed tendril. I tried an uncompressed and limp tendril and found it floated on the surface.

As stupid as it sounds, I guess blue slimes having an affinity with water makes sense. My thoughts were interrupted as a few fish came to see if my floating tendril was food.

The fish cautiously poked at the slime and took a few nibbles, and due to the low density, they even stole a few chunks. Mildly annoyed, I wanted to catch and eat those fish myself. I formed my second tendril above my head and created a spear, then wondered if I could create a fishing net and struggled for a few moments to make that. Withdrawing some slime mass from [Core Storage], I then used it to extend out my net tendril and another to help hold it. Once sufficiently far away to hopefully not spook the nibbling fish, I deposited the net into the pond as smoothly as possible and trawled it through the water.

I caught quite a few fish that weren't smart enough to flee and lifted my net out of the water happily. I dumped more slime into the net while enclosing it, and soon, there was a bubble of slime filled with fish—which I promptly ate.

<Proficiency gained. [Shape Slime LV 1] improved to [Shape Slime LV 2].>

I assumed the fish would not give any experience points, so the sudden prompt surprised me. Honestly, I had forgotten all about [Shape Slime] since I did most of its functions without its help before I got it. I was surprised it took this long to increase since I assumed it was passively helping me anytime I created a rapier or claw.

Perhaps it gets more experience when I try to create new shapes? Extra reward for experimentation? I wonder what else affects trait and skill gain.

I tried other ways of catching fish and fed myself more slime mass, such as the spear, my trusty rapier, a claw, and even a smaller net. [Dissection] didn't tell me they had anything worth harvesting, but they dissolved fast, lacking strong bones or tough hide, so I ate them whole.

All my fishing had seemingly disturbed one of the residents of the pond. I noticed a large shadow approaching from the water, so I fired a tendril backward and slinky away to a safer position. I had turned off auto-compression, raised my slime mass to maximum density, and even withdrew some extra slime to increase my size. A massive frog-like creature emerged from the pond with a sickly green-tinted skin covered in blackish-purple splotches.

This damn thing is bigger than four boars put together!

It let out a belching croak and stared directly at me.

I wonder what level this thing is, or if I cou—my thought was interrupted, as without warning, its tongue fired at lightning speed toward me and smacked into my slimy exterior.

The tongue failed to penetrate too deeply into my slime, and I sighed with relief until I realized it was latched onto my slime and was actually trying to pull me into its maw. In a panic, I constructed a rapier and stabbed at the tongue—it bounced off. I created two claws and tried to claw and tear away at the tongue—the frog merely gave a hearty croak as if mocking me.

I was trying to think of some shape or weapon I could use to cut the tongue. I could feel it trying to pull me toward it, but I was gripping the ground tightly with my large surface area. The frog, to my horror, decided if it couldn't win this tug-of-war, then it would simply approach me.

My mind went frantic as the monster frog trundled forward, and the only solution I could think of was to sacrifice the slime mass and flee. Mentally, I partitioned off the slime around the tongue and dropped control of it; the frog's tongue snapped back into its mouth, and I saw it happily ingest my slime. It even licked its lips!

I had thrown out a tendril to run away, but I was not fast enough, and the frog tongue had already latched on me again. I quickly partitioned off the slime, which ripped off without negatively affecting my escape momentum. Its tongue rapidly retracted, and I watched it smugly eating more of my slime.

I kept repeating my slinky movement until I reached the forest edge. In my escape, I dodged the tongue twice, possibly just by fluke, as it stole a third portion of slime from me before I was finally out of its range.

Considering the density of the slime stolen, I had lost more than I gained during my fishing trip. I felt humiliated as I tried to find weaker prey to stock up on slime mass before I went home.

<Boar LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Proficiency gained. [Dissection LV 1] improved to [Dissection LV 2].>

All my harvesting paid off, but I was not in the mood to celebrate. I threw the pelt on the branch, headed into my tree hole, and spat out the tusks.

I needed to get stronger.


Chapter eleven
Hunting Patrol
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I woke up feeling pretty miserable after having a string of easy successes, but against a real monster like that giant frog, I couldn't do anything but be its meal. Grabbing two of the mightiest-looking tusks, I decided to head toward the pond again and patrol the perimeter among the trees, picking off any wildlife heading for a drink so that I could replenish my reserve slime mass.

For the first day, I used my usual tree ambush, which proved its recurring success by effortlessly taking out multiple deer. I left their bones in a pile with a few bits of meat, hoping to attract animals with levels.

<Deer LV 0 defeated. Reduced experience gained.> x3

While safely among the trees, I tried to scout the pond but could not spot the frog monster. For my final task, I created a second tree hole that was an appropriate distance from the bone pile and not directly at the pond border. I constructed my second home shockingly fast, thanks to all the trait levels I had gained since the original—not to mention having full-sized tusks.

With the extra time before sleep, I tried practicing my [Shape Slime] by focusing on creating new constructs for that bonus experience. At first, I tried to copy things from my memory, starting with making the shape of a tusk, and then I moved on to the complex antler horns the jackalope had.

I stared intensely at a neighboring tree, hoping to sculpt it, starting at the base of the trunk and working my way up. I molded the trunk first and then worked on the branches, which was tricky as I had never split a single Pseudopod into so many mini-tendrils—it was like rapidly growing a small slime tree on my Pseudopod. For leaves, I could only add childish blobs at the ends of the branches, as my current [Shape Slime] level could not make fine details like that yet.

The next day, after cleaning my slime of impurities by watering my new tree home, I headed toward the bone pile. There were no animals yet, but it had attracted plenty of ants, so I resumed patrolling the perimeter. Today was looking to be a bust on the hunting front until the bulkiest boar I had ever seen started to meander toward the pond.

I followed cautiously, hiding my presence as I grappled from branch to branch. I was directly above the mighty boar, and it appeared none the wiser. The boar had a nearly black hide instead of the various shades of brown I was used to, and its two massive tusks were jaw-droppingly impressive.

<Proficiency gained. [Stealth LV 1] improved to [Stealth LV 2].>

Gramps even told me what a good job I was doing being a sneaky slime, but I had a terrible premonition the more I looked at the sheer girth of this boar.

I don't think I can lift this thing...

I felt horrible as I desperately wanted to defeat this thing and grow stronger—strong enough to beat that damn frog.

But if I jumped onto its back, I don't think it could hit me, and then I could suffocate it.

Feeling committed to the risk, I shot a grappling tendril toward the back of the boar, and moments before it made contact, I flung my core to follow. A terrifying squeal of pure fury and rage flooded the quiet forest. The boar went ballistic when my heavy, wet slime smacked across its back, and it started to charge around in circles in an attempt to dislodge me—but I had grappled on tight with a tendril under its belly and spread out my surface area along its back. Feeling secure, I snaked my remaining two tendrils toward its head as the boar rammed into a tree and nearly uprooted it.

Holy shit! This thing is strong!

Initial attempts to get into its throat were unsuccessful, as it had enough strength to bite through my tendrils. I focused a tendril on protecting the other by flooding it with maximum-density slime from my [Core Storage] and wedged it between the teeth. With the created gap, my second tendril dove into the mouth and down the throat, where I promptly expanded the tip into a seal by sending it a generous dosage of slime mass.

The boar became even wilder as it thrashed frantically and slammed into tree after tree. It tried to let out its wail but couldn't because of its blocked throat—I swear I could feel bubbles in my slime from the attempted scream. I could feel its jaw trying, with all its might, to crunch through my wedge, and I desperately focused my effort on sending slime and density to reinforce it.

I watched as life in this fearsome beast was draining, and its movements slowed. As if in defiance, I felt it try to roar again while its skin started to take on a red tint, and in a burst of sudden speed, it gave one last mighty charge. It slammed against a tree, uprooting it entirely, collapsing under its own weight, and a few moments later—I got my notification.

<Rage Boar LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Slime (Blue) is now LV 5>

<1 Trait Point is now available>

Rage Boar!? And it was only level 1, but I still leveled up? I really wish Gramps would explain non-trait things to me.

I was shocked but eager to dig into my meal as I prepared my usual harvest procedure. I felt my [Dissection] skill screaming at me to take those tusks, so I focused on grabbing them as soon as possible. I extracted the first tusk successfully and was about to proceed with the next, but I was interrupted when I saw a green shape approaching.

I took a defensive position on top of the boar, which was still too large to carry even though I had managed to dissolve some of its insides. I ensured the tusk was safe inside a slime pocket and produced my three Pseudopods in anticipation. As it approached, I recognized what it was.

It's a green slime! Is it like a cousin or distant relative?

The slime was lime-green, and its core was honey-yellow. I was surprised to see a slime out here and not on the human farm, but even stranger was the path of dirt devoid of any grass trailing behind where the slime moved. I waved a tendril, but the green slime ignored me, and I knew it wanted to steal my food just like my blue brethren.

I extended a tendril to slap the slime away, but as my tendril came into contact with the green slime, it dissolved completely. I stared in horror, as I had never seen any of the blue slimes so effortlessly melt something. I grabbed a branch and a rock and threw both at the green slime—they instantly melted away. I didn't know what to do, as I couldn't stop this green menace, and I grappled to a tree branch when it reached the boar.

That's my food, you bastard! I worked hard to defeat that thing! I mentally shouted as I shook a tentacle at it.

Then I witnessed the most absurd sight ever: the green slime simply “walked” through the boar as if wading through water. With each movement forward, the green slime swelled in size, and the boar disappeared rapidly. I thought of stabbing its core with my prized tusk to stop it, then watched as it ate the remaining tusk without any trouble.

There was no boar left, not even a single bone. It was gone in mere moments, and an oversized green slime was the only thing remaining. I could swear it was staring at me next.

What the hell. How is that fair?


Chapter twelve
Green vs. Blue
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I glared at the green thief, still shaking a tendril. I couldn't think of a way to deal with this creature with the tools I had available; this green slime felt like the apex of our species. I let my thoughts wander in an attempt to figure out a solution while the green blob continued our staring contest.

The green slime had a small ripple in its body, and a tiny glob shot out of it and toward me. I panicked when I failed to dodge in time, but the glob missed me and instead hit the branch, which melted away rapidly and sent both it and me plummeting to the forest floor.

What the hell? It can shoot slime! As if its super-dissolving power wasn't bad enough, now it can fire projectiles as well—why don't I have that? I complained mentally.

<Would you like to spend 1 Trait Point to purchase [Slime Shot]? Trait Points remaining 1.>

I wanted to read the trait description but was worried about my situation. I prepared to dodge, but the green slime baffled me and advanced toward me rather than firing another projectile. I leaped backward a considerable distance using my slime slinky twice consecutively. The green slime continued chasing me and fired another slime glob at me, and I had to dodge to the side, but my slow reaction caused it to go straight through a portion of my slime—melting along it as it traveled until the exit wound.

Once again, I readied for another dodge, but the green slime again didn't fire a second projectile. I was slightly faster than the green slime, even without using my slinky movement, so it made keeping it away from me simple. I kept careful watch, anticipating another deadly shot, but it seemed happy to chase me.

Does it only shoot at prey if they are too far away? Despite its notably better ability, its mind is equal to my blue brethren's, I pondered while the green slime still showed no sign of shooting again, so I decided to take a risk: Show me that slime shot trait, please.

<[Slime Shot] Allows the firing of slime mass as an expendable projectile. Objects and contents within slime mass may also be used as a substitute. Projectile size, maximum distance, and velocity all scale with trait level. Compatible with other slime traits.>

I was grateful that the green slime didn't shoot at me while I read, proving my theory. [Slime Shot] sounded full of potential, and I could even fire my tusks like arrows. I instantly bought it.

<Trait [Slime Shot LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 0.>

Once again, the immediate knowledge and understanding of my new trait filled my core—a wondrously pleasant feeling. I fired a tiny amount of slime mass at the green slime, which hit it and dissolved instantly. The green slime didn't react to my provocation and just mindlessly resumed its chase. This time, I fired a tiny blob of maximum-density slime, which hit the green slime and penetrated an inch before vanishing.

I picked up a few nearby rocks with my Pseudopod, depositing them inside myself, and then fired them uselessly one after another into the green blob of acid. While my new ability was impressive, it wouldn't save me from this strange situation. I looked around in thought, and when my focus drifted toward the pond—I spied the frog bully who stole my lunch.

The enemy of my enemy is my friend? I thought with a chuckle as I started to move toward the pond, making sure not to increase the distance between me and the trigger-happy green blob.

As we approached the pond, I noticed the frog was not fully awake and lying lazily in the sun. I consciously lowered my body, trying to stealth, as the last thing I wanted was for them to make a green monster alliance and both target me. Thankfully, my fears were soon unfounded as when the green slime spotted the more sizable meal, it shot acid at the frog and started heading toward it.

The oversized frog let out a terrifying croak of rage that rippled through the air—if I had eardrums, I think they would have burst. The frog monster searched for its attacker and spotted the green slime, which fired another projectile that sizzled as it hit the frog's skin. I was surprised the acid wasn't as effective as I had witnessed earlier; the frog must have an incredible hide that would make my [Dissection] skill drool.

Not wanting to be outdone, the frog launched its oversized tongue toward the green slime, but upon making contact, there was a loud sizzling noise. The frog let out a wail while it rapidly retracted its tongue and actually vomited when the tongue returned—it then made small hops to turn around and face the pond. While the frog was turning to retreat, the green slime fired two more shots off, sizzling on the back of the frog before it did a massive physics-defying leap and splashed into the center of the pond.

What the hell, you frog bastard!? You can't eat it, so you run away! You gave me such hell, and then you just disappear into the pond! I screamed in anger, but my complaints had to be put on hold as the green slime was now moving toward me again as the only remaining meal.

Remembering that I could float, I started decompressing the slime, except around my core, and moving toward the water. When I made contact with the water's edge, I poked it a few times cautiously before doing a short hop in—thankfully, I did float. I slowly drifted away from the bank, the green slime still chasing me, and I wondered if it could also float.

I stared in anticipation as the green slime showed no sign of stopping as it mindlessly chased me. When it made contact with the water, it didn't sink, but something was clearly wrong as it started to lose its shape. The green slime immediately stopped chasing me and backed up a little, reforming into a more solid shape once it wasn't directly in the water.

Ha! It can't handle water! I mocked, glad to finally have an advantage over the green menace. Although my mocking was short, my mind went into overdrive to think of how to utilize this because I knew it would start shooting me when it realized I was out of reach.

I thought of buckets and flinging water, or I could make a spade and hurl the green slime into the pond. Then my mind clicked into place as I remembered my new trait [Slime Shot] would allow me to fire contents instead of slime, and my morning routine fully proved that I could contain water.

I thrust all three of my tendrils into the lake, trying to suck up as much water as I could, then immediately activated my trait. A large burst of water fired at the green slime, which washed away some of its slime. The green slime slowly started reforming its shape, but I couldn't let it recover, so I kept activating [Slime Shot] continuously, expelling a deluge of pond water.

The green slime struggled helplessly as its mass washed away until all that remained on the pond bank was a copious amount of mud and a single honey-yellow core shining in the sun. I flung a tendril of slime toward the core to finish the job—there was no melting slime to save it now. My tendril engulfed it greedily, and I heard a familiar crunch as I ate the core.

<Slime (Green) LV 4 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Slime (Blue) is now LV 6>

<1 Trait Point is now available>

<Compatible core detected. Integrate new core at a penalty?>

Yes! I answered immediately.

<Slime (Green) Core absorbed. Trait [Acid Slime] gained. Trait [Slime Shot] gained.>

<Trait [Acid Slime LV 5] reduced to [Acid Slime LV 2] for integration penalty.>

<Existing Trait [Slime Shot LV 1] improved to [Slime Shot LV 2].>


Chapter thirteen
Substantial Improvements
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I was astonished when I received a brand-new trait [Acid Slime], and my newly acquired [Slime Shot] even gained a level. I wanted desperately to examine the trait, but I wanted to escape the pond before that froggy bastard showed up for round three. I grabbed the bank with some tendrils and pulled myself to shore.

I was about to journey to my tree home when I noticed my tusks lying in the dirt. This startled me since I had nearly lost my prize from that monstrosity of a boar. I assumed that when I rapidly decompressed to jump into the water, I had forgotten about them in my dense pockets of slime, and they fell out.

Hopefully, I can unlock the non-slime option for [Core Storage] soon. I could try forcing it to store and withdraw repeatedly, I mused to myself while I grabbed my tusks and headed to my pond tree home. Upon arriving, I threw my tusks into the hole and pulled up the trait details.

<[Acid Slime LV 2] This slime contains a powerful acid that helps it defend itself and consume prey. The base potency of the acid scales with trait level but can also be affected by outside factors such as dilution or concentration. This trait also adds acid resistance to the slime core and slime mass, which scales with trait level until eventual immunity at max level. This trait enhances the normal dissolving ability inherent to all slime and maintains the same degree of control. Compatible with other slime traits.>

Wow, this is just a pure upgrade in every way... My own [Mana Slime] feels like a joke in comparison. I'm also glad I won't suddenly be uncontrollably melting everything, I thought to myself, with a complicated feeling of happiness and jealousy.

Could I get other traits from different-colored slimes? If so, how many other slimes are there? There are so many questions, but that could be my first real goal in this world, other than surviving.

After the crazy day, I didn't feel like venturing from my tree and opted to continue my trait training. But before that, I had to complete my shopping list.

<Trait [Sub-Core LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 0.>

A large quantity of slime mass suddenly began to swirl and compress down, far beyond my capabilities, until a small crimson-red orb was left floating in the slime. It was a fraction of the size of my original core, but I was glad it didn't diverge into a different color. Speaking of color, I was relieved that [Acid Slime] did not change the color of my magnificent bright azure-blue goop.

The sub-core followed my mental commands, able to move it around freely, and I watched it zip around in my slime mass. I headed into my tree hole, sent a Pseudopod outside, and then moved the sub-core to the tip. I then mentally focused and felt my perspective shift to the sub-core. It was a strangely exhilarating experience, and I raised my tendril higher like a periscope until it eventually breached the tree canopy. I took in the sights of the late afternoon sun glimmering across the endless horizon of leaves—all while my actual core was safe in my tree hole.

I returned my perspective, exited the tree, and recalled the tendril and sub-core. Needless to say, I was delighted with this purchase. I then gave my sub-core its first function, which was to repeat—deposit and withdraw slime mass. From my perspective, I saw the tiny core suck in slime, then expel it moments later. I wondered if it would continue while I slept, something my primary core could not do. Up until bedtime, I continued my [Shape Slime] practice drills. Which finally paid off.

<Proficiency gained. [Shape Slime LV 2] improved to [Shape Slime LV 3].>

I went to bed a very happy slime, and when I awoke, I had another surprise as it looked like my [Sub-Core] worked hard throughout the night.

<Proficiency gained. [Core Storage LV 1] improved to [Core Storage LV 2].>

Giddy to try out the improved version, I immediately tried to store my tusks, which all magically vanished except for the Rage Boar tusk. I was a little sour that my greatest treasure was too large, but it soon faded as I saw how I could rapidly withdraw my stored items. I also tried storing my morning water, which rapidly vanished into the magical item space. I decided to keep the water since it proved helpful as ammunition for [Slime Shot], although I was curious as to why I could store the water, which was more significant in total quantity than my single Rage Boar tusk. I left the giant tusk in the tree, preparing to travel, but quickly pulled up my status menu beforehand.

Name: -

Race: Slime (Blue) LV 6

Class: -

Status: Healthy

Emblems:

[Experiment]

Traits:

[Mana Slime LV MAX]

[Acid Slime LV 2]

[Pseudopod LV 3]

[Slime Density LV 3]

[Shape Slime LV 3]

[Slime Shot LV 2]

[Core Refinement LV 3]

[Core Storage LV 2]

[Sub-Core LV 1]

Trait Points remaining 0

Skills:

[Dissection LV 2]

[Stealth LV 2]

[Mapping LV 1]

[??? LV 0]

[??? LV 0]

Skill Points remaining 0

I felt a sense of pride in what I had achieved so far, and I was nearing two more skills through my actions. Those would surely be a pleasant surprise. My next goal was getting revenge on that oversized frog, which I could get by leveraging [Acid Slime]. But first, I wanted to get my remaining tusks from my first home and stock up on some extra slime mass—I'd need a lot of it for my plan.

On the trip home, I kept a lookout for potential breakfast and spotted a deer grazing. I went for my old reliable Pseudopod hunting trick of grabbing the rear legs and hoisting it up, then I engulfed its head to suffocate it and turned on the dissolve. It was not a pretty sight.

<Deer LV 0 defeated. Reduced experience gained.>

Before the deer could even suffocate, its flesh melted away, leaving only a skull—which was rapidly following. I expected my [Acid Slime] to be less effective since it was only level 2 compared to the green slime's level 5, but then I recalled the description mentioning dilution and concentration.

I usually keep my Pseudopods very dense by default, especially when grabbing things... Which is powering up [Acid Slime]... Good to know, if a little horrific.

I quickly ate my meal and continued, glad to know I no longer had to sit around for long periods of dissolving. Weirdly, I was struggling to find my tree home, even though I knew I was heading in the right direction thanks to my skill. After over an hour of circling around, I still hadn't found it but I saw a grayish-black wolf snacking on a jackalope. I wanted to test my [Slime Shot], so I compressed a blob and aimed for the wolf's head. Pew. The slime shot missed the head and hit the throat, which it clung to and rapidly ate away. The wolf tried to howl in pain, but with the partially missing throat, it let out a gurgle before it collapsed.

<Wolf LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

I dropped down on the wolf's corpse and was about to eat away when [Dissection] told me to save the fangs and front claws. I directed my slime to avoid those and eat the rest, which it did with shocking precision—I didn't even need to pull to remove things anymore, as my slime just ate anything unnecessary. I also harvested the jackalope antlers and ate the wolf's leftovers. My [Core Storage] readily accepted the fangs, claws, and tiny antlers.

Honestly, I felt shell-shocked at this new trait; it felt far more powerful than anything I had gained previously. I continued searching for my tree, and after approximately another hour, I finally found it.

<Proficiency gained. [Mapping LV 1] improved to [Mapping LV 2].>

And the reason it took so long to find my tree? All of my pelts were missing.


Chapter fourteen
Investigator Slime
[image: image-placeholder]


Thieves! Scoundrels! How dare they? I raged mentally at the indignation.

I couldn't believe someone had stolen my pelt collection, which had grown daily and showed my progression in the forest. I extended a tendril into the tree hole, worried that my tusks were gone too, but thankfully, they were still there. I looked around the tree for any signs pointing to the culprit. If I had tracking or investigation skills, the system would help me, although I still had not received a single skill point. After several dozen minutes of poking around the tree like an amateur detective, I discovered two boot prints imprinted into the soil, possibly from someone jumping down from the branch.

Human, male, approximately twenty years of age, has a slight limp and favors his left leg... I remarked internally while I prodded the boot prints with a tendril. Haha, who am I kidding? All I can tell is these are some pretty big boots. However, I bet I could do stuff like that if I did acquire investigation skills. But at least I know it wasn't an animal.

I thought of possibly going and stealing some blue slimes as revenge for the humans taking my pelts, but I didn't need the pelts.

Perhaps I should just consider the stolen pelts as payment for the slimes I ate before I left. Sure, let's go with that. I want to deal with the frog first, anyway.

I gave the tree some water from my storage and said farewell, as I would likely not return now that it was compromised, and I took the scenic route back toward the pond. My new rank of [Mapping], which I assume I got for finding my home despite losing the visible markings, was quite handy—it was almost like a vague voice in the back of your mind telling you, "Try going left at the next bush."

I saw two wolves stalking a grazing deer in a pincer formation and entered stealth mode. I wondered why wolves were suddenly appearing in the area, as I had only seen boars and the occasional deer or jackalope for days now. Ignoring my curiosity, I moved from branch to branch until I was above one of the wolves, then dropped and withdrew slime to expand myself—I landed directly on the wolf with a soft splat and engulfed it. The poor wolf did not see it coming and could not howl for aid as it drowned in slime, at least until I turned on the acid.

<Wolf LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Skill [??? LV 0] has become [Sneak Attack LV 1].>

I cheered mentally but then noticed growling and snarling as the remaining wolf spotted me, and the deer was bolting away. The wolf was cautiously approaching, but I didn't feel fear, as it would seal its fate if it lunged at my deadly acid slime. I withdrew some tusks and used [Slime Shot] to fire them at the legs; the first two missed, but the third found its target, and the wolf let out a yelp. I wanted to practice shooting some more, but the wolf was now enraged and let out a howl before it jumped directly at me with its snarling maw.

I retreated my core to my rear end to be safe and welcomed the wolf with wide-open tendrils. As the wolf made contact with my slime, my tendrils wrapped around it, and with a wet plop, I engulfed the wolf. It tried to struggle and free itself, but as I compressed the slime surrounding it, it simply melted away faster.

<Wolf LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

Happy with the free slime mass, I noticed my core still held my previous instructions to avoid melting the fangs or claws, which were easily harvested and came out pristine.

<Proficiency gained. [Dissection LV 2] improved to [Dissection LV 3].>

Okay, [Dissection] seems to be leveling up far faster than my other skills or traits... The other night, I had the theory that trying new things gave more experience than mindless repetition, so I assume I got a bonus for the very first wolf I harvested... Or perhaps it's even per new part?

I wanted to figure this out because if I could puzzle together faster ways to get skills and traits, I could target those methods and work toward powering myself up more directly. I twirled the wolf fangs and claws in my slime as I stared at them in thought.

I feel like that still wouldn't justify it leveling this fast... I wonder if I'm getting bonus experience for perfect extractions? Considering my nature as a slime, it's almost like cheating. However, I am also not using half the skill... Since I'm ignoring the whole accuracy and speed boost part and only using the valuable part identification.

It felt like a sound theory, although I couldn't think of how to use a perfection bonus with any of my traits or skills except maybe [Slime Shape], perhaps if I ever got a crafting skill. I deposited my goods, stored away my excess slime mass, and grappled up to the branches to resume my trip to the pond.

The tusks were good ammunition and easily recoverable. I want to practice shooting more—my accuracy is not great. Perhaps I could use trees as target practice? Anyway, let's look at that new skill: Status menu... No new surprises... Skills... [Sneak Attack].

<[Sneak Attack LV 1] Adds bonus damage to attacks on unaware or defenseless targets, scaling with skill level. This bonus damage partially ignores most forms of mitigation and resistance if executed from stealth.>

What the heck? Am I becoming some sort of assassin? Although I have avoided direct confrontation with almost everything I've bumped into, that's not entirely inaccurate.

I reached my tree near the pond without any issue and was relieved when I noticed my few remaining pelts still hanging on this tree. I had gained a considerable amount of slime mass from the unexpected encounters today, so I planned to spend the rest of my afternoon and evening trying to gain some trait and skill experience.

I withdrew all my tusks and began firing them at a nearby tree, trying to aim for particular knots and blemishes in the wood. My success rate left much to be desired, but it was plenty of fun. When I ran out of tusks, I recollected them by slapping a Pseudopod against the tree and melting away the bark. I repeated this process just under a dozen times, and the remains of the tree near the end of my training looked dreadful, so I decided to try eating it.

It took a while to dissolve the entire tree, and despite eating a literal tree's worth of material, it provided less slime mass than even a single jackalope. I ignored the horrible exchange rate because my true hope was that I was gaining valuable experience toward [Acid Slime]. I melted a few other things entirely: a few rocks, a bush or two, and then headed to my tree to spend the evening practicing [Slime Shape] as was tradition.

My slime tree model was beginning to look great, with my leaves no longer simple blobs and instead looking like fuzz sprouting from the branches. I went to bed, a very happy slime.

Tomorrow, I wanted to deal with that pesky frog.


Chapter fifteen
Croaked
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I woke up feeling refreshed and ready for the day when I'd finally get my revenge on that menacing frog. I stored away my morning water and replenished the diminished slime mass from my surplus savings. I exited my home and perched on a branch, relaxing while I settled my thoughts. I had a plan to deal with the frog, although it was slightly risky, and I wish I had more options available, but I lacked the physical strength to deal with something so massive.

I really want a strength trait...

<Trait [Enhanced Strength] is incompatible with your race.>

That wasn't the message I wanted to hear, even though it made sense since I lacked muscle, bone, or anything solid. I assumed humans couldn't buy traits like [Pseudopods], so I swallowed the bitter truth pill and started moving to the pond.

When I arrived at the pond, there was no sign of the giant frog, so I proceeded with some fishing to pass the time. Despite gaining [Acid Slime], I could still touch and drop tendrils into the water without detriment. While snacking on a few fish, I saw the familiar shadow from the pond depths approaching, and I hastily retreated from the shoreline.

The repulsive frog emerged and belched a croak, looking around to see what was disturbing the water, and when its eyes fell upon me, I could swear it chuckled with glee. My slime was compressed and spread out for maximum traction, and I mentally turned off all dissolving—I was ready.

The toad wasted no time, and its massive tongue was launched toward me, latching itself to my slime once more. The frog pulled and tugged at its tongue, trying to rip off some of my tasty blue goop, but I held firm this time. It must have recalled our previous tug-of-war and changed strategy to start moving toward me, hoping to scare me like our past encounter, so I'd release my slime to escape. I held my ground, not budging, as I wanted the frog away from the pond if it tried to escape.

This frog thinks it's got me, but it can't see the noose tightening around its throat. I chuckled to myself, trying to cover the small doubt growing inside me as its hulking form got closer and closer. This thing is just way too big.

Eventually, the frog was right next to me, with what I could only describe as a big goofy grin as its tongue tightly held onto me. I knew from the green slime that its hide was too resistant for the acid to melt, but that didn't apply to its internals judging by how fast it retreated its tongue and even quickly vomited up the tiny amount of green slime.

So when the frog widened its mouth in an attempt to start taking bites out of me, I released my grip on the ground and dove straight into its maw. The tension from the tight grip on its tongue helped propel me toward my target. The entire time, I was madly trying to compress the slime around my core beyond its maximum in case something went wrong.

The frog seemed shocked at the slime flying toward its mouth, but even if it had the reaction time to close it, I doubted it would, probably thinking it was getting an express meal delivery. Once inside the greedy monster's gut, I could tell its digestive juices were trying to eat away at my slime, and I thanked the resistance portion of my trait.

To spring my trap, I did two things simultaneously that I was sure would claim me victory: I started to rapidly expel all my stored slime mass, which kept its density, and I also turned on my [Acid Slime].

I got you now, you bastard. You tried to eat me, and now I'll eat you from the inside out!

The frog's gut suddenly swelled in size, and the slime started pushing out of its throat and leaking out of its mouth—I had been storing a ton of slime! Its eyes bulged in horror, not knowing what to do, and when the acid kicked in, it wanted to wail in pain. It frantically hopped around and tried to start heading toward the pond, maybe hoping to flush the slime out of its stomach with pond water, but it was far too late.

If that tree had an unfavorable exchange rate for slime mass, then frog meat was far into the positive, as new slime accumulated rapidly. I felt the frog struggling and trying desperately to move around—I wanted to laugh at how well this was going. I wondered if this counted as a [Sneak Attack].

<Proficiency gained. [Acid Slime LV 2] improved to [Acid Slime LV 3].>

The metaphorical floodgates opened on that notification, and suddenly, slime was melting through the frog's last resistances with ease. I quickly set an order on my core not to melt through the skin, just in case; I didn't want to upset my [Dissection] skill, which screamed at how valuable that skin was. All struggling soon stopped after that, and I felt a surge of power throughout my core when the notification appeared.

<Gigatoad LV 4 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Slime (Blue) is now LV 7>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Slime (Blue) is now LV 8>

<2 Trait Points are now available>

Wow, two whole levels! Even though its level was lower than mine, I really don't understand that. And now I have two trait points to spend... Hey, Gramps, I'll trade you two trait points for [Enhanced Strength]?

<Trait [Enhanced Strength] is incompatible with your race.>

That's not fair, Gramps. Am I going to be a wimp my entire life? I get the feeling that even if I raised [Slime Density] to the max—it would not be enough for me to actually lift things properly.

<Trait [Enhanced Strength] is incompatible with your race.>

There has to be some way for me to gain strength... I know I don't have muscles... If I raised my [Slime Density] and [Shape Slime] high enough, I could maybe make some fake muscles. But that seems needlessly complicated...

. . .

Where's the trait guidance [Experiment] promised me? There has to be something else, right?

<Stop. Wait.>

I stared at the message with both surprise and some concern. I know I was jokingly calling the system Gramps, but was he actually hearing my internal monologue? The thought did worry me, but I was losing this feature when I evolved—whatever and whenever that was.

<Would you like to spend 2 Trait Points to purchase [Mana Circulation] and [Mana Reinforcement]? Trait Points remaining 2.>

<[Mana Circulation] This trait allows control over the raw Mana flowing throughout your being. Mana Regeneration is increased scaling with trait level. Unlocks Mana and further Mana-related Traits and Skills.>

<[Mana Reinforcement] Harness the raw Mana flowing throughout your being to enhance yourself. Reinforcing body parts with Mana raises your physical durability and strength at the cost of Mana. Maximum reinforcement and Mana efficiency scale with trait level. Having control over the flow of your raw Mana is a prerequisite to acquiring this trait. Unlocks further Traits and Skills related to Mana Reinforcement.>

I felt a headache pulse through my core at the information overload rapidly flooding my mind. I wondered if Gramps was upset at me for pestering him repeatedly about [Enhanced Strength]. When the pain subsided, I took a moment to sift through the information and puzzle together the solution Gramps gave me.

Okay, so [Mana Reinforcement] was the real goal to get something like [Enhanced Strength], but I have to spend Mana to do so. I can't enhance myself without being able to control my Mana, which needs [Mana Circulation]. Both hint at unlocking more things down the line as well, so I don't see why not. Please purchase both, and thanks for the help, Gramps.

<Trait [Mana Circulation LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 1.>

<Trait [Mana Reinforcement LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 0.>


Chapter sixteen
Mana is Fun
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Leveling up, gaining new traits and skills, or progressing their levels was always accompanied by a pleasant feeling or new knowledge filling my mind, and it was honestly a rather addictive sensation. Well, except for the first time I got [Core Refinement], but let's ignore that. Gaining these two Mana traits felt significantly different from the rest; I suddenly felt a mystical force flowing throughout my entire being, except it had always been there and was patiently waiting with an extended hand for me to reach out and grab it, and only now I grabbed it and embraced its comforting presence.

I desperately wanted to try it out, but before I got further lost in my thoughts, I finally realized that I was still sitting inside the corpse of the Gigatoad. I pushed through the mouth and exited the creature, which was almost entirely hollow now as my slime had done a thorough job. I double-checked the corpse for anything else worth keeping, but [Dissection] only pointed to its hide, so I ate the rest while I compressed and stored away my excess slime.

While expelling my entire reserve of slime mass was a valuable trump card for my arsenal, I would need to be careful with its usage as I noticed that my control over the slime diminished at large enough quantities. This abundance penalty made the slime react slower to my thoughts, and I could not give it complex instructions, and against the frog, I could only tell it to burst outwards and eat. I would probably gain superior control through levels of [Core Refinement] or possibly even higher levels of my Slime race, or perhaps I could get more [Sub-Core] traits and allocate them each to a portion of the slime. Regardless, for now, it would be my unrefined and brutish emergency solution to problems.

The Gigatoad was like a buffet, and I gained so much slime mass from this that I actually reached a point where I couldn't store anymore, reaching my apparent maximum. I started ejecting water and replacing it with slime, and near the end of the last bits of frog, I received a notification.

<Proficiency gained. [Core Storage LV 2] improved to [Core Storage 3].>

Maybe now I can finally store that tusk and possibly this Gigatoad hide—I don't want either stolen. I wonder why the frog turned into so much slime mass, though. It might have been because of its level, and I haven't eaten anything higher than level 4 yet, so that could explain it. [Mana Circulation] hints at all of us having Mana flowing throughout, so maybe the Gigatoad has lots of Mana, which gave me more slime?

It was scarily easy for me to get lost in thought while my slime did the tasks I assigned, but thankfully, the job was complete, and there was no more frog. I tried to store the hide, and despite my gut instincts telling me it could, my [Core Storage] refused. Puzzled, I folded the hide once each, vertically and horizontally, then tried again, and this time it magically vanished inside. I decided not to question it and went home.

Upon reaching home, I immediately tried to store the tusk, which magically vanished and joined my collection. I moved to a nearby tree because I didn't want to vandalize my home and amputated its branches with some creative use of [Acid Slime]. Finally, it was time to play with my Mana.

I created a tendril and started by lifting the smallest branch, then moved on to bigger and bigger branches until I couldn't lift it. I mentally reached out to the flow of Mana coursing through me and started to guide it toward my tendril. As the Mana pooled in the limb, I could feel its strength begin to swell, and when I tried lifting the branch—it was an effortless attempt. Further wrapping around the branch and constricting caused it to crack and splinter into pieces.

What the hell, Mana is crazy good! Where have you been all my life? I cheered and gave my Mana-infused tendril a happy wiggle.

Inspiration struck me, and I recreated one of my oldest companions—the slime rapier. It looked magnificent, having never experienced the higher levels of [Slime Shape], and I made sure its tip was of the highest density slime available. First, doing a quick mental double-check that Mana was still flowing to my tendril and the rapier, I promptly thrust it into a branch—it glided through.

I squealed with joy as my rapier pierced through the branch, and I started a bit of a stabbing spree with my new toy. At some point in my branch murder, I had the idea of adding [Acid Slime], and then, not only was I piercing the helpless branches with greater ease, but their insides were also being melted. The poor trees were not ready for what came next.

I recreated the slime mace and slammed it into a trunk with a loud crack, then added spikes to the ball and swung again, leading to a much more devastating impact, which sent splintered wood flying. Then, I created a slime greatsword and swung at the tree—it definitely couldn't cut, so it was more like slamming a large, thin, and blunt object of pure mass. I continued this for too long, but trying out different slime weapons and creations each time was so much fun. When I eventually stopped, I had toppled at least half a dozen trees, which I cleaned up by dissolving them entirely.

Having had fun creating numerous weapons, I spent the rest of the afternoon practicing [Slime Shot] and then a quiet evening working on [Shape Slime]. Before using my tusk ammo, I tried shooting a bit of slime imbued with Mana, and the result was quite devastating, penetrating pretty deep into the trunk.

It was good to know it was effective, but I wasn't fond of spending two of my limited resources. If there were real danger, I'd not be frugal, but for now, I'd stick to tusks and rocks. I tried seeing if I could put Mana into a tusk, and it seemed to work a little bit, but as soon as I stopped trying to force it, the Mana instantly leaked out. I assumed putting Mana in things other than my body was a trait or skill I could get later, and I was probably cheating by creating weapons out of my body, so I resumed my regular shooting practice.

Before settling down for a calm evening of [Shape Slime] practice, I decided to pull up my status menu to see if there were any hidden surprises.

Name: -

Race: Slime (Blue) LV 8

Class: -

Status: Healthy

Mana: Ebbing

Emblems:

[Experiment]

Traits:

[Mana Slime LV MAX]

[Acid Slime LV 3]

[Pseudopod LV 3]

[Slime Density LV 3]

[Shape Slime LV 3]

[Slime Shot LV 2]

[Core Refinement LV 3]

[Core Storage LV 3]

[Sub-Core LV 1]

[Mana Circulation LV 1]

[Mana Reinforcement LV 1]

Trait Points remaining 0

Skills:

[Dissection LV 3]

[Mapping LV 2]

[Stealth LV 2]

[Sneak Attack LV 1]

[??? LV 0]

Skill Points remaining 0

Glancing over my skills and traits, I couldn't spot anything new; I could only see one unknown skill still in progress.

I should probably get my [Sub-Core] to start training another trait. I can't see me needing a higher level of [Core Storage] anytime soon. Maybe I could get it to cycle through [Pseudopod] creation?

Deciding that was a good idea, I set my [Sub-Core] on to that task, reusing the bicep curls idea I had for its routine. I was about to close the status menu when I spotted something new in the portion I usually skip over.

Name: -

Race: Slime (Blue) LV 8

Class: -

Status: Healthy

Mana: Ebbing

I now have a Mana section in my status... What does Ebbing mean? Obviously, I didn't get any answers, as Gramps only helped when it involved traits.

I decided to periodically pull up my status menu while I did my evening practice to see if there were any changes. My practice was going very well, and I felt I was on the verge of a breakthrough with my little slime tree model. I also tried seeing if I could make something like a hand, but splitting my tendrils like that was still a challenge, and at my current trait levels, I only managed to upgrade my slime claw from bi-pincers to tri-pincers. Finally, there was a change in my status menu.

Mana: Flooding

Is that good or bad? My Mana must be regenerating from the description on [Mana Circulation], so it went from Ebbing to Flooding... A flood is normally bad, but my Mana did feel like a flowing stream, so in that case, more liquid is better, I think? Ugh, so many more questions! I wish I had someone to talk to.

It didn't change again throughout the rest of the night, so I'd look in the morning. Settling down in my tree hole, I listened to the pleasant sounds of the forest and the occasional howls in the distance. Torpor soon took me.


Chapter seventeen
Target Practice
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Waking up, the first thing on my mind was my Mana condition, so I pulled up my status menu.

Name: -

Race: Slime (Blue) LV 8

Class: -

Status: Healthy

Mana: Overflowing

So now it's Overflowing? I wish I had looked at my status when I first unlocked Mana, but after a full night's rest, I want to assume this is the highest it'll go... I mumbled to myself as I did my usual morning routine.

Having conquered the guardian of the pond, I didn't have any immediate goals, so I just wanted to do some fishing and continue my training practice. My first plan was to use [Mana Reinforcement] until my status changed, and then I'd go fishing and see if it changed back. Also, my [Sub-Core] was still going at it, making a tendril, flexing it, then reabsorbing it and repeating. It must have looked bizarre and was reserving one of my precious few tendrils, but I felt it was worth it.

Heading toward the previous day's training area, I began swinging slime weapons infused with Mana at trees again. Smack. Crash. Slam. Crack. I kept checking, but it didn't seem to be changing. I then dual-wielded rapiers and infused both, then went on my stabbing frenzy again. Finally, after committing far too much tree genocide, my status finally changed.

Mana: Flooding

Great, let's go fishing now and see if this changes back. I then looked around at the tree carnage surrounding me. Well... Let's clean this up first... I started dissolving the fallen trees one by one.

The pond was pretty quiet today, with only a few deer drinking water and the giant bugs dipping into the water. I wanted to start trying to shoot at the bugs for target practice, and I was curious if they gave good experience and slime mass. However, I was worried about losing concentration on checking my Mana status, so I'd fish for now and maybe [Slime Shot] some bugs later.

Fishing was quite soothing, and it was nice to have easy meals coming toward me rather than needing to chase after things myself. Using various slime shapes, each with quirks and benefits when trying to catch fish, was also entertaining. It was, however, a little concerning how everything seemed to find my slime tasty: humans, frogs, wolves, and even fish.

Thinking back to that wolf I killed by pulling it inside my slime, I had an idea to create my most fantastic fishing tool yet, but I would need to borrow my [Sub-Core]. I dangled a large tendril deep into the pond, then sent my [Sub-Core] into it and transferred vision, and suddenly I was experiencing being underwater. Now, with vision, I could send out tiny slime spears to hook into the fish and drag them inside whenever they took a nibble.

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core LV 1] improved to [Sub-Core LV 2].>

I even finally pushed my [Sub-Core] to the next level. The only issue was this was maybe too effective, and I'd soon depopulate the entire pond. I recalled my [Sub-Core] and [Pseudopod] and checked my status.

Mana: Overflowing

I was happy with the results and set my [Sub-Core] to operate and maintain [Mana Reinforcement] on my core. This way, I could see if the cost outweighed my regeneration while keeping my core reinforced for more defense. If [Mana Circulation] gained experience by expending and regaining Mana, I'd be training three traits simultaneously!

Now, I wanted to try shooting the bugs. At first, I tried shooting some pond water, but it couldn't reach a reasonable distance. I didn't want to risk losing my tusks, so I spent some time gathering rocks. My first few shots were terrible; the bugs were fast, my accuracy was pathetic, and the worst part was they weren't actively trying to dodge my shots.

After much trial and error, I eventually hit one, which buzzed loudly and flew toward the direction the rock came from—toward me. It spotted me when it got close enough and proceeded to divebomb with its proboscis forward like a lance. I withdrew some slime mass, retreated my core to my rear, and actively turned on my [Acid Slime]. I tried firing my remaining rocks at it, but now it was actively dodging, and when my rock ammo ran out, I switched to water. The bug penetrated my slime with a wet plopping noise and promptly melted headfirst.

<Blood Bug LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

Well... Not quite what I expected. I guess I can continue shooting at the rest without worry.

I spent time gathering more rocks, and my Mana status remained the same, which gave me the theory that reinforcing for defense used less Mana. When I started shooting at the second bug, it caused a bad case of déjà vu by being a near-perfect replication of the previous scene.

<Blood Bug LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

But the third bug I hit on the first try, and while it was flying at me, I landed another rock, which didn't do much to stop its charge, and it died like the rest by melting in the slime. But when that second rock hit it, I received a surprise notification moments before the death notification.

<Skill [??? LV 0] has become [Improved Accuracy (Lesser) LV 1].>

<Blood Bug LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

I hurried through my status menu to pull up the new skill.

<[Improved Accuracy (Lesser) LV 1] This skill adds minor accuracy corrections to attacks scaling with level. This skill also assists in attempting to overcome the [Evasion] skill.>

I like that. My shooting is pathetically bad, so I appreciate any assistance. Also, it's good to know there's a skill for dodging... I really could use that, too... I thought to myself while memories of trying and failing to dodge the green slime's shots and the frog's tongue mocked me.

Before I called it a day, I decided to shoot at one more bug, and it was a noticeable improvement as I hit it first try and then two more times while it was charging to its doom.

<Blood Bug LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

They were good for shooting practice but mediocre in the slime mass department, falling somewhere between a jackalope and a deer. While heading home, my Mana status still hadn't changed, and I considered leaving it on while I slept.

I continued my evening practice with [Slime Shape] while checking my Mana status, and eventually, it finally changed again.

Mana: Flooding

I decided it was worth the risk to leave it on overnight. I eventually stopped my practice and went to bed, disappointed it didn't reach the breakthrough I felt was so close. I settled down again for a peaceful sleep, listening to the rustling wind and distant howls.


Chapter eighteen
Boar Hides and Goblins
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The twilight hours of the Adventurer’s Guild were usually pretty quiet, as most people had already turned in their quests or monster spoils and spent their earnings at a restaurant, pub, or inn. But there were always exceptions, especially if adventurers traveled far to and from their objective, so the guild usually kept a small roster of night staff.

Tabitha was unfortunately stuck on the graveyard shift tonight and desperately wished she could head home to take a hot bath and collapse into her bed. There was a bonus quest recently posted to slay goblins that had everyone in a fever, hoping to get the extra payout rate, but it seemed people were struggling to find the nasty creatures, and there had been fighting over the spawns.

Tabitha was struggling to stay awake until the entryway suddenly slammed open, revealing Kurt, who had the smuggest grin on his face. She cursed under her breath and straightened up, attempting to don her professional persona. There was a side bet with the guild staff on whether anyone could complete the goblin bonus quest within a week, and Tabitha had bet two silver against it—fully believing there just weren't enough goblins in the forest. Kurt's expression really made her worry that he'd completed the quest and she'd lost her silver.

"Welcome back to the Adventurer’s Guild, Kurt. Don't tell me you actually found the goblins?" Tabitha asked, failing slightly to remain professional.

"Nope, even better than goblins," Kurt responded.

Tabitha desperately wanted to celebrate her bet being safe but managed to restrain herself. He reached into his storage pouch and started pulling out rolled-up hides and placing them on the table.

"Hey! Don't drop raw materials on the reception desk—you'll get blood everywhere!" Tabitha screamed in protest, only making Kurt's face upgrade to a shit-eating grin.

"There is no blood here. These boar hides have been expertly prepared," Kurt responded, patting one proudly.

Tabitha blinked in confusion, then examined the hide, and true to his word, there was no blood or any excess as if prepared by a master tanner. Kurt's current class was a combo of Fighter and Scout, and he had hopes of getting an advanced job with dual-wield skills, so Tabitha knew this wasn't his work.

"I know you don't even have the [Dissection] skill, Kurt. Did you hire someone?"

"Something like that... I got quite a few of them, and man, I am so glad the guild convinced me to buy a storage pouch. I thought you were trying to scam me." He chuckled and started pulling a few more from the small storage pouch.

It was the cheapest option, but it held a small extradimensional pocket, and it was a staple of any aspiring adventurer to prevent being weighed down by equipment, treasure, or monster parts.

Tabitha frowned as Kurt kept pulling out masterpiece after masterpiece; even the guild staff that could be hired to dismantle monsters couldn't match this level of quality—at least in a small city like this one.

What level of [Dissection] would be needed for this quality? Something crazy like seven or higher? Tabitha wondered to herself.

What bugged her the most was that while boar hide had its uses, most likely making exquisite beginner light armor, boars were barely considered monsters and only used by beginners attempting to unlock [Dissection] without spending valuable skill points. Why would a master waste their time and effort on boars when they could earn a fortune dismantling something like a dragon?

"Did you go and rob the Crafter’s Guild or something?" Tabitha questioned.

"Nope, I got these in the forest," Kurt replied.

Kurt wasn't lying, but Tabitha felt he was hiding something. Sighing, Tabitha reached for the enchanted lockbox only registered staff could access.

"We will buy them at double the normal rate, but remember you will be accountable if someone comes looking for them," Tabitha warned.

Kurt whistled with satisfaction. "Wow, double rate. I knew they were good quality, but I didn't expect that much, and I didn't have to pay that stupid guild fee to harvest the corpse... Maybe I should finally get [Dissection]."

Tabitha frowned, but held her tongue. If Kurt was serious about trying to unlock the skill, he would learn a harsh lesson and soon be begging the guild staff—it was messy, time-consuming, and generally unpleasant.

"We will pay you half now, and you can collect the other half tomorrow after we confirm with the Crafter’s Guild."

"Sure, no problem. We're going to have a big celebration with drinks tonight! Why don't you come with Tabby?"

Tabitha frowned and shook her head- she hated that nickname the adventurers gave her. Even if she wanted to go, she couldn't leave the guild unattended, not to mention her bed was still calling her.

"Sorry, I can't, I have to finish my shift," she responded and handed Kurt his payment. "Besides, what if someone comes in late from goblin hunting?"

"I don't know why they put out that bonus quest. I didn't spot a single goblin out there, just lots of wolves. I'd almost say it was some scam to make newbies waste their time," Kurt responded with a slight scowl, which disappeared the second he started pocketing his payment.

"To be honest, I'm not sure either. You'd need to go deep to where the forest meets the mountain to find any goblins since they like to hide in caves."

"That's like over two days of travel. Even with the bonus quest payout, it's not worth it. I'd rather head into the dungeon, grind levels, and hope for a lucky rare drop."

Tabitha snapped her fingers and pointed to Kurt. "Exactly. Even if our dungeon has the reputation of being super stingy."

"True that. A basic undead dungeon is terrible for loot, although it's great for grinding skills and levels."

"Sometimes I think the slime farm is the only thing keeping the economy afloat here. As stupid as that sounds..."

"Hey, don't mock slime farming; that's how I saved money to buy my first real sword."

"Sorry, sorry. I just can't stand the things ever since I found out they roam our sewer system..."

Kurt laughed and said goodbye, wanting to get to the pub before the last call. Right at the exit, he turned around with another stupid grin erupting on his face.

"Next time you drink a potion, you better hope it's from the farm and not the sewer!" he shouted with a laugh and promptly exited.

"You bastard! I did not need that image in my mind!" Tabitha screamed at the closed door. She was definitely going to have horrible dreams tonight... Stupid slimes and stupid Kurt.


Chapter nineteen
Interrogating Gramps
[image: image-placeholder]


<Proficiency gained. [Mana Reinforcement LV 1] improved to [Mana Reinforcement LV 2].>

A notification occurred while I slept; my [Sub-Core] had been diligently working throughout the night. This morning, I noticed I felt a little less refreshed and a bit sluggish, so I rushed to pull up my status menu.

Mana: Draining

Okay, that definitely doesn't sound good... Let's stop the reinforcement for now and let my Mana regenerate.

I set my [Sub-Core] back to doing tendril curls, stored away my newly created water, and left my home—ready for a new day. Despite the ominous-sounding status, I could still use my Mana, so it wasn't completely empty yet, although I'd refrain from touching it until it regenerated.

The pond was very tranquil today, and all I did was do a little fishing and then some more target practice at the bugs for the entire morning. I kept checking my status, but it wasn't until early afternoon that it finally changed.

Mana: Ebbing

I was relieved that it didn't take too long to recover and that it was only a degree worse than when I went overboard with my training the first time I unlocked Mana.

[Mana Circulation] increases my regeneration, but I wonder if there is another trait that can further increase it or maybe one that can work on my capacity.

<Insufficient Trait Points to purchase [Mana Well]. Trait Points remaining 0.>

Obviously, I asked for an explanation of the trait.

<[Mana Well] Mana Reserve is increased scaling with trait level. In addition, a minor Mana regeneration effect is added based on total Mana capacity.>

Once again, any trait Gramps recommended to me always sounded terrific. The small bonus to Mana regeneration on top only sweetened the deal, as it would grow for free with my Mana capacity. I had to add this to my shopping list, which I now realized was empty.

I really should explore this helper function more, list traits I want, and stop grabbing traits in the heat of combat. My gut tells me I won't have this help for much longer...

I moved away from the pond and positioned myself safely on a tree branch. I set my primary core to join my two remaining [Pseudopods] in doing tendril curls. I then started asking leading questions, hoping to get some juicy traits to target.

I crossed off quite a few easy traits, asking questions about general improvements such as [Enhanced Strength] and found out about the following: [Enhanced Willpower], [Enhanced Intellect], [Enhanced Vitality], [Enhanced Dexterity], [Enhanced Stamina], [Enhanced Charisma]. Dexterity and Stamina were incompatible with my race, requiring a body or some nonsense like Strength, but Vitality was allowed—which I assumed would make my core harder to kill.

Willpower and Intellect sounded useful; the former increased my resistance to mental effects, while the latter increased memory and cognitive performance. Charisma sounded useless—why would I need to improve my social presence?

I then moved on to trying to ask questions about a trait to reduce or overcome my biggest weakness, which Gramps seemed very reluctant to answer—possibly because I didn't know what my weakness was. After much poking and prodding, I did eventually get a trait shown to me.

<[Magic Resistance (Lesser)] Adds a minor amount of passive magic resistance to offensive spells and spell effects, scaling with trait level. Resistance can be temporarily disabled to allow effects to pass. Beneficial spells from oneself automatically overcome resistance.>

Apparently, I was weak against spells, but isn't that true for everyone? That was like saying my greatest weakness was being stabbed in the heart. Or maybe it was because any spellcaster would find me absolutely delicious with my tasty Mana slime, and they would be my greatest foes. It was promptly added to the shopping list as I shuddered with thoughts of being harvested again. My tasty Mana slime got me curious enough to ask about tasting food myself, and surprisingly, there was a trait for that.

<[Olfactory Sense] Artificially adds both a sense of taste and smell. This trait can be voluntarily disabled and has no trait levels. Unlocks traits and skills that require these senses.>

I wouldn't mind being able to taste or smell things, and being able to turn off the effect sounded useful. The no trait levels part also somewhat answered an old question of mine—it seemed not all traits reached level ten. I added it to the list and started asking for ways to improve my slime, which took a while, but I eventually got an answer.

<[Adhesive Slime] Allows increasing or reducing the adhesion of slime mass. This trait has no levels. Compatible with other slime traits.>

It sounded useful but not something I'd grab urgently, although I could probably imitate the frog's tongue by making a super sticky tendril. I could also probably use this to climb any surface by increasing my adhesion or slide around by reducing it—that last one sounded like a fun way to travel. Interestingly, this trait did not have multiple trait levels, giving me the full effect upfront.

While pondering my next question, I noticed a wolf approaching the pond. Since I had seen nothing but deer lately, I was eager to try using my [Mana Reinforcement]. I dropped to the ground and started to sneak toward the wolf.

My Mana flowed into a tendril and then grabbed it from behind while it drank from the pond, lifting it high up into the air. I was surprised by how light it felt, and it tried to squirm and struggle out of my grasp, but the dense Mana-strengthened slime was far beyond it. It let out a howl moments before my slimy rapier, Mana edition, which I had just created, stabbed into its neck.

<Wolf LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

Again, I'm shocked at how good Mana is... Seriously, I wish I had this ages ago.

I devoured the wolf except for the fangs and claws, which I stored away, and then trekked to my home. Reaching my familiar tree, I perched up on its branch and resumed trying to find more traits. Midway through my random questioning, trying to dig out a trait, I was interrupted by a notification.

<Proficiency gained. [Mana Circulation LV 1] improved to [Mana Circulation LV 2].>

I was pleased about the improvement of this vital resource, and perhaps I could even leave on reinforcement now without it draining so fast, which reminded me to check my status.

Mana: Flooding

Near the end, I struggled to think of questions to justify Gramps's giving me an answer, and the final one I got before bed came from the stray thought of seeing better at night.

<[Dark Vision] Enhances vision to perceive in conditions with either little or no light. Vision distance is 20% per trait level.>

This could be useful if I decided to become nocturnal or move underground. Also, the description made it sound like it would only have five trait levels, further answering my old question.

Before sleep, I set my [Sub-Core] to use [Mana Reinforcement]; I had big hopes to overcome its consumption with passive regeneration.

Goodnight, Gramps. Thanks for all the answers.


Chapter twenty
Slimy Stalker
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When I woke up and checked my status, my Mana only dropped to Ebbing this time instead of Draining. I was glad that my idea of overcoming the Mana drain was feasible, possibly even as soon as the next trait level. I swapped my [Sub-Core] back to doing tendril curls to give my Mana a chance to regenerate unimpeded, stored away my morning water, and headed to the pond.

The pond was abuzz with activity, with two wolves sniffing around as if searching for something. The many wolves suddenly appearing struck me as odd, and I wondered what happened to all the boars. My curiosity faded away, replaced by a hunger to replace the slime I had lost overnight—odd that no matter how much slime I had stored away, my instincts asked me to feed regularly.

The wolves were distant enough from one another that I felt confident in doing a little cloak-and-dagger. I flattened myself out and slowly lurched toward one of the wolves. When I got close enough, I formed my rapier, and instead of going for the neck, I went for the back of the skull. I wanted to test out [Sneak Attack] since it mentioned ignoring defense from stealth. When my rapier made contact, there was a minuscule black flash on the blade tip before it pierced straight through.

<Wolf LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

I wondered if that was the skill activating while I pulled the corpse in to be consumed. I was sneaking toward the other wolf when it started sniffing wildly, seemingly catching a scent, and turned around.

Did it really smell such a small amount of blood? I don't even have a nose, and I'm jealous.

The wolf snarled and howled with spittle flying, and I expected it to lunge toward me in mere moments, but then it turned and began to flee. Not wanting to lose experience and a good meal, I started shooting tusks and wolf fangs at it with [Slime Shot]. Two landed before it realized it needed to try dodging while it fled. I told my [Sub-Core] to join me and commence firing, and soon, there was double the amount of tusks and fangs flying toward the wolf.

<Wolf LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

The wolf looked like a pincushion when I collected it, and the nearby ground was no pretty sight either, with tusks, fangs, and blood scattered about. While digesting the wolves and recollecting my projectiles, I had a question burning in my mind—why did I gain traits from eating slimes but nothing from other monsters?

<[Consuming Osmosis] Gain insight and understanding from anything consumed. Information is gained partially and supplemented by additional consumption. Trait level determines the starting point of the consumed information and the amount gained from each supplementary consumption.>

I wondered if Gramps was tired of the back and forth, as he just shoved an answer to my question into my mind, which I appreciated as it sounded delicious. Now, I just needed to level up and get some trait points. My Mana level was back to Flooding, so I set my [Sub-Core] back to reinforcing, and then it was time to head out.

Feeling confident in my [Mapping] skill, I decided to explore an unknown portion of the forest, heading out for what felt like a very long time since I discovered this pond. I could sleep somewhere else tonight with how quickly I could create a new tree home, thanks to [Acid Slime].

I grappled from branch to branch, rapidly traversing through the forest. I caught a few small critters during my trip, but nothing that gave me experience, so I eventually started to ignore them. Eventually, I heard voices and slowed my travel to stealthily approach. I saw two humans walking and talking: a woman with a stupidly large axe and a man with a big fancy hat and a stick. I made a mental note to try making a giant slime axe in the future.

This being my first time seeing humans in the forest, I was curious about their objectives and intentions, so I cautiously observed. I felt safe in the trees, and they showed no sign of noticing my presence. They talked to each other a lot, with the woman occasionally pulling out a piece of paper and pointing, and then they would adjust their direction.

I wish I could understand them, but there didn't seem to be a trait for language no matter how I tried to phrase my questions, or at least Gramps was dead silent. They suddenly stopped, with the woman grabbing her axe, and I was worried they had noticed me when a large wolf leaped out from the bushes.

She swung her axe in response and effortlessly decapitated the wolf in a single blow—I couldn't believe it. The man pulled out a small knife and cut off the right ear of the wolf, then held the head out to her. She reached into its mouth and, with some effort, brutally ripped out some fangs, then tossed the head aside. She then walked over to the headless body and, with two swift swings of her axe, removed the front paws and somehow put them and the fangs into a tiny pouch on her waist.

Is that pouch like my [Core Storage]? I don't see how else they would have fit, I wondered to myself while the humans resumed their trip. Are they just leaving the rest of the corpse? So wasteful.

I waited until they were safe and slowly lowered a tendril to grab the head and body.

<Proficiency gained. [Stealth LV 2] improved to [Stealth LV 3].>

Being a sneaky slime was paying off, so I quickly ate the wolf and resumed following. I continued stalking them for what felt like hours until it finally appeared. I stared in shock as what appeared to block their path was one of the apex predators of the forest—a green slime!

These foolish humans were about to die, but perhaps I could take out the slime afterward with my stored water. I desperately wanted its core, which could enhance my traits even further.

I watched in anticipation and curiosity. The woman pointed to the slime, possibly cursing her fate. The man stood forward. Was he going to sacrifice himself for her? He raised his stick—utterly futile, that stick would melt away in nanoseconds.

The green slime was creeping toward them, hungry for its next meal. The stick glowed with a grayish light, and he swung it downward. A blade of grayish wind emanated from the stick and flew toward the slime. The wind blade pierced effortlessly through the green slime mass and hit the core, instantly splitting it in half. Once the core split, there was a popping noise, and the green slime mass collapsed to the ground harmlessly. The man laughed, and both started to walk around the green puddle seeping into the soil.

Was that magic? And is he laughing at it? What the hell!?

I couldn't believe it—what I thought was the apex of slimes was so effortlessly killed. Humans were scary, and magic was scary. I felt my core shudder in fear. I was frozen as I watched the humans continue their journey, no longer wanting to follow them. When they were long gone, I dropped to the floor and picked up the two pieces of the broken green slime core.

<Slime (Green) Fractured Core partially absorbed. Trait [Acid Slime] gained.>

<Existing Trait [Acid Slime LV 3] improved to [Acid Slime LV 4].>

The fractured core part was new, but I was still too shocked to think about it, so I started heading home. I ignored everything else until I was back to my tree, and it was very late and dark when I finally reached it. I practically jumped into my hole and then finally sighed, feeling safe. The silver lining was that I gained a level in both [Stealth] and [Acid Slime], the latter being one of my best traits.

So, I think I need that magic resistance trait... I thought to myself before drifting to sleep.


Chapter twenty-one
The Howling
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This morning, I felt miserable, as yesterday's events had left their mark. I was sluggish about exiting the tree and finally realized my error—I had left my [Mana Reinforcement] on all night. I immediately told my [Sub-Core] to stop and pulled up my status.

Mana: Draining

I expected worse when I realized I had left my [Sub-Core] to work on it since the wolves I fought, so I felt relieved it was at least a familiar status and not something potentially worse. I headed to the pond to do some fishing and get breakfast.

The pond was eerily quiet, with no deer or wolves, but I was moody, so I ignored it, plopped down next to the water, and started to fish. My thoughts were a mess, recalling how easily that slime had died.

Would I have survived that blade of wind? It was a good question; I had traits that other slimes did not, from what I could tell, like [Slime Density], [Core Refinement], and [Mana Reinforcement]. I could hope that my slime would be too dense to penetrate or that the defense of my Mana enhancement and upgraded core would be able to tank the hit.

I was so deep in thought and idly fishing that I didn't notice anything until I heard a growling noise that surrounded me. Snapping back to reality, I took in my surroundings and noticed four wolves bigger than the ones I killed yesterday glaring at me with hunger and hatred.

I probably should have felt some level of concern, but after what I had witnessed yesterday, these wolves just felt pathetic—could they even hurt me without melting themselves? I swelled in size by withdrawing slime mass and formed a slime greatsword overhead.

My threatening display seemed to have the opposite effect as three wolves lunged toward me while the fourth let out an ear-piercing howl like a feral battle cry. I swung the greatsword down on the fourth wolf to stop the unpleasant sound that showed no sign of stopping. During the downswing, I added Mana to the blade to enhance its strength, and it collided with the beast, which had severely underestimated my reach or my lack of care for its attacking companions.

<Wolf LV 4 defeated. Experience gained.>

The wolf died near-instantly as the dense combination of acid and Mana proved far beyond its simple animal fur protection and bisected it. At the same time, the other wolves took bites at my slimy mass, only for their toothy maws to get a mouth full of burning and melting acid.

The three wolves leaped backward in pain, but only one withdrew as two tendrils emerged from where their mouths had previously bitten, engulfing their heads in return. Dumping acidic slime forcefully down their gullets, they didn't even have the time to suffocate.

<Wolf LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Wolf LV 3 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Slime (Blue) is now LV 9>

<1 Trait Point is now available>

I felt that exhilarating rush of leveling up and wanted to spend the trait point, but there was one last wolf to clean up. I could have let it go, but these creatures had tried to ambush me and take my life. The wolf was mid-pivot to retreat when it caught the backswing of the greatsword.

<Wolf LV 3 defeated. Experience gained.>

I was about to harvest and eat when I remembered the trait yesterday. I considered taking [Magic Resistance], the fear of that wind blade spell still present, but logic won in the end—I could continue to avoid humans and get it later. I made my purchase.

<Trait [Consuming Osmosis LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 0.>

As I devoured the four wolves, minus their fangs and claws, I received a notification when I ate enough of each corpse.

<Profile [Wolf] 20% analyzed.>

<Profile [Wolf] 40% analyzed.>

<Profile [Wolf] 60% analyzed.>

<Profile [Wolf] 80% analyzed.>

It was fascinating as I randomly gained jumbled bits and pieces of information, but the puzzle pieces fell together with fewer gaps each time I finished consuming a wolf. It was like I had a detailed model of a wolf in my mind; I had information on their vital points (heart and brain), any resistances they might have had (minor cold resistance), some of their traits ([Enhanced Claws], [Enhanced Fangs], [Enhanced Nose]), and even some of their skills ([Tracking], [Pack Tactics], [Evasion], [Stealth]).

I could use this information to discover traits and skills without needing that orb-thingy. I only needed to consume another wolf to complete the profile. Even with the small information gaps, I felt I could probably build a replica of a wolf. My overthinking was interrupted by an even louder ear-piercing howl when it appeared.

A massive black wolf with silverish fur tips, despite its body surpassing the size of any wolf I had seen previously, it seemed trimmed down, relatively speaking, and refined. Its tail was likely longer than its actual body, entirely covered in that silvery fur, and most strange of all, was flat like a blade and jagged in shape like a lightning bolt.

It wasn't alone as another six wolves followed after it—thankfully, they were ordinary and smaller than the ones who had ambushed me. One of the wolves suddenly charged at me, snarling with savage and burning hatred. When it leaped, I reflexively grabbed it out of the air with all my tendrils, engulfing and killing it in seconds. Its corpse rapidly dissolving away—[Acid Slime LV 4] combined with [Slime Density LV 3] was no joke.

<Wolf LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Profile [Wolf] complete.>

The giant wolf let out a massive howl that even shamed the Gigatoad's mighty croak—the other wolves immediately cowered before it. I expected it to charge at me, but instead, it slowly approached and looked back at the other wolves as if telling them not to get involved before looking at me again. It swished its tail twice, and I swear I could hear it cutting through the air.

Is this wolf challenging me to a duel or something? Not like I expected we could talk things out...

I checked my Mana level, which was back up to Ebbing, so I quickly used [Mana Reinforcement] on my core while turning off the cycling auto-compression around it and ensuring nothing but maximum-density slime surrounded it. Doing these both with my primary core used less than half its mental processing and thoroughly freed up my [Sub-Core] to support me. While I wasn't afraid of this wolf, I didn't want to take any chances.

For my [Pseudopods], I created a greatsword, rapier, and tri-claw. Upon completing my three weapons, the wolf leaned down as if ready to pounce. It barked as if to signal the start of the duel and then blurred.

I struggled to keep track of the fast-moving creature as it was darting around with blinding speed, and I swung at it with my greatsword. The wolf somersaulted midair, bringing its bizarre tail to the front, and parried my slime greatsword! It then flung itself into the air into another spin and sliced through the tendril, which dropped a large portion of slime mass, including the greatsword, to splatter against the ground.

A combination of shock and anger ran through me from the strange fighting style and losing so much slime mass. I immediately started withdrawing tusks and fangs and set my [Sub-Core] to handle supporting fire as we rapidly utilized [Slime Shot] at the wolf. The wolf dodged to and fro—I couldn't land a single shot. When I tried to bring the rapier in to stab at the wolf while it dodged, its tail seemed to shine momentarily before slicing through my rapier and causing the entire [Pseudopod] to fall with a wet splat to the floor. The slight delay in its dodging to attack caused a few shots to hit it, but it only caused superficial damage at best.

<Proficiency gained. [Improved Accuracy (Lesser) LV 1] improved to [Improved Accuracy (Lesser) LV 2].>

I tried to chase after it with the claw tendril to grab hold of it, but it did a backflip, and that accursed tail once again sliced through and destroyed my precious slime mass. I started withdrawing reserve slime mass to replenish my stock when suddenly the wolf blurred again and was suddenly directly in front of me while spinning violently.

Shit! I cursed and retracted my core deeper. If I put enough slime mass between me and it, it won't be able to penetrate to my core unless its tail were longer.

While the wolf spun toward me, I hoped to envelop it in a tidal wave of slime when it failed to penetrate deep enough to hit my core, but the wolf had other plans. Its tail flickered wildly with bright light, and when it reached its maximum spin, it performed a massive overhead strike that sliced cleanly through my body and sent a projected force of slashing energy toward my core! I screamed when the ghostly slash approached rapidly and struck my core. There was a cracking sound, and unimaginable pain assaulted me. My vision began to waver and blacken.

Pain. It hurts! Pain. Don't want! Pain. To die! Pain. Save me! Pain. Pain. Pain. Must kill! Pain. Kill! Pain. Pain. Pain...


Chapter twenty-two
Blade Wolf
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Between the two-legs to the west, the boar king to the south, and the short-green two-legs to the east, territory in the forest had always been a struggle for survival. He had always been smaller than his fellow wolves, but far faster, which allowed him to escape with his life and slowly strengthen. He battled the swine to the south and defended the previous alpha from the short-green two-legs—he could feel his might growing with each foe slain.

But his true power was revealed when the previous alpha was attacked by a two-leg using fire. The alpha was brutally burned and lost his battle, while the pack was trapped in a vortex of fire, unable to assist. He snuck up on the cocky two-leg wielding the power of fire, who was blind in his arrogance, and struck a fatal blow to his neck. The death of this two-leg caused his power to burst, and he was reborn.

Sadly, the old alpha could not be saved, so his duty was to lead the pack and become the new alpha. They spent many seasons recovering, fighting their foes, and replenishing the pack with his mates. Recently, one of his scouts reported that there were fewer of the boar king minions roaming the southern forest. Another Scout mentioned that the two-legs and short-green two-legs were waging war. He knew it was finally time to get vengeance and rule the forest.

Conquering the boar king's territory was proving very simple. With their numbers shockingly dwindling and the boar king nowhere to be seen—had he abandoned his territory? What a fool!—they spread out and claimed this section of the forest, feasting on the boar king's brides, children, and the numerous deer and rabbits that this lush section provided.

But that was when trouble had arrived; some of his pack had mysteriously vanished without a trace. More scouts were dispatched to find the perpetrator or at least locate the bodies, but there was nothing—not even a scent! During scouting, they found a large amount of water that would sustain them for generations and act as a suitable ambush point for prey—this forest was truly blessed.

But the disappearances kept happening, and anyone sent to the water never returned. Sending two of his best trackers, he hoped to get to the bottom of this, but they also failed to return. Outraged, his firstborn sons volunteered to ambush whatever foe was causing this.

However, he was worried this foe might be too powerful for his firstborn sons; despite their growths, they had not reached the rebirth like himself. He waited with the rest of the pack's fighters and gave his wisest son strict orders to howl when they engaged the creature and again when they had achieved victory. If the wait between signals was too long, he would rush in to assist, even though it would damage their honor.

His son's magnificent howl filled him with pride, and he waited with bated breath for the victory, but it never came. He rushed to the water with the rest of the pack, but when they arrived, there was no sign of any of his sons and only a singular blue blob of tremendous size.

He announced his presence with a mighty howl and approached with his pack—the creature stood its ground and didn't flee. Perhaps this water was its domain, and it would stand its ground to defend it. Despite being a foe, he liked this reasoning as it was better than the pig king, who fled like a coward.

One of the younger warriors was too quick to temper and rushed at the blue creature with a thirst for vengeance. He didn't stop the youngster as he failed to see how this unassuming creature could have killed his sons, and this could provide valuable battle knowledge—he could always rush in to save the child.

The creature made no movements until the young warrior was already leaping at it, and then abruptly, it revealed its hostility as three limbs burst from its rounded form and grabbed the warrior. Before he could even react, the young warrior's life was snuffed out. He couldn't understand how this creature hid its weapons, but then the horror started as he watched the body disappear before his very eyes. This creature was the one who had killed his scouts, his trackers, and his firstborn sons.

He howled his challenge to the creature directly, ordering the pack to stand down as they could not assist against this mighty foe, and he didn't want to lose more of his family. Once again, the creature didn't react and was willing to stand its ground and defend its territory.

The creature then started crafting the weapons of the two-legs out of its own flesh as if mocking him and then waited. He took his stance and barked for the battle to begin.

This foe was very strange. Despite holding the weapons of the two-legs, it was inexperienced in wielding them, and his mighty tail could easily counter them. When he cut into the blue flesh of the creature, it fell apart and crashed to the floor like water—it seemed he would need to cut apart this foe until it stained the ground blue.

The creature, seemingly frustrated at how he effortlessly destroyed its weapon, began throwing things at him, but he was far too fast to be hit. He noticed that the things thrown at him were the numerous tusks of the boar king's minions and the teeth of his pack. Was this creature the reason for the boar king's forces being so weakened? Did this creature kill the boar king? It would explain why the king had vanished, just like his pack.

The fight continued, but he felt under very little threat, even when a few fangs struck him, as they only gave some scratches. But the blue flesh of the creature wasn't running out and seemed to regrow from nowhere. He activated his [Hunter’s Eyes], and it marked the red orb floating in the blue flesh.

He prepared his ultimate strike, which he had honed to perfection and could cut foes beyond his reach. He used [Wind Step] first to build up speed and again to appear right before the creature. He spun rapidly to build momentum while he focused hard on his tail, which shone with the majestic power that came with his rebirth. Then, at the highest rotation point, he swung his tail, and the skill [Sever Strike] activated.

It ripped through the blue creature and struck the red orb; it cracked but still held form, and he used another [Wind Step] to reach safe ground. It looked like the creature was heavily wounded, and if he could land another [Sever Strike], he would win. He just needed to be careful, as using too many [Wind Steps] would cause him to collapse with exhaustion or be unable to activate another [Sever Strike].

But the creature's behavior was odd, not like any wounded foe he had faced before, and was growing in size!? Blue flesh was erupting from the creature and swelling it to a massive size, towering over him. Giant limbs burst out from the creature and were swinging wildly for him. He cut into one but misjudged the thicker size, not putting enough effort into the cut, which only went halfway through.

The half-cut limb snapped back together with a sickening sound and then started shooting at him. At first, he was more focused on dodging the other limbs, so he ignored most of the shots, but then he felt his fur burning and noticed the creature was shooting its flesh at him!

Putting his focus on dodging the onslaught was rough, with three tentacles trying to grab him and projectiles trying to burn into his fur. With his attention on dodging, he noticed far too late that his feet were having a light tingling-burning sensation and that almost the entire ground was shaded blue.

The creature had been spreading a thin layer of blue flesh over the ground. Fear bubbled up inside him at the thought of disappearing like the young warrior in this burning blue flesh, but the effect was so mild that he barely felt it—maybe it was too thin to melt him? Regardless, he needed to kill this creature quickly.

He cut into another large tendril that tried to grab him, this time with more effort to slice through, and it fell to the ground. He avoided another and was about to cleave through it but suddenly had to use [Wind Step] as an emergency dodge, as a tentacle had tried to attack him from behind!

Where had it come from? He slashed another tentacle that approached his new position and backed up, and then he saw what had happened—the tentacle he had just cut through had fallen, but when it touched the blue-stained ground, it rapidly revived on the spot. The creature had spread itself out to recollect its fallen flesh.

The battle continued; he had lost count of how many times he had sliced through a tentacle, only for it to come back from the dead when it touched the ground. But the towering form of the creature had started to shrink; was he finally wearing it down? Then his [Hunter’s Eyes] spotted a tiny red orb rocketing through the surface slime. He remembered the red orb being far larger—had it shrunk to heal the crack?

He chased after it, wondering if it had given up, and then he spotted his five remaining warriors snarling at the blue ground. Fear struck as he howled a warning to them, and then his back felt immense pain as a blue projectile struck him and burned into it. The red orb had reached the pack, and suddenly, blue slime burst from nowhere, utterly surrounding the tiny ball of death.

One of the braver warriors confronted it to allow the others to escape—a heroic sacrifice. But the creature had abandoned its previous honor of only striking those who attacked it, with four limbs bursting out to grab and kill the retreating wolves. Both the warrior and he howled in rage. The warrior foolishly jumped at the slime, and simultaneously, he performed [Wind Step] into [Sever Strike]. His bladed tail struck true, and the orb shattered.

The warrior was unfortunately already dead, its head missing where it had sunk into the creature. Unimaginable fatigue assailed his body, and guilt plagued his mind, but the deed was done. They would recover like they had previously; his mates were still alive, he was the alpha, it was his duty.

Abruptly, his back legs were struck from behind, and horrific burning filled his mind. He howled in pain and confusion. The creature's corpse, which had been slowly losing shape, suddenly had new life and took solid form, producing four limbs that immediately tried to grab him. He tried to dodge even with his back legs in abhorrent pain, avoiding the first successfully when the three others collided with him.

He was swallowed into a world of nothing but blue and burning.

<Blade Wolf LV 6 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Slime (Blue) is now LV 10 (Max).>

<Evolution options are now available.>


Chapter twenty-three
First Evolution
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After having my core struck by that blow, it was like a part of my mind turned off. I felt pure desperation and fear and then a strange bloodlust to kill, no, devour the cause of my suffering. My logic and reasoning seemed to dull into a quiet voice while rage and primal instinct took over.

My body and actions became pure instinct, no longer overthinking and methodical. My instinct told me to throw everything at the problem: all my slime mass, overpower the enemy through sheer quantity and spread my slime to cover the terrain to recollect fallen slime mass.

The battle raged on, and despite recollecting the fallen slime mass, it wasn't a perfect process, and there was still a loss. The urge to devour and replenish my slime overwhelmed me, and while I couldn't catch this prey—there were five easy ones nearby. I deposited some slime mass, like reserve army troops, and sent my [Sub-Core] out like a general to slay the foes.

The threat chased after my [Sub-Core], which led to landing a [Slime Shot] against it while it was distracted. Devouring the prey was successful, but the threat used its ultimate move to destroy my [Sub-Core].

My [Sub-Core] shattering shocked me so hard it seemed to give my reasoning its voice back. The weird autopilot on my body abruptly stopped. I noticed the silvery wolf lowering its guard, thinking himself victorious. I started to "play dead" with the slime mass over there, and then I began lining up two perfect shots of dense slime mass at his back legs to lower his mobility.

Once I hit his legs, I reformed the "dead" slime mass to grapple him with all my tendrils. The wolf dodged the first, but the three others grabbed him, and it was finally over. My mind finally started to clear, that primal voice dimming into obscurity.

Wait... Since when do I have four tendrils? I suddenly wondered to myself.

I looked through my mental notifications, which had been ignored till now, while starting to bring my slime back to my core—which was currently everywhere!

<Proficiency gained. [Pseudopod LV 3] improved to [Pseudopod LV 4].>

<Wolf LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.> x4

<A [Sub-Core] has been destroyed. Rest to recover.>

<Wolf LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Proficiency gained. [Slime Shot LV 2] improved to [Slime Shot LV 3].>

<Blade Wolf LV 6 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Slime (Blue) is now LV 10 (Max).>

<Evolution options are now available.>

<1 Trait Point is now available.>

<Your accomplishments have been acknowledged.

Emblem Achieved: [Apex Hunter].>

<1 Skill Point is now available.>

That... is a lot to take in. My traits improved, which is good, but now I have three new things to worry about; an evolution, an Emblem, and a skill point.

I wanted to get away from here because, with how this day had gone so far, I was almost expecting another even bigger wolf to show up. I looked at the corpse of the Blade Wolf, and [Dissection] was suddenly frothing in the mouth, screaming at me to claim that deadly tail.

<Profile [Wolf] has been updated.>

<Proficiency gained. [Dissection LV 3] improved to [Dissection LV 4].>

Feasting on this corpse gave an absurd amount of slime mass, and the rarity of the monster combined with the perfect harvesting must have skyrocketed my [Dissection] experience. It was interesting that Blade Wolf updated my existing information, but I was glad I wouldn't need to hunt down more of those. When I had collected everything and deposited it into my storage, I headed home.

As soon as I arrived, I opened my status menu, and a new glowing prompt appeared, fighting for immediate attention.

<[Evolution Available]>

I mentally selected it, which brought up a new menu that took up my entire vision.

Species Evolutions Available:

Slime (Green)

Slime (Purple)

Mutation Evolutions Available:

Gluttonous Slime (Blue)

Parasitic Slime (Blue)

Aquatic Slime (Blue)

Mimic Slime (Blue)

Predation Slime (Blue)

Special Evolution Available:

Queen Slime (Blue)

This was a lot to take in, but thankfully, I could select the options to get an explanation.

<Slime (Green)

A weak member of the slime species, it is considered more of a pest than a monster.

Its iconic green slime contains a powerful acid that it uses to melt its prey or attackers.

This species used to be quite common, but due to its indiscriminate destruction of the environment and its fragile nature, it was hunted into scarcity.>

I felt my perception of the world shatter a bit when I read that. A pest! I quickly moved on before I spiraled into negativity.

<Slime (Purple)

A moderately powerful member of the slime species, often found in caves, swamps, or intermediate dungeons.

Its purple slime is a concoction of various poisons and toxins like a living alchemy lab.

This slime is deadly to the unprepared, but any resistance, immunities, or access to detoxification can leave it helpless to defend itself.>

Discovering a brand-new slime color excited me, and I quickly wondered how many others were out there. But couldn't I go and find a purple slime and integrate its core like I did the green one?

<Gluttonous Slime (Blue)

A mutation of an existing slime species, this slime has an endless hunger it constantly seeks to end.

This mutation can efficiently turn anything into a slime mass and grow to tremendous sizes; plants, animals, even rocks—this slime devours all.

Due to their ability to devour an entire ecosystem into a wasteland and lack of subtlety, they are often quickly exterminated.>

Being endlessly hungry didn't sound appealing, but being able to eat rocks and plants for slime mass sounded impressive. Although, that last sentence painted a giant target on me, which I could do without.

<Parasitic Slime (Blue)

A mutation of an existing slime species, this slime finds itself a host body to consume and replace from the inside.

Lacking its own capability, it uses its host traits and skills to compensate for its own.

Rare cases exist where this mutation has lived symbiotically with its host, but most involve a hostile takeover.>

This one sounded like what I did to the Gigatoad, except I'd be piloting its corpse. I liked the idea, and being able to use the traits and skills was tempting. The only thing I didn't like about this one was it sounded like I'd be abandoning my own growth and power, although I was assuming I could replace my host and upgrade to a newer model. If I ever lost my host body—I'd lose a bulk of my power.

Couldn't I use this and just take over a human? Certainly tempting...

<Aquatic Slime (Blue)

A mutation of an existing slime species, this slime gains the ability to command bodies of water that its slime core is submerged within.

This mutation can freely traverse water and gain greater control over water as it grows.

Extremely destructive when angered, but fragile as water lacks the defensive properties of its own slime.

The largest recorded species took over a lake, and many fear what would happen if one found the ocean depths.>

This one would take claiming ownership of the pond to the next level; I could literally make it part of me. It sounded incredible, but water was not slime, and I doubted it would be compatible with all the traits I had accumulated so far. Honestly, it sounded almost like a shortcut to the same goal Gluttonous Slime would achieve, but I think I'd lean toward my tidal wave containing slime instead of water.

<Mimic Slime (Blue)

A mutation of an existing slime species, this slime usually disguises itself by shapeshifting its slime into another creature or plant and then devours unsuspecting prey.

Initially, its mimicry is only enough to fool simplistic animals or monsters, but if they survive long enough, they can fool even veteran adventurers.

Advanced cases of this species have been known to utilize traits from their borrowed forms, normally unavailable to the slime species.>

Now, this spoke to me on a personal level. Wasn't this a massive upgrade to my [Shape Slime]? I already enjoyed making weapons and working on my little miniature tree, and now I could turn into a tree or a wolf. In a way, it was similar to Parasite Slime, although without the skill portion and still using my slime body. Assuming I didn't lose my core, I could recreate my mimicked body, so it had that benefit over Parasite.

I think this one sounds the best... Could I turn into a human and fool them? I'd need to learn their language, though...

<Predation Slime (Blue)

A mutation of an existing slime species, this slime targets and hunts prey like a veteran assassin.

This mutation gains unique traits to blend into the environment and eliminate its own sounds and smells, in combination to make it nearly undetectable.

Advanced cases of this species are said to be able to detect lifeforce and conceal their lifeforce and Mana signature.>

It was like fate decided to immediately prove me wrong in my opinion that Mimic Slime was the best on offer. If I compared my kills made from stealth or with the element of surprise, they were my victory almost instantly. Being an assassin slime and concealed from life itself sounded very appealing.

<Queen Slime (Blue)

The apex of a particular slime species, this evolution is the final destination for any slime species as it turns away from self-growth to progeny.

The Queen Slime loses the detriment of decaying slime mass and instead produces new slime mass over time, which fuels its new goal and ability to create entirely new slime cores.

Slime cores birthed by the Queen that become independent slimes become the base slime species and sometimes inherit traits from the Queen.

For this final evolution, the Queen Slime gains a boost to all its attributes and traits.>

Holy shit! was my immediate response, followed by some confusion. Wait, am I a girl slime? Or would this turn me into a girl slime?

Come to think of it, what was I in my previous life? I suddenly questioned and tried to dig into my memories, but all I could recall was Gramps mentioning nobles and cake.

Whatever, I'm a slime now, so who cares? I'll live my best slime life now. Besides, this option mentions “final” a lot. I'd rather grow a lot more before considering something like this, as tempting as such a massive boost all at once would be.

I looked over the options and pondered my choice. The species evolutions were out despite the purple slime sounding particularly deadly; I'd prefer trying to find one and integrate its core. Perhaps if the species evolution were some ultra-obscure slime type, I'd consider it, but purples were in three locations.

The mutation evolutions boiled down to two choices: Mimic and Predation. Mimic felt like the fun and experimental option, whereas Predation sounded like the kill-everything option.

I really liked sneaking around and ambushing, as it often leads to an easy victory, but if I worked on perfecting my disguises, I could achieve similar results from Mimic—like when I deceived that frog who thought I was only a tasty blue slime before I turned on the acid.

Also, if I mimicked something with a mouth, maybe I could learn to talk. I didn't want to live my entire life in silence, and finding even one person or monster to talk to would be nice. Maybe I could get Predation for my next evolution, assuming I could get another since there was no mention of the final or an even more appealing option didn't appear.

<Confirm Mimic Slime (Blue) evolution?

Warning: Evolution will cause the body to torpor until complete.>

Grateful for the warning, I moved into my tree hole before confirming.

<Evolution in progress.>

I felt an intense power surge through my core, and my mind slipped into unconsciousness.


Chapter twenty-four
Tutorial Complete
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I once again found myself floating in the infinite void of darkness, except this time, instead of being a disembodied nothing, I was my slime-self.

Shit... Did I die during evolution or something? After surviving that crazy monster wolf, only to die in my sleep.

With a wet squelch, I found myself in a familiar chair. Fear and dread filled my core while I worried that Gramps was about to scold me.

"Welcome, welcome! I'm glad my little experiment is going so well. You've certainly been a busy little slime, haven't you?" Gramps' voice suddenly echoed everywhere. He sounded very pleased, which made me deflate visibly as the tension drained.

So I'm not dead. I'm still alive? I was really worried I'd let you down.

"Heavens no. You're unconscious while having your first evolution, so I thought I'd pop in for a little pep talk. After this evolution, it will be a long time before I can visit again." I could hear Gramps chuckling in his response, which had me tremendously relieved until he went eerily quiet. "Unless you die, of course."

Nope! No dying for me! Going to live my best slime life and do you proud, I quickly thought and tried to reassure him while holding back internal tears. When he had spoken that last line, it had made my soul shudder with unnatural pressure.

"Yes, good. Although you cut it close with that wolf, you had the potential to take it out yourself without the [Experiment] Emblem's assistance, but you seemed to freeze up after he hit you once."

Is that why my body just seemed to move automatically?

"Yes. Basically, it flooded your mind with unfiltered survival instincts. You have a habit of overthinking things too much. It was a bit of a failsafe protocol to help you get past the tutorial."

Tutorial?

"Yes, up until your first evolution, you were what we consider the tutorial. You had a surprising amount to choose from, but you've been very busy trying so many things that you rapidly unlocked them."

Sorry, can you explain a bit?

"Monsters' evolutions are achieved by any combination of their environment, actions taken, or the skills and traits they've acquired. You unlocked Predation, which is quite rare, by gaining [Stealth] and [Sneak Attack] and then also by hunting higher-level monsters."

And I earned Aquatic just by hanging around the pond too much?

"A bit more than that, but yes."

Thanks for the information. I'm glad that I can somewhat influence my future paths. Back to what you said previously, what did you mean by “tutorial”?

"Now, the training gloves are off, and you're all on your own. There was supposed to be a reward if you didn't trigger the failsafe—regretful that it happened right at the finish line."

Wait... All on my own. Does that mean there will be no more help with traits?

"Of course, I don't think any other candidate tried to brute force the help as much as you. Although, you are the only slime one."

After he confirmed I'd be receiving no more help, I wasn't paying too much attention, and a horrible feeling dawned on me; I'd completely forgotten to look at more traits before evolving. Dread and a tinge of loneliness clouded my mood, and Gramps seemed to have sensed it.

"Tell you what, I'll show you one more for the road. Think of it as a consolation prize for almost making it without the failsafe. I'm honestly surprised you didn't accidentally earn it from all your experiments."

<Slime Burst

Violently explode slime mass in a pressurized burst that can coat a large area in slime.

The area affected, maximum volume detonated, and burst delay reduction scale with trait level.

Compatible with other slime traits.>

This would have really been useful against that wolf, I thought, immediately recognizing that this was a good trait I could feasibly get without spending a point.

"Exactly. Hard to dodge a bursting balloon full of slime."

Thanks, Gramps. I'll miss our talks, if you can call them that.

"Don't worry; we can chat again about your next evolution, and I'm sure you'll eventually find someone else to poke with so many questions."

I was about to ask more questions, like about my nonexistent class and Emblems, and as if sensing my intention, the chair suddenly disappeared below me.

"We've run out of time for today. Good luck, little slime. I'm rooting for you."

The blinding light below swallowed me up before I could protest.
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I woke up to a barrage of notifications.

<Race Slime (Blue) LV 10 evolved into Mimic Slime (Blue) LV 1.>

<Proficiency gained. [Core Refinement LV 3] improved to [Core Refinement LV 4].>

<Trait [Shapeshifting Mimicry LV 1] obtained.>

<Trait [Chroma Shift LV 1] obtained.>

<Trait [Shape Slime LV 3] is being enhanced by [Shapeshifting Mimicry LV 1].>

<Skill [Identity Block LV 1] obtained.>

My curiosity was bubbling; I received two new traits and a skill. I quickly looked at my two new traits.

<[Shapeshifting Mimicry LV 1] Enhances an existing trait that allows bodily transformation or manipulation and allows shapeshifting into a close facsimile of any creature or object. This trait level, knowledge of the target, and practice all affect the accuracy and capabilities of the form in an additive or substitutive manner. The combined level of both traits reduces any physical discrepancies between your natural form and shapeshifted form. While shapeshifted, traits the target possessed can be mimicked, provided there is sufficient knowledge about them. The quantity and maximum level of mimicked traits are scaled based on this trait level. Enhanced trait: [Shape Slime LV 3].>

If I had to guess, this was the defining reason I chose my evolution. It went far beyond any traits I had gained previously and truly showed the power behind evolution.

Mentally picturing transforming into a wolf, for example, I could see that my thorough knowledge of them from the profile created by [Consuming Osmosis] would give me a perfect transformation. I held off turning into a wolf, as I had another trait to read and still wanted to look at the Emblem.

<[Chroma Shift LV 1] Allows the slime to shift its coloring to better blend into its environment or to match its shapeshifted form.

Level 1: Change the color of slime mass.

Level 2: Change the opacity of slime mass.

Level 3: Change the slime core.>

I was surprised to see a trait description so clearly laid out, with a specific benefit for each level. I guess [Shapeshifting Mimicry] didn't include changing color for some reason, but with only three levels, this was nothing to complain about.

Next, I looked at the skill; this was the first skill given directly, so it must be related to my evolution.

<[Identity Block LV 1] Blocks identification skills and items of a lower level from inspecting your profile. If combined with transformation, shapeshifting, illusion, or other forms of deception, then a false profile can be shown instead of blocking, leading to a higher success chance.>

I didn't know what identification skills were, but hiding the fact I was a slime could definitely be beneficial. That Gigatoad learned the hard way when I was pretending to be an ordinary blue slime.

Finally, I looked at the Emblem, which is still one of the biggest mysteries ever since I first looked at my status menu.

<[Apex Hunter] Achieved by defeating multiple apex beasts or monsters. Receive a Skill Point whenever defeating another apex creature, provided it is of equal or greater level. Equipping this Emblem will alert the owner when encountering a valid target, and any experience earned will receive a boost from confronting the target.>

So, if I understand this correctly, if I do something Gramps thinks is noteworthy, then I can earn an Emblem. This one seems unbelievable, and I can finally get skill points! I thought to myself happily. Equip [Apex Hunter]!

<Confirm equipping [Apex Hunter]? You will be unable to change Emblems again till the next day.>

It was good to learn that you could only equip a single Emblem per day, but my answer was an immediate Yes.

<[Apex Hunter] Emblem has been equipped and will be displayed on your profile.>

Curious, I pulled up my profile

Name: - [Apex Hunter]

Race: Mimic Slime (Blue) LV 1

Class: -

Status: Healthy

Mana: Overflowing

Oh... It puts it next to my nonexistent name. That's interesting. Although I'm unsure what the purpose is, I thought curiously, then wondered if I could give myself a name. My name is Blue.

<Confirm profile name: "Blue"?

Warning: This cannot be modified again without system privileges.>

No! Abort! I quickly screamed, worried about that warning. I'd have to think hard for a name I'd like eventually. I pulled up the rest of my status for thoroughness.

Emblems:

[Experiment]

[Apex Hunter]

Traits:

[Mana Slime LV MAX]

[Acid Slime LV 4]

[Pseudopod LV 4]

[Slime Density LV 3]

[Slime Shot LV 3]

[Shape Slime LV 3]

[Shapeshifting Mimicry LV 1]

[Chroma Shift LV 1]

[Consuming Osmosis LV 1]

[Core Refinement LV 4]

[Core Storage LV 3]

[Sub-Core LV 2]

[Mana Circulation LV 2]

[Mana Reinforcement LV 2]

Trait Points remaining 1

Skills:

[Dissection LV 4]

[Mapping LV 2]

[Stealth LV 3]

[Sneak Attack LV 1]

[Improved Accuracy (Lesser) LV 2]

[Identity Block LV 1]

Skill Points remaining 1

I still had a trait and skill point to spend, and there were no new surprises yet. But I wanted to try out my evolution, so those could wait. I exited my tree feeling like a new slime, and today felt like it would be a great day.


Chapter twenty-five
Wolfing Around
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It was finally time to try out my evolution; I wish I could have witnessed the transformation myself, but my [Sub-Core] did not regenerate while evolving, much to my disappointment. I pictured the wolf, which was crystal clear thanks to the completed profile, and I felt my main slime body rapidly shift to match the form. Four legs, ears, snout, fangs, tail, everything grew out of my slime ball, and then the ball molded itself into the wolf's torso.

<Proficiency gained. [Shape Slime LV 3] improved to [Shape Slime LV 4].>

I guess my gut feeling was right. I really was on the verge of raising that trait. I bet I can complete my tree model now.

It felt strange to have legs again, so I sat down to lift a front paw to examine it closely. Physically, it matched perfectly, but it looked alien because it was bright blue and transparent. I focused on my [Chroma Shift] skill and tried to apply the coloration. The color of the slime shifted before my gaze and would likely be a perfect match if not for the transparency.

A transparent grayish wolf is better than being blue, I guess... I hope I can raise that trait soon. Looking at previous traits, they didn't take too long to reach level two.

I sat up and did some light walking, something I never thought I'd be doing since becoming a slime. I was surprised at how well everything worked, and I fully expected I'd have to test and experiment, but that wasn't the case. The strangest thing was the nose working, and when I selected the trait [Enhanced Nose] to mimic, I was bombarded with an overwhelming amount of scents and frantically swapped to [Enhanced Fangs].

A surprising feature I didn't expect with my shapeshifted form was that my legs were not taking up any [Pseudopod] capacity. When I had initially thought of trying to give myself slime legs, I thought I'd need to sacrifice some tendrils to be makeshift legs. I made my four tendrils emerge from the back of the wolf and wiggled them happily.

I continued to sprint throughout the forest to get used to the form some more, jumped around, and even tried jumping and then swinging from a branch with a back tendril—it was exhilarating. I eventually settled down and decided I needed to spend my points.

Many of the traits I had looked at seemed very good, and I had planned to get [Slime Burst] manually. However, the one I thought would be effective immediately would be [Mana Well], which I hoped would push me above the Mana regeneration threshold to upkeep [Mana Reinforcement] perpetually. Speaking of which, I needed to enhance my slime core since I didn't have my [Sub-Core] to do it for me, which I did and then made my trait purchase.

<[Mana Well] Mana Reserve is increased scaling with trait level. In addition, a minor Mana regeneration effect is added based on total Mana capacity.>

<Trait [Mana Well LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 0.>

For my skill purchase, I only knew a few from the wolf profile, and I wanted to collect more profiles to find more purchases now that I could potentially earn skill points through my Emblem. It may have been a simple-sounding skill, but I definitely wanted to get the [Evasion] skill to dodge better.

<[Evasion] This skill helps sense and predict incoming attacks. When successfully predicting a threat, the body automatically enters a heightened state of readiness to dodge. Success chance and reaction speed increase with skill level.>

<Skill [Evasion LV 1] obtained. Skill Points remaining 0.>

That Blade Wolf must have had a high level of this skill to dodge so many of my attacks. It wasn't a guaranteed solution since overwhelming him still landed a few blows, and he fell for my sneak attack at the end, but I was hopeful this would save my core eventually.

It was early afternoon when I finally had my fill of wolfing around. My next immediate goal would be working toward completing as many profiles as possible with [Consuming Osmosis]. It was time to try eating anything and everything.

<Profile [Stone] complete.>

<Profile [Tree] complete.>

<Profile [Plant] complete.>

Interestingly, I could get profiles from almost anything. The things I consumed seemed to generalize into a broad category, and then if I found a new species or type, it would update the original profile. I discovered at least three different species of trees from all my consumption.

Tomorrow, I was planning on trying to use my wolf form's nose to find some animals, but before nightfall, I wanted to head to the pond and see if I could eat some of those bugs. I approached the pond cautiously, and it reeked of death, even without using [Enhanced Nose].

Plenty of bugs were hanging around the pond, far more than usual, likely due to not having anything to kill them now that the frog was dead. I rapidly fired [Slime Shot] at them, repeating my target practice approach and letting them die when they flew into me. I could frequently hit them now mid-flight with the accuracy skill.

<Blood Bug LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Profile [Blood Bug] 20% analyzed.>

<Blood Bug LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Profile [Blood Bug] 40% analyzed.>

<Proficiency gained. [Consuming Osmosis LV 1] improved to [Consuming Osmosis LV 2].>

<Blood Bug LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Profile [Blood Bug] 80% analyzed.>

<Blood Bug LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Profile [Blood Bug] complete.>

Along the way, my trait leveled up, which boosted the degree of analysis and, by extension, reduced the amount I'd need to consume to complete a profile. The profile of the blood bug wasn't that interesting; its only trait was [Enhanced Proboscis], and its only skill was [Flight].

I wondered if I could fly if I turned into it and shifted into the bug from my wolf form. I had to deposit a lot of my slime mass away to complete the transformation, as its body was tiny in comparison, barely able to hold my slime core, which seemed to have grown significantly since my evolution.

After numerous failed attempts at getting off the ground, I gave up. I'd likely need a bigger flying creature or possibly get the [Flight] skill. I shifted back to my comfortable slime form and headed home.

When I arrived home, the first thing I did was work on completing my model tree, and it came out perfect, although I was probably cheating now with the profile I had learned. I used my [Chroma Shift] to "paint" my tree model and was shocked at how decent it turned out despite the transparency.

I spent my evening shifting into rocks, trees, and bushes and coloring myself. Even though I really wanted to work on getting [Slime Burst], I planned to bump both my evolution traits to at least level two first.

Before sleep, I checked my Mana level, which remained Overflowing. I was ecstatic about my choice to get [Mana Well] and wished I had my [Sub-Core] to work throughout the night. I planned to do a lot of hunting as a slime wolf to work on completing more profiles.


Chapter twenty-six
Eating for Knowledge
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Upon waking, I noticed that my slime had significantly diminished in size. At first, I was greatly concerned that my new evolution had made my slime deteriorate at an increased rate. When I deposited my wastewater, I confirmed it was only an insignificant amount extra. Thankfully, before I went into a neurotic panic, I noticed a little orb floating inside me—my [Sub-Core] had regenerated.

The cost paid was significant to regenerate it, and in the future, if I needed to restore it, I should sleep on the heavier side with excess slime mass to be safe. I withdrew some slime from my savings, set my [Sub-Core] to reinforce, then finally exited the tree and shapeshifted into a wolf. I borrowed the [Enhanced Nose] trait and couldn't believe the significant difference, even though it was only level one due to being restricted to the same level as [Shapeshifting Mimicry].

I spent most of the morning running around trying to sniff out anything, going into sections of the forest I had left previously unexplored. Having the wolf's smelling power made me wonder how astronomical the Predation slime would have been, being able to detect lifeforce itself.

<Profile [Deer] complete.>

<Profile [Rabbit] complete.>

Some deer and jackalope were all that I found, which I could effortlessly absorb, neither of which had any worthwhile traits, but I did learn about the [Sprint] and [Leap] skills. I'd practice transformation later and continued to hunt. While heading further south toward a dense odor, I ran into something I hadn't seen in a long time.

<Boar LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Profile [Boar] 40% analyzed.>

I almost missed the smelly pig creatures, although they now felt so beneath me that I didn't even need to use my tree jellyfish strategy. Instead, I leaped at it in wolf form, partially undid the transformation, and glomped the boar into my acidic goo. I hoped I could find more and started to run around frantically to sniff one out.

Deciding this was taking longer than I had hoped, and that I wanted to increase my search speed, I tried using [Mana Reinforcement] on my legs. This took some effort, but the result was my legs felt sturdier. The effect was noticeable, and I ran faster, trying to catch a whiff of that dense odor again.

My expanded search radius eventually bore fruit, and following a trail, I found another boar that even had visible battle scars that had healed up over time. Unfortunately, for the veteran boar, it also fell to the slimy glomp of death.

<Boar LV 4 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 2>

<1 Trait Point is now available>

<Profile [Boar] 80% analyzed.>

I had finally reached level two after evolving. I had almost missed the fact that my level had reset after evolution, which answered another of my past questions of why the Rage Boar and Gigatoad gave me so much experience despite being lower level—they were both evolved creatures.

Spending my newly acquired trait point was a little tricky initially. I had thought I'd be grabbing [Olfactory Sense], but since I found out I could smell as a wolf, that felt like a waste at this stage. I was enticed by the safety [Magic Resistance (Lesser)] offered, but my gut told me I could delay it. Instead, I settled on grabbing [Adhesive Slime], as it sounded intriguing and had applications I could think of to use it. Not to mention traits that mentioned "slime compatibility" in the description appealed greatly to me.

<[Adhesive Slime] Allows increasing or reducing the adhesion of slime mass. This trait has no levels. Compatible with other slime traits.>

<Trait [Adhesive Slime] obtained. Trait Points remaining 0.>

The knowledge poured into my core, and once again, I felt a new magical understanding of how to manipulate and control my slime. I placed my wolf paw on a rock and increased the adhesion, and when I lifted my paw, the rock was firmly stuck.

I did a few other little experiments, such as removing all adhesion and running in place, which looked hilarious, and my crowning accomplishment was running up a tree, which took multiple attempts to coordinate on adding or removing the adhesive effect when the paw would be placed or raised.

I finally continued searching for another boar, but my luck might have run out for the day. I was heading home while doing a loose search for peculiar smells when my super-sensitive nose caught five approaching, three of which had the stench of death. I undid my wolf form rapidly and promptly grappled up into the safety of the leaves. I tried to mimic a branch and silently waited, hoping my combination of transformation and stealth was good enough.

The figures that walked by were three human men, a black catlike creature, and a woman with large and pointed ears, which my broken memory informed me was an elf. I wondered which of the three had that stench, but that wasn't possible without my wolf shape.

It was very odd to have the knowledge of something without the attached memories of where it came from, which only made me question what Gramps had done to me. I did wonder why he took my memories of my past life away, and I could only assume it was so that I couldn't go and seek revenge for being poisoned. My first conversation with Gramps made it sound like reincarnation was a frequent occurrence, and if it was plagued by the dead coming back to seek revenge, the world might devolve into chaos.

The loud voices of the men snapped me back to reality as I watched them pass by. One of the men had a fancy cloak with matching armor and was holding a piece of paper and pointing; at his waist was an ornate-looking rapier, and I mentally approved of his weapon choice. The other two men had a sort of vagabond look going to them, and they had unkempt blades and dirty leather armor. The elf wore strange armor that looked crafted out of leaves, and at her back was a bow and quiver that screamed she was loaded with money. The bow especially looked like a work of art. Finally, the catlike creature was by her side; it was slender, and I got the impression it might have been faster than the Blade Wolf.

The fancy man was talking obnoxiously loud while they walked, and the catlike creature was glancing around while its ears were perking, which caused me to tense up with worry. I was frozen as I watched them leave, and the last thing I saw was the elf scratching behind the cat's ears.

When the tension faded, I turned back into a wolf, hoping its nose would inform me if anyone approached while making haste back home. Nothing eventful happened, and I wasn't lucky enough to find the last boar I needed before I spotted my familiar tree.

I checked my Mana level, curious how much the drain from enhancing my legs would be while continuously maintaining the reinforcement on my core. My Mana showed Surging, which meant it only dropped one level—not bad. Now, I'd test out the new creatures I could transform into; the deer and jackalope came quickly.

<Proficiency gained. [Shapeshifting Mimicry LV 1] improved to [Shapeshifting Mimicry LV 2].>

I assumed I was getting bonus experience for the quality and also for a new form. I likely accumulated only regular amounts of experience throughout the day while shapeshifting and using mimicked traits. I hoped [Chroma Shift] wasn't far behind.

Last, I tried turning into a boar; the transformation was a partial success, but some of the parts were either droopy or the incorrect size. I spent the rest of the night trying to become a boar, hoping to leverage practice and my trait level to fill in the profile gaps. Before I finally decided to call it a night, I was very close to finishing the boar shape; it was certainly serviceable, and I could run around looking like one—if you ignored the transparency.

Tomorrow, I had plans to visit some old friends and get a necessary profile that may hint at some traits and skills specifically for me. It hinged on me ranking up my [Chroma Shift], but I was confident I could get it either in the morning or during the trip.


Chapter twenty-seven
Wolf-Eat-Slime
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Mana: Overflowing

Waking up to the highest Mana level despite my dutiful [Sub-Core] work throughout the night was a glorious way to start the day. It proved that I could fully maintain reinforcing my core without draining Mana.

Before heading out, I shapeshifted between the four creatures I had mastered before finally shifting into the boar. It was good practice but made me realize that the other forms were taking up less of my mental capacity to hold, and the wolf, which I had spent almost the entire day as, was slightly more efficient than even the other three with their completed profiles.

Knowledge, trait rank, and practice all played a critical role in not only the form's transformation accuracy and shifting speed but also its upkeep cost—I needed to keep a nose out for another boar. Interestingly, I also tried shifting into the Blade Wolf, but my body refused to take the shape. It perplexed me because I had full knowledge of the evolved wolf as it amended itself to my existing profile rather than adding its own entry. I could only assume I lacked a minimum trait level in either [Shapeshifting Mimicry] or [Shape Slime], a combination of the two, or maybe even a minimum race level.

With [Shapeshifting Mimicry] reaching level two, I now had access to a higher trait version of [Enhanced Nose], so I hoped I could find that final boar and complete the profile. I could also add another trait to the mimicked form, but from some experimenting, I discovered that each trait had a mental upkeep depending on its copied rank. I'd need to expand my mind, refine my core, or add cores because if I ever reached max for [Shapeshifting Mimicry] upkeeping ten skills, all at rank ten sounded mind-blowing in the literal sense.

<Profile [Herb] complete.>

<Profile [Mushroom] complete.>

The occasional foraging was mandatory, as I loved the rush of information whenever I completed a profile, and I got a bunch of facts stuffed into my core about healing herbs and poisonous mushrooms.

I started heading west wearing my wolf form while looping between different colors, and my nose working as I traveled, so I wasn't too worried about any humans seeing a rainbow wolf. During the downtime of travel, I also experimented a bit with my shapeshifting, which led to me discovering that I could not mix and match mimicked transformations for reasons beyond my understanding. I could swap between slime and wolf and a seemingly endless amount of partials between the two forms, but I could not give my wolf form antlers or tusks. My mad scientist's idea of picking the best parts from every creature would have to wait until I discovered what prevented me.

Another sad conclusion was while I could naturally enlarge my slime form, I could not just make a "bigger wolf" without spending considerable effort and mental upkeep. My only assumption was that [Shapeshifting Mimicry] truly wanted me to copy the form exactly, being quite a snobby perfectionist of a trait, and wasn't happy about me making any modifications.

After fooling around with transformations, I reinforced my legs and sprinted slightly south while maintaining my westerly approach. I detoured a good portion of the morning, and it was turning to the afternoon when my effort finally paid off.

<Boar LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Profile [Boar] complete.>

I confirmed my earlier theory by transforming it into a boar and found much less mental tax for the form. My inner completionist was satisfied, so I continued heading west in wolf form again and decided to put my mental processing to mixing up the colors of different body parts.

<Proficiency gained. [Chroma Shift LV 1] improved to [Chroma Shift LV 2].>

It finally increased, and thankfully, before I reached my destination. Filled with excitement, I rushed to change the opacity of my slime, and my vision abruptly went dark.

Wha—!?

<Identity Block now displaying False Profile.>

<Wolf [Apex Hunter] LV 12.>

Maybe I should have seen that coming... Pun intended. I see through my core and not my slime. Interestingly, or worryingly, my false profile shows my title, and isn't being above level ten suspicious for a normal wolf?

Turning my slime transparent brought back my sight, but now I had a predicament to solve. At first, I created a tendril and placed my [Sub-Core] inside it, then swapped vision and admired the finally non-transparent wolf proudly. While this fixed my vision, wolves didn't have tendrils, so I needed another solution.

I tried making some transparent holes throughout my wolf body, and while that solved the vision issue, I could tell it was hampering my disguise.

<False Profile partially compromised.>

Even Gramps hates it. I sulked, then continued trying to think of a solution. What I really need is eyes... Could I get an eye trait or something? Wait...?

I moved my [Sub-Core] to the head of the wolf and then started experimenting with lowering the transparency of the eyeballs. It was a lot of trial and error, but eventually, I could finally see and meet the conditioning.

<False Profile fully restored.>

The head being a common weak point for basically everything, I decided it would be safer to use my [Sub-Core] and keep my actual core hidden within the body. Finally, I continued my journey, which gave me time to get used to my narrower field of vision.

As I broke the forest edge, I saw a tall wall in the distance, then as I got closer, I saw a familiar stream, and last, I saw plenty of bouncing blue slimes. My wolf nose couldn't detect anything nearby, so I strolled over.

I can't believe I willingly came back here, but I hope to learn more about myself by completing a slime profile.

Then, the feasting began.

<Slime (Blue) LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Slime (Blue) Core absorbed.

<Profile [Slime] 40% analyzed.>

<Slime (Blue) LV 3 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Slime (Blue) Core absorbed.

<Proficiency gained. [Slime Density LV3] improved to [Slime Density LV 4].>

<Profile [Slime] 80% analyzed.>

Did that last slime have the compression trait, which gave my own trait some experience? Not that I'm complaining... Despite being my second trait, it somehow fell behind some of my newer traits in levels.

<Slime (Blue) LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Slime (Blue) Core absorbed.

<Profile [Slime] complete.>

<Proficiency gained. [Consuming Osmosis LV 2] improved to [Consuming Osmosis LV 3].>

I did not expect it to level up already and could only assume that fully completing a profile gave me a lot of trait experience.

I have been eating many things lately purely for the profile, even stuff I can't transform into—no wonder I earned the Gluttonous evolution...

The slime profile was disappointing, but I didn't expect much from ordinary blue slimes. I did hope that with the profile complete, I could get a lot more information from any evolved or subspecies consumed in the future. The two new traits I did learn about were intriguing, and I could imagine applications for both.

<[Elastic Slime] Allows increasing or reducing the elasticity of slime mass. This trait has no levels. Compatible with other slime traits.>

Another trait with slime compatibility was always welcome. I couldn't think of anything offhand on the reducing elasticity portion and becoming rigid. However, by increasing elasticity, I could avoid gravity splattering me across the ground and instead bounce.

<[Slime Conversion] Spend Mana to generate slime mass. There is a daily conversion limit, scaling with trait level.>

Meanwhile, with this trait, I could avoid inevitably turning into a puddle of water if I ever ran out of things to eat. Apparently, this was a very rare trait that blue slimes would develop. Although it sounded almost too good to be true, it didn't offer me any immediate benefit, as I had plenty of slime mass saved away and was likely close to hitting my storage limit. I wondered how low the daily limit was per level.

Now that I had completed so many profiles, I also puzzled together a bit of an understanding of how ordinary monsters developed. There was no way a dumb wolf carefully selected its traits when it leveled.

Most monsters are born with an innate trait, and most points are allocated randomly among them. There is a chance a new trait is picked randomly out of a pool instead of improving an existing one. When no more traits have available levels, the probability is guaranteed.

The traits are divided into pools, common and rare. Using a blue slime, for example, its common traits are [Elastic Slime], [Adhesive Slime], and [Slime Density], while its rare traits are [Slime Conversion] and [Pseudopod]. I could assume a green slime has [Slime Shot] in its trait pool. It did make me wonder how intelligent monsters developed; would they tell their children to "make sure to get [Enhanced Strength]"?

Satisfied with having two more traits on my shopping list, I started to head back into the forest.


Chapter twenty-eight
Syl
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It certainly was tempting to devour all the slimes and hope for one that had developed a new trait, but I was hoping to make periodic trips here and grab a few. I didn't feel guilty per se about the forest boars driven to near extinction, but if I did the same to the blue slimes, I'd be trading potential long-term gains for quick short-term ones.

What I desperately wanted, however, was a green slime or, even better yet, a new color. This led to the decision that I would not return to my tree home and instead explore uncharted sections of the forest. My wolf form was perfect for fast travel, especially if I used [Mana Reinforcement] on the legs, and its exquisite nose would guide me to points of interest.

A whiff of fresh blood caught my attention, and I started cautiously heading toward it. As I got closer, I noticed two smells mingled among the blood; one smelled wild and animalistic, while the other had a rich and earthy forest scent. Hoping that my stealth skills were being put to good use, I cautiously approached until I finally spotted them.

Lying in a large pool of blood was the black catlike creature, covered in gashes—unmoving and dead. Leaning against the cat creature was the elf, also covered in wounds, the worst of which looked like something had gouged through her stomach. That fancy bow was not on her person, and she was stroking the cat with a forlorn expression.

She looks like she's been through hell and back. Whoever or whatever did that to her didn't want to give her the chance to escape alive...

I couldn't smell anything else nearby, so I cautiously approached, not sensing any instinctual threat from the dying and unarmed elf. When the elf detected my presence, she jerked violently from her position before huddling over in pain and clutching the wound. She shouted threateningly, but I couldn't understand it. I just stopped and stared at her. She looked confused and eventually started talking more, her tone becoming less hostile with each repetition. Her hand reached out, and a green light softly emerged and enveloped me. I was about to panic and retreat when a notification popped up.

<Sylthaeryn Feirelle has requested you to be her companion.

Do you accept?>

Confused, I stared at the message. It didn't seem hostile, and the thought of finally having someone to talk to gave me some unfounded hope. The elf Sylthaeryn, I assumed, had an almost pleading look on her face, and regardless of my choice, it looked like she had not much time left in this world.

Yes.

<Bond formed with Sylthaeryn Feirelle.>

<Emblem Granted: [Bonded Companion].>

<[Bonded Companion] has been forcibly equipped, replacing [Apex Hunter].>

<Skill [Universal Language] obtained.>

<Sylthaeryn Feirelle is in critical condition.>

What the hell just happ—

"Thank you for accepting my request, noble wolf," the elf spoke softly, expressing relief.

My mental protest was abruptly cut short by sheer confusion at her words. Words that I could finally understand.

Can you hear my thoughts? I tried, but the elf showed no sign of reacting. So, not a Gramps situation... I thought sadly, then tried to speak aloud, but my wolf form only made barking noises.

"Unfortunately, our time together will be short as I'm not long for this world, and soon, my essence will give this forest life," she continued, then reached for a small pouch that looked intricately crafted from all sorts of plant matter and finally wrapped in golden vines.

She beckoned me closer. I would generally be hesitant to approach an unknown, but our bond informed me that she held no hostile intent toward me, so I approached. When I got closer, I finally took more notice of her appearance, something I had disregarded from the other humanoids; she had long silvery-white hair, and her eyes were a deep emerald green. She stroked my wolf head with a terribly weak hand and then placed the pouch strap around my neck.

"I know this is a selfish request, but please protect this pouch and, should you ever discover another elf, present it to them."

Sure, might as well as thanks for teaching me the language, I thought, then realized she couldn't hear my mind and quickly nodded.

"Thank you, noble wolf." Her smile was faint, but her eyes held some embers of determination.

I glanced at the creature she was still partially leaning against. She noticed my gaze, with tears rolling down her eyes.

"This was Shalana, my first companion. She died soon after we escaped..." She spoke softly and shook her head in disbelief. "Her sacrifice was in vain... My wounds are far too great, and the bastard even used poison to ensure my eventual demise."

It was a dreadful situation, and perhaps if I had chosen Parasite Slime, I could have saved her, but my current evolution, traits, and skills did not allow me to deal with hemorrhaging wounds or poison.

"Unfortunately, there is one last thing. I do not wish for my killer to gain from my essence or ancestral Emblem, and instead, I wish to pass both of them to you."

I wasn't sure what she was talking about, but the embers had rekindled like she had made a final resolution.

"I shall grant you a name so that adventurers will see you once had a bond, and perhaps if you deliver my pouch, a more suitable elf will rebond with you... Syl."

Wait—

<Name granted: Syl.

Profile Updated>

She can just force a name on me? I mean... At least it sounds better than Blue.

"Sorry if it was a bit of a rushed name... I thought I'd leave behind another part of me with you. I wanted to make my own mark on the world, but fate had other plans for me." She sounded full of regret and glanced at the gaping wound, her hands trembling. "Forgive me, this is the greatest taboo for a bonded companion..."

"Syl." The resolution in her voice caused my wolf ears to perk, and her following words shocked me to my core. "I order you to kill me."

<Command received from [Bonded Companion].>

<Failed to resist compulsion from [Bonded Companion].>

My mind shuddered, my vision took on a red tint, and I felt myself lose control over my body. It felt vaguely similar to what happened to me when fighting the Blade Wolf, and my body moved to follow the order to maximum efficiency. My wolf form melted away as tendrils burst out, and my entire slime form rapidly moved to engulf her whole.

"A slime!?" These were the last words Sylthaeryn spoke.

<Elf LV 5 Monster Tamer LV 13 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 3.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 4.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 5.>

<3 Trait Points are now available>

<Sylthaeryn Feirelle has died. Bond severed.>

<Emblem Lost: [Bonded Companion].>

<You have defeated one of the ancestral races.

Emblem Usurped: [Elven Legacy].>

<Profile [Elf] 60% analyzed.>

<Profile [Panther] 60% analyzed.>

When I finally regained control over my body, both Sylthaeryn and Shalana were gone, the panther's body taken with her in the Overflowing amount of slime. Being at the mercy of Sylthaeryn's order, my slime had not preserved anything. Her body was gone, her companion gone, her bow presumably lost. Other than memories, the only thing that remained of Sylthaeryn was the small pouch she gave me and the mark she had left on my profile.

Name: Syl


Chapter twenty-nine
Does Gramps Have a Thing for Elves?
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What the hell just happened? I asked with utter confusion.

The situation was absurd; I became some monster companion, got an Emblem forced on me, and then subsequently removed, entrusted with a fancy plant bag, mercy-killed an elf under compulsion, usurped an Emblem, and I've gone up three levels. I tried to calm my neurotic tendency by reading the new Emblem.

<[Elven Legacy] This Emblem was a reward chosen by the progenitor of the Elf race for triumphs worthy of the gods and inherited by all descendants. The progenitor elf was a master magus and wished his descendants would follow in his footsteps in mastering the arcane. Magic and Mana-related Traits and Skills are easier to acquire and receive a bonus for earned experience. All Mana costs, including upkeep, are reduced by 25%. Mana regeneration receives a minor increase. This Emblem cannot be equipped. This Emblem will be usurped through death.>

What bullshit is this? I was born being bullied by a child armed with a bucket and a knife. Meanwhile, all elves are born destined to be master magicians?

I can understand why someone tried to kill her if something as amazing as this is transferred through death. That's a crazy thought... I wonder if someone complained to Gramps about how overpowered elves are, and that last line was added as a concession.

I mean, now I have this absurd Emblem. Although, doesn't this paint a huge target on my back? Now, not only am I a monster slime, but I also have some legendary elf Emblem. I need to level up [Identity Block]... And get out of this forest.

My immediate plan was to head east and get far away, but I wanted to try both my new forms before departure. The elf form was a mess; I could tell it was trying to copy Sylthaeryn, as she was my only point of reference, but it looked like she had crawled out of a vat of acid and was missing a leg.

I would need to give this form significant attention, practice, and level up my transformation traits before it is anywhere near usable. Another concern was that the form lacked any clothes, as my [Shapeshifting Mimicry] only copied the physical form, so I'd need to find some solution.

I do own a lot of boar hides in my storage... But without a tailoring skill or something, I think I'd do more harm than good.

The panther form was better but proportionally wrong in many ways, and it felt like my knowledge of quadrupeds contributed a bit to understanding this form. I moved toward the bag and got another surprise when I deposited it.

<Proficiency gained. [Core Storage LV 3] improved to [Core Storage LV 4].>

I shifted to my comfortable wolf form and started my trip while keeping a nose out for trouble. I had three trait points to spend and decided to peruse through the new profiles before I bought anything, just in case there was a hidden gem. The panther profile was a bunch of traits unavailable to me as a slime, lacking legs, muscles, stamina, or even organs.

Looking at the elf profile, I felt my core boiling with rage at the unreasonable bias. First, the elf profile was very different from any profile I had seen before. There was no trait pool and no separation between common and rare. Instead, there was a list of traits they started with and a list of unique traits only available to elves, and I imagined other intelligent races would share this layout.

Now, onto the source of my feelings of unjust inequality; elves had far too many starting traits! [Mana Circulation], [Mana Well], [Mana Sight], [Lowlight Vision], [Ageless], [Elven Reflexes], [Elven Glamour], [Nature Commune], and that were just the ones I could see with an incomplete profile.

Gramps, don't you just love elves too much? Or is this bias against monsters? I guess I'll find out if I get a chance to eat a human or a smart monster. Either way, I will lodge a complaint during our evolution meeting.

I couldn't believe they were born with eight traits, two of which I had to purchase. Out of their starting traits, the only one I could get myself was [Mana Sight], and I wasn't sure if I wanted to buy it for myself until I tested it with Mimic.

<[Mana Sight] See the flow of Mana throughout the world. Mana sight can see through obstructions based on trait level. Trait level also determines the minimum level of Mana detected and the detection range.>

Actually, couldn't I learn the trait from using it through mimicry? It was a thought worth exploring as soon as I could successfully make the elf form usable—it couldn't even walk!

After going back and forth through ideas and traits, I decided to buy [Enhanced Intellect] and [Enhanced Vitality] and then keep my final point for an emergency like buying [Magic Resistance (Lesser)] or possibly [Dark Vision]. They weren't the most exciting choices, but I wanted durability and mental capacity if I was heading into unknown territory.

<[Enhanced Intellect] Increases mental processing and memory capacity per trait level.>

<[Enhanced Vitality] Increases your lifeforce per trait level.>

<Trait [Enhanced Intellect LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 2.>

<Trait [Enhanced Vitality LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 1.>

The increase in Vitality was hard to judge, but the intellect was noticeable as it reduced the maintenance of [Shapeshifting Mimicry].

Speeding along as my wolf with reinforced limbs was my best way to travel by far, and I had just reached the pond, but I wanted to go past the pond and into the unknown. However, the sun wasn't cooperating, and it was about when I'd usually settle down and practice before bed.

Actually, I changed my mind. I want to keep traveling during the night, so let's grab [Dark Vision].

<[Dark Vision] Enhances vision to perceive in conditions with either little or no light. Vision distance is 20% per trait level.>

<Trait [Dark Vision LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 0.>

My surroundings immediately lit up with near-perfect clarity, and I could see the clear dividing line where my [Dark Vision] expired and my normal vision continued. Journeying through the night was a new experience, and after what seemed like hours of uninterrupted travel, I spotted what looked like a cliffside in the distance through the breaks in the treetops. During my nighttime run, two more surprises popped up.

<Proficiency gained. [Mana Circulation LV 2] improved to [Mana Circulation LV 3].>

<Proficiency gained. [Mana Reinforcement LV 2] improved to [Mana Reinforcement LV 3].>

I have been using my Mana constantly since I got it, especially reinforcing my wolf legs, but I can't help but think this is because of the elf bullshit... Seriously, Gramps, do you have an elf fetish or something?

Now that I had spotted a new landmark, I decided to make a temporary tree home and get some rest. While I didn't feel bodily fatigue due to my nature as a slime, I was concerned about what mental fatigue would do and decided to err on the side of caution.


Chapter thirty
Mental Housekeeping
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My sleep was unpleasant, filled with dark thoughts that clouded my mind. Imagining having my body forcibly seized against my will was a terrifying thought, and I suddenly regretted not purchasing [Enhanced Willpower]. The death of Sylthaeryn clearly affected me despite our very brief encounter, and I wondered if it was from our impromptu bond being torn apart. I didn't mind killing to survive, and if someone tried to kill me, I wouldn't hesitate to end them—I was a monster now, and I needed to endure. But giving her the benefit of the doubt, I assumed Sylthaeryn was innocent, up until she forced me to execute her before the poison or wounds could—it was a mercy kill, but it still left a bitter taste in my mouth.

I tried opening the bag I received, but it was locked or some magical equivalent. I recalled her dominating my mind, causing a moment of anger where I tried to melt the bag to see its contents, but it could fully resist even my most potent [Acid Slime]. I equipped my [Apex Hunter] Emblem and looked at my latest status menu.

I felt a nagging in the back of my mind as I saw how my trait list had ballooned out of control. I started trying to rearrange and reorder my traits, and to my surprise, it worked. I wondered if I could categorize them. Gazing at all my slime-related traits, I mentally grouped them, and they popped into a category. I repeated this process a few times until I was satisfied.

Name: Syl [Apex Hunter]

Race: Mimic Slime (Blue) LV 5

Class: -

Status: Healthy

Mana: Overflowing

Emblems:

[Experiment]

[Apex Hunter]*

[Elven Legacy]

Traits:

Slime:

[Mana Slime LV MAX]

[Acid Slime LV 4]

[Adhesive Slime]

[Pseudopod LV 4]

[Slime Density LV 4]

[Slime Shot LV 3]

[Shape Slime LV 4]

Core:

[Core Refinement LV 4]

[Core Storage LV 4]

[Sub-Core LV 2]

[Consuming Osmosis LV 3]

Mimic:

[Shapeshifting Mimicry LV 2]

[Chroma Shift LV 2]

Mana:

[Mana Circulation LV 3]

[Mana Well LV 1]

[Mana Reinforcement LV 3]

Attributes:

[Enhanced Intellect LV 1]

[Enhanced Vitality LV 1]

[Dark Vision LV 1]

Trait Points remaining 0

Skills:

[Dissection LV 4]

[Mapping LV 2]

[Stealth LV 3]

[Sneak Attack LV 1]

[Improved Accuracy (Lesser) LV 2]

[Identity Block LV 1]

[Evasion LV 1]

[Universal Language]

[??? LV 0]

Skill Points remaining 0

It was interesting that I retained [Universal Language] despite losing [Bonded Companion], and I didn't even get the chance to read the description of that Emblem before having it torn from me.

<[Universal Language] Grants a complete understanding of the universal language, allowing communication between others who share the same skill. While each race or species may have its own language or another form of communication, this is a common language shared among all sapient life.>

So everyone can speak universal, but universal doesn't let you understand everything... I wonder why I didn't start off with this skill. I am sapient, so perhaps an oversight?

I wasn't sure what the unknown skill could be and hoped it was advantageous, which reminded me that I needed to unlock [Slime Burst].

<[Slime Burst] Violently explode slime mass in a pressurized burst that can coat a large area in slime. The area affected, maximum volume detonated, and burst delay reduction scale with trait level. Compatible with other slime traits.>

Recalling the trait description, which seemed more straightforward now, the first thing that came to mind was combining [Slime Density] and [Slime Shot]. I enlarged a Pseudopod and positioned it at a distance from me, then fired a few compressed slime bullets at it, which hit the target and promptly reabsorbed. I tried using [Slime Shot] without any compression, but it was like a weak water hose and did not have much distance.

Then, I tried compressing, firing the bullet, and finally initiating a decompression before it emerged. It took some trial and error, especially in the timing of the decompression, but eventually, a discharge of slime erupted from my form. I tried it a few more times, getting better at the timing, and then checked my status menu.

<Trait [??? LV 0]>

Happy to confirm I was on the right track, I finally shifted into wolf form and continued my journey toward the cliff. If I could successfully use my partial trait in combat, I figured that would push it over the edge to unlock.

Eventually, I caught a feral scent mixed with some blood and headed in that direction, making sure to stealth as I approached. What I discovered was a bear monster fighting three wolves. I maneuvered to pincer the bear between myself and the wolves, and that is when I lunged for the bear's neck. I had equipped [Enhanced Fangs] and reinforced them with Mana when I decided to enter combat, wanting to give it a test.

My wolf form's jaw ripped out a good chunk of flesh, thanks to my double-empowered fangs and further boosted by [Sneak Attack]. The bear roared in pain and tried to reach behind its neck for me, but I was warned by [Evasion] and kicked off to leap away while firing my partial slime burst. Under combat pressure, it didn't come out spectacularly, but a large amount of acidic slime still managed to coat the bear, causing it to let out a guttural roar as its flesh began to melt.

The wolves noticed my presence and let out what felt like happy barks as if directing me to assist them with taking down the bear.

<Proficiency gained. [Identity Block LV 1] improved to [Identity Block LV 2].>

Wait, because the wolves think I'm a wolf, did it earn me experience toward [Identity Block]? My false profile must be pretty decent. I guess it also fooled Sylthaeryn...

The bear had itself in a pain-induced rage and was swinging wildly, one of its claws gutted through a wolf. The remaining two wolves attempted to go for its hind legs, but their fangs lacked the potency. I created a tendril from my back, sending it right near the bear's head, and fired a point-blank burst of slime into its face, hoping to blind it. Its thrashing took out the other two wolves and even a nearby tree in collateral damage. Meanwhile, I had created another tendril and fired a double burst directly at its head.

<Trait [??? LV 0] has become [Slime Burst LV 1].>

With my trait finally unlocked, it was time to end this fight. The bear was blinded and just flailing now, so I sneaked low and dove at its leg with my fangs ready to rip and tear. I tore through its leg, then dodged an incoming blow thanks to [Evasion] again. I snuck around and went for its remaining hind leg from a different angle, landing a solid blow that sent the bear tumbling.

<Proficiency gained. [Sneak attack LV 1] improved to [Sneak attack LV 2].>

Seeing my skill increase made me realize that perhaps all my attacks met the criteria while the bear was blinded and unaware. I decided to finish off the bear by shaping four rapiers enhanced with Mana, and not to be outdone, even copied the exact form of a fancy blade I had seen previously. The four blades pierced through the bear, two of which landed devastating blows to its jugular.

<Bear LV 9 defeated. Experience gained.>

When I approached the corpse, I received a brutal scolding from [Dissection], as the pelt was highly valuable, and I had melted a lot of it with my indiscriminate bursts of slime. I claimed its fang and claws and whatever was salvageable of the pelt and ate the rest—including the wolves.

<Profile [Bear] 60% analyzed.>

I wanted to find another bear to complete the profile, perhaps one that would satisfy [Apex Hunter], so I could gain another skill point. I started sniffing the air and ground, hoping to find traces of the bear's smell, and began following what I assumed was the bear's trail.

<Skill [??? LV 0] has become [Tracking LV 1]>

I was wondering what the skill would be. I guess I have been using this super nose a lot lately.

<[Tracking LV 1] Aids directly in discovering and following tracks or trails while using an enhanced sense. Accuracy, prediction, and tracking period scale with skill level.>

Sounds good, all right. Let's try to find some more bears, I thought, feeling determined.


Chapter thirty-one
Overcrowded Cave
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While following the bear's scent trail, I realized how much potential the [Tracking] skill had. I had always just traveled blindly in a direction, hoping to bump into something, and then later tried heading toward any strong smell. Following fresh trails would help lead me to the prey directly or to their lair and significantly improve my hunting capabilities.

The trail eventually led me to a small cave opening, and the dense odor inside made me feel quite uncomfortable. I shifted back to my natural slime form and grappled up to the ceiling, making full use of [Adhesive Slime], and then stealthily crawled along. The cave looked empty, and I thought of setting up an ambush for when the other occupants returned.

Crawling along the cave roof and changing my color to match the shade likely made me almost undetectable, but I had to keep some transparent gaps for my sight. Much to my disappointment, [Dark Vision] did not let me see through my opacity-induced blindness, but it did allow me to see clearly within this cave. There were plenty of bones and scraps, and far at the back of the cave was a den occupied by two cubs and guarded by a bear smaller than the one I fought.

Deciding whether I should drop down on the bears when I heard a commotion echoing into the cave.

"Matriarch is hunting. We go in and take babies to train," the rather squeaky voice said.

"Yes. Best chance. Then we get strong and get revenge on humans," another voice responded.

I was curious to see the source of the voices and footsteps approaching. The bear released a light rumbling growl, preparing to take on the intruders. Five small green figures reached the depths of the cave, three armed with spears and two with bows. Their heads were comically large for their body size, not to mention their ears—goblins.

"Two to train. Only one to kill. Our lucky day," one of the goblins spoke, causing the others to nod and enter a combat-ready stance.

The bear's growl advanced to a roar, trying to intimidate the goblins, but the archer answered by launching an arrow. The goblins had decent coordination; the spears endeavored to keep the bear at a safe distance while the archers released arrow after arrow.

I wonder if I should defeat the goblins, the bears, or both? The goblins can talk, so I could maybe communicate with them. But I want their profile, and I'd need it to talk since I can't correctly use my elf form.

The bear landed a solid blow that splintered one of the goblin's spears and sent him flying into the cave wall.

"Zizz!" one of the archers shouted and rushed to his side.

I slinked over to the remaining archer and started lowering tendrils. She was far too distracted with the fight to notice the encroaching doom as four tendrils grabbed her, one gagging her mouth, and the others pulled her to the ceiling and into the slime blob.

<Goblin LV 2 Scout LV 4 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Profile [Goblin] 60% analyzed.>

The goblins didn't notice my assassination and only reacted when they saw no more arrows were coming.

"Tarz! Why aren't you shooting!?" one of the spear goblins shrieked as an unlucky companion had his head bitten off by the bear.

At this point, the bear was heavily wounded but fighting through the pain. I maneuvered over the bear to claim it for myself, and hopefully, the goblin corpse would complete my profile.

"Tarz, you bitch! You abandon us!?" the spear goblin continued to shout.

"Forget Tarz! Bear is almost dead. We kill it," the remaining archer shouted, drawing his bow.

That was when I appeared, four tendrils bursting out with Mana-infused rapiers all piercing through the bear's head.

<Bear LV 6 defeated. Experience gained.>

The remaining two goblins shrieked in surprise while I dropped down on both corpses, withdrawing plenty of slime mass to engulf both and put significant distance between my core and the goblins. I was glad that [Dissection] did not tell me any part of the goblin was valuable, but I mentally excluded his equipment. I could claim a much more intact bear pelt this time, minus the spear and arrow wounds.

"What is that creature? It is eating bear and Korgz!" the archer screamed.

"We kill it! While it feeds, it's vulnerable!" the other goblin replied, gripping his spear tightly.

Arrows were fired at me while the other goblin made a thrusting charge. Maybe it was overconfidence, but I ensured my acid would not eat into their equipment. A few arrows barely managed to sink into the membrane of my slime and then floated harmlessly. When the spear penetrated my slime, I gripped it tightly, causing the goblin to fall on his backside when he tried and failed to pull the spear back.

I could show mercy to you, but you were the one who wanted to kill me. So thanks for the free meal and experience, I quipped mentally, fired out tendrils, and dragged the goblin kicking and screaming into my slime mass.

<Goblin LV 2 Warrior LV 5 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 6.>

<1 Trait Points are now available>

"Gods no. What is this monstrosity?" the archer said in horror, dropping his bow and then trying to grab and drag his friend.

<Profile [Bear] complete.>

<Profile [Goblin] complete.>

I mostly ignored the archer until I finished my meals, and he was no longer shooting at me; he was simply trying to escape with the injured goblin. After eating and harvesting, I promptly deposited everything and triggered my [Shapeshifting Mimicry] to try out my new goblin form. The archer shrieked again, his eyes trying to escape from his skull.

"Tarz? Is that you?" the goblin asked, his voice quivering in fear.

I looked over my new form and repeatedly clenched my newfound hands. The hands were larger than I expected for such short limbs, and I thought maybe I had screwed up the proportions again, but [Shapeshifting Mimicry] told me it was correct. I wiggled my toes and flexed my limbs a little, exploring this strange and small body—this was my first complete humanoid form.

"Tarz, why don't you speak? Please speak." The archer whimpered.

I assumed Tarz was the name of the other archer I had quietly eaten. I opened my mouth to respond, and out came a gurgling noise. I closed it with a frown and tried again. Each attempt felt like it was getting closer to speech.

"I'm..." I finally got out. "My..." I kept trying.

"Yes?" the archer responded with a trembling voice and looked paralyzed with anxiety.

I gargled my throat and coughed out a large chunk of slime into my hands, which then dissolved into my skin. I focused some Mana on the throat, hoping to reinforce it, and then tried to speak again.

"I'm not Tarz," I finally replied, feeling some pride in my first spoken sentence.

"Who are you? Why do you look like her?" The goblin questioned, as if not believing his eyes.

"Syl was the name given to me. I look like Tarz because she was the first goblin I... ate."

The goblin shrieked. I tried gesturing for him to calm down, but he started sobbing.

"Look, I'm sorry, but I was in this cave first and unsure if you were friend or foe. You are the first creature I could talk to." I tried to sound reassuring, and the goblins sniveling softened a little.

"Will you eat me and Zizz now?"

It was a valid question. I could effortlessly kill him for experience and slime mass, but I was finally talking to someone and still had many questions.

"No. If you don't attack me, then I'll let you live. The other goblin charged at me with a spear," I responded.

"No, no, no. I won't attack." His head shook so much that I thought it might pop off his neck.

"Good. You can even take those bear cubs. An apology for Tarz..." I said with a smile and pointed to the two cubs at the back of the cave.

"Really, Merciful Great One? My tribe thanks you," he said, standing up and bowing. "We hope to use against the humans."

"I can understand. I'm not exactly a fan of humans myself." I shuddered, thinking of the Mage who killed the green slime and the boy with his bucket. Meanwhile, he seemed almost relieved about my opinion on humans. "Also, please don't call me that. I'm not some great one; I have a name."

"Sorry if I offend." He frantically apologized while bowing his head. He seemed to notice something when observing me, then coughed and looked around awkwardly, "Merc... Gr... Tarz, do you have clothes?" he asked, averting his gaze.

I was upset he forgot my name again, but confused by his reaction until I looked at myself again—I was a naked female goblin. I reached inside myself and pulled out the three sets of equipment I had taken from the goblins. I searched through the pile for the ones Tarz had worn and slowly started to don them. Once I was clothed, he looked more at ease.

"Sorry, I've never had to wear clothes before. Also, my name is Syl, not Tarz, and I still need your name."

"Ah! Yes. Syl. Sorry." He was fearfully apologetic again. "My name Garz."

"Well, Garz, I think we should grab those cubs and get out of here before the matriarch returns."

Garz frantically nodded his head and then looked toward his companion.

"Mer... Ta.. Syl, I must carry Zizz. Can you carry cubs?"

I gave a nod and produced two tendrils from my back, causing Garz to flinch, and then each tendril engulfed a cub while leaving only the head exposed. The cubs were growling and mewling, but they couldn't resist.

I would need to use [Mana Reinforcement] on my goblin legs to walk like this. I quickly browsed through my goblin profile for any quick solutions to mimic and spotted an old friend: [Enhanced Strength]. I had a stupid grin plastered on my goblin face when I activated it through [Shapeshifting Mimicry], which caused Garz to give me a blended look of worry and confusion.

"Lead the way, Garz."


Chapter thirty-two
Goblin Chief
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We were traveling casually since Garz was carrying the unconscious Zizz on his back. I had offered to carry Zizz, but despite our defused hostile situation, Garz had his doubts, which was pretty dumb from my point of view as he was an even more vulnerable and easy target with them slow and together.

I started scrolling through the goblin profile to see how it compared to other monsters and the favored elves. The profile was a thought-provoking blend of what I had known from monsters and the elf profile. All goblins were born with [Dark Vision], [Robust Stomach], and then up to two random traits from a pool—this pool was where I had spied my old friend [Enhanced Strength]. Unlike elves, goblins didn't seem to have any unique traits tailored for them, and [Robust Stomach] was just a generic trait with no levels that let you eat almost anything, rotten or raw, without consequences.

"Garz," I said, causing him to flinch. “How do you spend your traits?"

"Traits are weak. Worthless. We get one or two to help our class, then try to ignore."

His response honestly shocked me. Traits were practically my entire repertoire, even with the few skills I had picked up.

"I know the enhanced attributes aren't that exciting, but what about something like [Mana Circulation]?"

"Useless. Not Shaman class, so Mana not important."

"How did you get your class?"

"Born." Garz was now giving me a questioning look.

"Wait. You were born with your class?"

"Yes…?" Garz now looked beyond disbelief.

"Sorry if it sounds like a stupid question, but I wasn't born with a class, and I still don't have one."

Garz's eyes went wide with shock, "How? So strong with no class. No skill points. Wasting experience on race and not class."

"I evolved," I blurted out, probably giving too much information, but I needed to defend my classless self. "Don't goblins evolve?"

Garz nodded, "Yes, but class more important. Focus on class. Get evolution eventually. Hobgoblin not much stronger than goblin." He paused to think a bit. "Maybe Chief can help you get class."

I nodded and thanked him for his explanation. Assuming their evolution worked similarly, I wondered if the goblins knew about the possibility of unlocking other evolution options. I decided to keep this to myself and focus on spending my trait points. Nothing caught my eye, so I purchased [Enhanced Willpower] and hoped it would stop the nightmares of having my body puppeteered.

<[Enhanced Willpower] Bolsters mental fortitude to resist mental afflictions and willingly suppress emotions, scaling with trait level.>

<Trait [Enhanced Willpower LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 0.>

Not having much to do, I used my freshly acquired hands to play around with the various tools and weapons I had obtained. Garz seemed curious but held his tongue. Eventually, we reached another larger cave entrance with a crudely crafted wooden palisade. Garz stopped and turned to face me.

"I go in and call Chief to talk. Tell him you have bears to give us," he explained. "I tell them you won't attack unless attacked. Also, drop off Zizz."

I nodded and watched him run off and enter through the palisade gate. Trying to pass the time, I practiced utilizing my Mana as I had a copious amount due to [Elven Legacy]. It was probably stupid, but I was literally punching rocks and doing a pretty good job, thanks to combining [Enhanced Strength], [Mana Reinforcement], and [Slime Density].

I finally stopped my rock punches when I saw two goblins and Garz approaching. One of the goblins looked like a bodyguard, holding a spear and donned in a rough patchwork of metal bits and leather. The other goblin was wrinkled, slightly larger than both Garz and the bodyguard, and wearing a large fur cloak. The older goblin stepped forward, and the word “worthy” tickled in the back of my mind.

"Garz speaks the truth. You do look exactly like Tarz," he said while scratching his chin. "I am Chieftain Krutz. I understand you wish for peace between us and even deliver us two bears."

"Nice to meet you, Krutz. I was given the name Syl, and yes, I'd prefer peace and perhaps some information."

I manipulated my two tendrils to lower the cubs and present them, which caused the bodyguard to tense immediately. He might have stabbed at them if Garz hadn't grabbed his arm.

"Don't," Garz told the bodyguard with an undertone of fear.

"Sorry..." I responded sheepishly. "Anyway, here are the cubs."

The chief examined the cubs and then looked at my Pseudopod. I heard him mutter "Slime?" to himself as if in question. He then gestured to the gate, and two other unarmed goblins approached and held out their hands to accept the cubs. They nervously took them, and I retracted my Pseudopods.

"Thank you, Syl," Krutz said with a polite bow and then gestured to the entrance. "Shall we go inside and have a discussion?"

I nodded and was escorted to the palisade gate. Once we were all safely inside, the lookouts closed the gate again. It was a short tunnel, and then the cave abruptly opened to a makeshift town of mud huts and wooden shacks. There were so many goblins, and as I followed the chief, I kept seeing them point at us and repeatedly heard curious murmurs of "Tarz."

<Proficiency gained. [Identity Block LV 2] improved to [Identity Block LV 3]>

Apparently, fooling an entire village had given me a massive chunk of experience. We entered the largest hut together and sat on the floor around a makeshift table. The unnamed bodyguard stood directly behind the chief while Garz went deeper into the hut.

"So, Syl, what do you wish to know?" Krutz asked.

"I wanted to know if there was a way to get a class and if there was any information on discovering traits and skills."

"So you do truly not have a class. I was curious because your profile says you are Apex Hunter Tarz, a level 16 goblin."

"You can see my profile?"

"Yes. I have the [Identification] skill. A rarity among goblins."

I frowned. It was good to know that there was an identification skill and that my false profile was working, but I wasn't too happy about being called Tarz.

"Oh. It changed. It says you have no name. Fascinating," Krutz suddenly interrupted my thoughts.

My name is Syl. My name is Syl. My name is Syl. My name is Syl, I chanted mentally.

"And again. Apex Hunter Syl, a level 16 goblin," Krutz sounded genuinely curious. "I know there's a way to block identification, but I've never seen a profile like this before."

Garz returned with three bowls, placing one in front of each of us, and sat down with his own. It appeared to have a warm liquid inside, and the chief gave thanks before taking a deep sip. I tried to copy him and embarrassed myself by struggling to swallow and spilling some from the overflow.

Who needs a mouth and throat anyway... Absorbing things is so much more efficient, I thought grumpily.

"Us goblins are born with our classes. But there is a way for chiefs to guide our people and help them advance their classes." Chief Krutz spoke up, scratching his chin again, "Perhaps this could give you one?"

"I'm willing to try almost anything. I feel like I'm missing out on a lot by not earning skill points," I responded positively.

"Yes, skill points are preferred to trait points. One of my main duties as Chief is changing the experience distribution of my people to focus on their classes." He paused to take another sip. I waited with bated breath, eager to hear the rest. "And my other duty is to guide them with skill and trait choices, which might satisfy your other question."

He held an open hand, and magical words materialized above his open palm: [Enhanced Strength].

<[Enhanced Strength] Increases physical strength per trait level.>

"Showing someone else a trait or skill makes them eligible to purchase it." He continued, "As the oldest goblin in our tribe, I must collect the knowledge and ensure it gets passed down to the next generation."

"Can anyone do this? Can I do this?" I asked curiously.

"Yes, and yes," he responded with a nod and smile. "Simply open your status menu, focus on the trait or skill, and think of displaying it."

I opened my status menu and looked for something inconspicuous to show. I copied his hand gesture, although it probably wasn't required, and stared at [Dark Vision]. Display. The magical script formed above my palm, projecting the trait [Dark Vision].

"This is how we spread knowledge among our tribe. Sometimes, by chance, a new one is obtained, then we share it so that others may either purchase it directly or try unlocking it themselves."

I was curious, so I opened the goblin profile and looked at [Robust Stomach]. I didn't own this trait and was curious if profiles worked the same way. I focused on it and thought of displaying it, and the magical text formed in the middle of the table.

"Ah yes, you don't need to use your hand. It just helps you choose the display location," Krutz added, seeming unaware I was displaying from a profile.

We continued to chat, and I was informed that his Chieftain class gave him minor system control. This allowed him to change the experience distribution of a willing person. Normally, this would be an even split between race and class, but they usually adjusted it to 90% class, which was the maximum, and explained why the goblins I defeated had such strange levels.

He also explained that classes could be advanced, similar to evolutions, and he could advance classes when they reached the maximum level. He proposed that this process could possibly finally give me a class. But there was a catch; he required a higher Chieftain level to get more advanced functions.

This led to me learning more about how to earn experience. Ordinarily, only the person who claimed the kill received experience, which explained why Sylthaeryn had me kill her. However, there was a system anyone could use called parties that allowed the experience to be shared equally among all participants.

My immediate concern was dividing up the experience too much would severely hamper personal growth. Krutz explained that bonus experience was granted based on Party size, and then that pool of experience was distributed. He wasn't sure about the exact bonus, but an example was two goblins getting roughly 60% of the experience rather than the expected 50%.

Krutz suggested cooperating with the goblins to defeat invading humans and consider forming a large Party to take down the bear matriarch. Both options appealed to me, and we came to an agreement. I was even offered a home to stay in, which I suspected had belonged to Tarz.

Our meeting finally ended with Garz offering to give me a tour.


Chapter thirty-three
Goblin Tribe
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The goblin camp was more than I expected, considering it was inside a cave. There seemed to be a constant team of goblins who worked toward expansion and digging deeper. There were goblin cooks, farmers, and crafters. They really had a whole community in here. They only lacked smiths to make better arms and armor; any metal bits they owned came from dead humans.

I was apparently the talk of the town, as goblins approached me or stared from a distance, often calling me Tarz. I could have changed to one of the other two absorbed goblins, but that might lead to more questions, and I'd still be another stolen identity. Turning back into my slime form would likely cause a panic, and I'd be unable to communicate.

I asked one of the crafters if they were able and willing to make me a better outfit if given the materials. There was hesitation until I pulled out some of my boar hide and the mostly ruined bear pelt. I also sweetened the deal by offering a few tusks to use as spear points. If I liked her work, I planned to ask her to make something for my elf form, assuming I could get it working. The goblins were shocked that I had a “storage power” as the chief had the only storage bag in the entire tribe, looted from a dead adventurer ages ago.

Last, Garz brought me to the lodging they offered me, which wasn't much, and it seemed devoid of any furnishings and belongings. I was used to living inside a tree, so four walls and a door was an upgrade as far as I was concerned. Garz's tour might have been so they could claim the contents before bringing me. I thanked him, and he said he would fetch me in the morning.

With privacy obtained, I started to strip until I got the idea to use my storage directly. The clothes vanished inside, saving me a lot of fumbling around if only I could do it in reverse. I confirmed my earlier theory by shifting into the other two goblins I had consumed, and then I moved on to my brand-new bear form. My core automatically pulled from my slime reserve to fulfill the volume requirement, and I felt myself growing into the bear form.

<Proficiency gained. [Shape Slime LV 4] improved to [Shape Slime LV 5].>

<Proficiency gained. [Shapeshifting Mimicry LV 2] improved to [Shapeshifting Mimicry LV 3].>

Yes! I thought I was close to a mimicry level, but I won't complain about both going up. The perfection and first-time bonuses are so damn good. I should ask the goblins if they know of any other bonuses.

Wanting to test my success, I cycled through every form I had perfected. The shifting between forms was smoother than ever, with only a minor delay. If I could solve the clothing situation, I could lose a pursuer by walking around the corner and rapidly shifting.

I spent the rest of my evening trying to turn into Sylthaeryn. There was a noticeable improvement from my improved traits alone, and I could walk, but it was still far too goopy. It was finally complete enough for me to test [Mana Sight], which created glowing auras of anything containing Mana. Looking around, I saw that almost every aura had a nearly unique coloring and was distinctly goblin-shaped. When I casually raised my hand in front of my face, I let out a gurgled scream when I was suddenly almost blinded by the bright light and canceled [Mana Sight].

Okay. That felt dumb, like staring directly at the sun. I maybe should have expected that with [Mana Slime] being maxed out...

It was time for sleep, but I wouldn't do so out in the open. I focused on making a tiny hole using [Acid Slime], barely larger than my core, and ensured my tunnel wasn't just straight down by including a few curves. It was surprisingly entertaining drilling through the rock like this, and if I didn't want to keep my cards hidden for now, I'd likely even volunteer to join the miners. I finished off my hiding spot by using my [Sub-Core] to plug the hole by turning it into a rock, connected back to my body with a trail of minimal-density slime.

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core LV 2] improved to [Sub-Core LV 3].>

Waking up to a surprise notification was great, and my sleep was peaceful without any nightmares. My [Sub-Core] had once again been a diligent worker throughout the night. I should definitely consider giving it to some subordinates eventually. I transferred vision to check for threats, and when I confirmed it was safe, I exited my hole, which I plugged with a real rock that I still had in my inventory.

I turned back into a goblin and then tried withdrawing my clothes directly, which sadly didn't work out, so I fumbled my way through putting them back on. Deciding to wait for my escort, I started to experiment now that I finally had hands.

I withdrew slime into my palm, forming a large ball, which I then shifted into shapes of various armaments. A sword, a spear, a mace, a greatsword, a shield, a dagger, and obviously a rapier. I tried making a bow, but it was pretty bad and unlikely to work, so I withdrew the bow that belonged to Tarz and consumed it. With [Consuming Osmosis] giving me information, I tried again. This attempt was better, and if I bought the trait [Elastic Slime], I could probably create one of the best bowstrings ever.

<Profile [Bow] 60% analyzed.>

I thrust a slime spear at the ground as hard as possible and noted the impact. I then absorbed both spears I had claimed, completed the profile, and created another spear to repeat the process.

<Profile [Spear] complete.>

The impact point was much more noticeable, and examining the spear closely, it had a sense of actually being the weapon. My theory was that the first spear only used [Shape Slime], while the second spear was also being enhanced by [Shapeshifting Mimicry].

"I'm going to be eating one of everything at this rate... Gluttonous really was appropriate," I muttered, then slapped my hand to my mouth. "I'm so used to talking to myself, and now I can actually talk to others..."

Garz finally arrived while I was in the middle of swinging a sword around. He was surprised at first and then actually laughed at me.

"Tarz, you swing that around like a goblin child," he declared, then realizing his mistake corrected himself. "Syl, I mean. Sorry."

"Well, honestly, I don't have any weapon skills—or many skills at all," I responded dejectedly, "It took me forever to get [Evasion]..."

"Maybe you can train with warriors. Need good dodging, or humans kill us easy."

"That sounds like a good idea," I replied while putting away my sword, hoping to disguise it as my “storage power” they knew about. “Also, I was wondering if I could trade more fangs and tusks for some weapons. I need one more bow. I'm not sure if you have two swords. Any weapons, I think even broken, would work."

Garz agreed and took me to a crafter who was different from the one I met yesterday. I ended up trading many wolf fangs for a bow, which evidently was hard for the goblins to make. I traded all my remaining boar tusks and a few wolf claws for two rusted swords, two broken shields, and a greatsword with a cracked blade near the cross-guard. Without a doubt, I kept my Rage Boar tusk and wouldn't even show it to the goblins unless they had something amazing for trade.

<Profile [Bow] complete.>

<Profile [Sword] complete.>

<Profile [Shield] complete.>

<Profile [Sword] has been updated.>

After sneakily consuming my acquisitions, we headed toward the training grounds, but not before another surprise notification, and I suddenly could see much further in the cave.

<Proficiency gained. [Dark Vision LV 1] improved to [Dark Vision LV 2].>

"Garz, what level is your [Dark Vision]?"

"Five. Maxed. Like most goblin."

I nodded and thanked him. It made sense if they lived in a cave, the trait would be constantly in use. Speaking of traits, I decided to use [Enhanced Strength], [Enhanced Dexterity], and [Enhanced Agility] for my mimicry. I wanted to keep the maximum mimicked traits active to put pressure on my core, which was much harder to do since improving [Core Refinement] and purchasing [Enhanced Intellect].

I was eager to see and join the goblins in their training.


Chapter thirty-four
Goblin Sparring
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The goblin training ground was sparse, mostly open space except for a few archery targets. The sparring was done armed with sticks and trying to dodge each other's blows. I questioned why they only focused on avoiding and not blocking with shields or parrying. Garz pointed out that raw strength was a rarity among goblins, and instead, they prioritized their small size to focus on evading.

When I asked if I could join the practice, the goblins were surprisingly accepting, and I soon found myself locked into a duel with sticks. My nonexistent sword skills made me unable to land a blow on my opponent, but likewise, he couldn't land a blow on me. After a lot of back and forth, eventually, his stamina must have run out, and I managed to land a swing on his head, causing him to admit defeat. I kept getting called Tarz by the other goblins, which irked me and made me wonder if the chief had kept my real identity a secret.

One of the more experienced warriors challenged me, baiting my dodges into a direct thrust to my chest. He smirked until he realized I hadn't flinched or even reacted to his blow, and then he had to dodge my clumsy counterattack. Not feeling any pain through my slime was an unfair advantage, and then the outer layer combination of [Slime Density] and [Mana Reinforcement] likely made me invulnerable to sticks.

"Shit! Why Tarz so tough?" He cursed and then charged at me again.

The spectators were baffled at the display. Blow after blow landed on me, but I didn't show any reaction beyond simply trying to hit him back. This strange fight progressed much longer than my first, and even though I was finding more success evading, I realized it was likely due to his building fatigue. I was so desperate to land a blow that when one finally connected, my stick shattered into splinters, sending him tumbling across the field.

"Shit..." I muttered softly. "I might have put too much force into that. Maybe I shouldn't be using [Enhanced Strength]."

I was expecting panic, but the audience actually cheered, "Tarz! Tarz! Tarz!"

The goblin was unconscious but only had superficial wounds, so he was carried home without much fuss. Garz approached, congratulated me on my win, and apologized for the goblins misunderstanding my identity.

"It's not a big deal. If they knew the truth, it could cause too much panic," I responded. "Although, won't they ask questions about my abilities?"

"Chief is saying Tarz got a rare class from killing bear," Garz answered.

"I guess that works..." I reluctantly agreed.

The rest of the day was spent doing more dodging practice and taking a small break, during which Garz had me try to use a bow, which I was embarrassingly bad at. I even got some raw meat and mushrooms for lunch and dinner, and attempting to fake eating them was likely my greatest challenge of the day. I spent the evening trying to improve my elf transformation while using [Mana Sight].

Once again, I spent my morning trying out weapon shapes until Garz picked me up. We went straight to the training ground, and I participated in back-to-back sparring. Shortly after lunch, my effort was rewarded.

<Proficiency gained. [Evasion LV 1] improved to [Evasion LV 2].>

During dinner, the chief and the crafter both came to visit.

"Greetings, Syl, I hope you've been enjoying your stay," Chief Krutz began. "I've heard you've been giving quite the workout for the warriors."

"It's been fun. I'm finally actually evading rather than just being a training dummy," I replied.

"Yuzz here has been working with the leather you gave her. Your outfit should be ready tomorrow, but she had some questions—"

"Why is this hide so good? I've never gained a skill level so fast before," Yuzz blurted out, interrupting the chief.

Krutz cleared his throat before speaking. "Yes. I had a look myself, and it's exceptional."

"I harvested it myself with my [Dissection] skill," I started to explain, causing Krutz to nod in agreement. "As for your skill... I'm guessing you're getting bonus experience either from perfection or, perhaps, a quality bonus? I'm not sure how it works for crafting skills."

Yuzz's eyes were wide with astonishment while Krutz scratched his chin in deep thought. Maybe I was giving too much away at this point, but I felt like they earned it since my last few days had been rewarding.

"I'm one of our best crafters, but I don't think I'd call my work perfect," Yuzz responded.

"I didn't even know there was such an experience bonus," Krutz added. "The only bonuses I'm aware of are tutoring and risk."

"Oh, it's risk and not just a combat bonus?" I asked, hoping to extract some valuable information.

"Since combat is inherently risky, I can see why you came to that conclusion," Krutz said with a chuckle. "But no. The greater the risk, the richer the rewards."

"Maybe I should get the warriors to use real weapons against me, or maybe even the archers to shoot arrows at me..." I murmured in thought. "And tutoring?"

"If you get direct guidance from someone with a higher skill level than you, you get a bonus. The greater the level difference, the bigger the bonus. Since I have some of the highest crafting skills, I often help tutor the others," Yuzz explained matter-of-factly.

"Indeed. You should seek someone to tutor you in [Evasion] if you wish to focus on it, although your actual weapon plan would also work, especially if combined with tutoring... I only ask that you keep using sticks since our warriors don't share your endurance," Krutz replied.

"So what's the perfection bonus?" Yuzz excitedly asked.

"I don't think it's only for perfection, but when you work with or produce something, you get a bonus based on the job done. I've gained massive amounts in [Dissection] by doing flawless extractions and harvests."

"Like I said, my work is good, but I don't think it's that good... Not enough for me to gain a skill level so easily like that."

"You mentioned quality, Syl? So your theory is that better materials give a bonus?" Krutz questioned.

"I don't have crafting skills, so I can't guarantee it, but it makes the most sense."

"I get extra experience and better products. You should do all our harvesting," Yuzz proposed.

"That wouldn't be a bad idea. Maybe I could arrange a tutor for you in exchange?" Krutz agreed.

"I don't mind as long as you remove any meat you want to keep beforehand and consider anything beyond claws, bones, hide, and fangs lost once you give me the carcass."

There was a pregnant pause before the chief agreed to my terms. I now had a source of extra slime mass on the side for minimal effort. We exchanged a few more pleasantries before they departed, Yuzz telling me to fetch my outfit tomorrow.

My evening and the following morning were both a repeat, but when Garz arrived, he told me he would be out hunting today. He offered for me to join them, but I wanted to visit Yuzz and do some more training.

Yuzz was vibrating with excitement to see me when I arrived. I found out the reason when she took me not to my new outfit but to the carcass of a strange creature I had never seen before. Roughly midway between a wolf and a bear in size. It had thick, coarse black and white fur and two massive front claws that I'd hate to be on the receiving end of.

"I was wondering if you could harvest this for me. Miners ran into it, so I made sure no amateur took it apart," Yuzz requested.

[Dissection] was already frantic about starting work on a new creature and highlighted the claws and fur.

"All right. My skill tells me its fur and claws are the only valuable things, but I assume you also want the bones."

"Yes, we use the bones for tools or reinforcement. This creature has a sturdy skeleton, so those should be very handy."

I nodded, placing my hands on the carcass and extracting slime mass till I had enveloped the creature. I thought this method might be more subtle than having Pseudopods erupt from my goblin body. Yuzz stared in fascination, with plenty of “oohs” and “ahhs” thrown in. Then, it was a simple matter of mentally excluding the fur, bones, and claws and turning on [Acid Slime]. Rapidly, all the unneeded bits melted away.

<Profile [Badger] 30% analyzed.>

Only 30%? Maybe because I didn't eat enough of it? I thought to myself.

I withdrew my slime, leaving behind the monster parts, and Yuzz started clapping frantically with joy.

"That was amazing! Although, with how quickly you did it, it felt like cheating!" she said while picking up a bone, then a claw, and finally touching the fur. "No, this is undoubtedly cheating. What the heck? I've never seen such a clean harvest."

I smiled nervously, not expecting so much genuine praise, and mentioned I'd be glad to harvest more of those creatures. Yuzz said that they lived throughout the mountain and tunneled wherever they pleased, sometimes popping up in the cave accidentally, and other times, a lair of theirs was discovered when the miners expanded.

She finally gave me my new outfit and helped me put it on. It was visually appealing over the random bits and mismatched pieces I was wearing previously. The armor was light and comfortable, emphasizing mobility and stealth, and decorated with little patches of bear fur on the wrists and ankles. She also included a cloak made of bear fur; I was genuinely surprised she managed to get so much usable material out of that partially melted monstrosity.

Depositing my old outfit, I started heading toward the training area after saying farewell to Yuzz, who was already all over the badger parts.


Chapter thirty-five
Goblin Skill Tutoring
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I wanted the goblins to use real weapons against me to see if the risk bonus the chief mentioned was real. I shortly realized the downside was this would ruin my brand-new outfit. I could've regressed to wearing my old rags but felt oddly vain about showing off. After some internal debate and looking through my traits, I found a solution using a forgotten aspect of [Chroma Shift].

I had been so focused on using it to perfect my mimicked forms that I forgot the trait also worked in reverse. I covered my entire goblin body and outfit in a slime layer and reduced the opacity to the absolute minimum, which sadly did not turn it completely invisible. I was playing around with getting the layer to match the color beneath, but this was taking up far too much mental capacity for my liking before even fortifying it with [Slime Density] and [Mana Reinforcement].

I eventually resigned and set everything to transparent-white. If anyone asked, I'd say I had a Mana barrier, which was technically almost true and would likely be more believable to the uninformed goblins about why Tarz was suddenly surviving real weapons. If I perfected this, I could likely add it to any future disguises without much fuss.

The goblins were reluctant to use real weapons on me, as they had seen how bad I was at dodging and questioned my toughness. I pointed out my Mana barrier, which caused a reluctant agreement. The first trainee was very soft with her spear thrusts, and I intentionally ate a hit to prove my point. After the initial gasps and proving my point, she finally started to put real effort into it.

After getting in some dodges and taking some weapon blows from the warriors, I headed to the archery range and asked the scouts if they'd like some live shooting practice. They agreed much more readily than the warriors, likely because it was hard to level up shooting skills safely.

When the rain of arrows came down upon me, I almost regretted my decision as I took arrow after arrow. That Blade Wolf made dodging multiple projectiles look simple, but the coordination between the scouts was baffling. They would bait me into dodging one arrow, only to get hit by three. After a full afternoon of tanking more hits than dodging, I didn't gain a level in [Evasion] but an old friend instead.

<Proficiency gained. [Slime Density LV 4] improved to [Slime Density LV 5].>

Garz came to fetch me with a few other goblins dragging carcasses and, to my shock, two large bears.

"Wait, weren't those cubs a few days ago?" I asked in disbelief.

"Baby monsters grow when they level up," Garz answered.

"Talk about a growth spurt... amazing what levels can do. I'm also surprised at their obedience."

"Scouts can sometimes become Tamer. Bond with baby monster."

I froze when I heard those words, remembering what had happened with Sylthaeryn. Thankfully, I recovered before anyone noticed my slight panic.

They led me to their butcher's hut, and we got to work. The goblins couldn't believe my speed since I was harvesting quicker than their butcher could simply remove the meat. Their spoils were a wolf, two deer, and one badger. I really wanted more of those badgers.

<Profile [Badger] 60% analyzed.>

Once again, I spent the evening practicing my transformations and using [Mana Sight]. The closer I completed the form, the more memories of that day leaked into my mind. I hoped those bear cubs wouldn't experience the feeling of their bond being severed.

The next day, I finally received my tutor. It was the bodyguard who refused to give his name. He gave me some pointers, which mostly involved signs to look out for when predicting an attack and the optimal dodging directions for a thrust versus swing. After some practical application and a bit of a beat down, I got my improvement.

<Proficiency gained. [Evasion LV 2] improved to [Evasion LV 3].>

Eager to put it to use, I engaged in spars with the warriors, and once again, I could see the improvements firsthand. While I likely could tank almost anything the goblins threw at me, it was nice to know that dodging was now an option, and I was getting into a rhythm of dodging into a counterattack. After I won a few spars, I gained an unexpected notification before landing a clean blow against my current opponent.

<Skill [??? LV 0] has become [Melee Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 1]>

He blinked a few times in confusion while rubbing his side where my stick had landed. I walked over and lent him a hand to get back up. I told him I had gained a skill for Melee weapons, and he nodded in understanding and confirmed my suspicion there was a ranged weapon equivalent. I asked one of the archers if they'd mind showing me how to use a bow, which caused a lot of confusion.

"Tarz, weren't you Scout? Don't you have bow skill already?" one of the archers asked.

"My rare class changed my skills," I lied, and the goblins actually nodded in agreement.

"Worth it. Your Mana barrier so strong!" another archer replied.

"Yes, but I've had to start from scratch now. Please help me."

The scouts agreed, and I got a few pointers and fired a few arrows until it was time to go home. When I got home, I finally checked my status menu and noticed that I had three [??? LV 0] skills in my list and a single unknown in my trait list. One I guessed might have been for ranged weapons, but I wondered what the other two were. The unknown trait I had suspected was [Mana Sight]. I also looked at the description for my new skill.

<[Melee Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 1] Imparts a basic understanding of Melee weapons and their utilization, scaling with skill level. In addition, gain a minor accuracy and damage adjustment for Melee attacks.>

While the skill wasn't anything flashy, I liked that it would allow me to pick up a weapon and at least know if I was supposed to stab with the pointy end, slash things to pieces, or simply bash them over the head. During my evening elf practice, I did gain the trait I had suspected.

<Trait [??? LV 0] has become [Mana Sight LV 1]>

<[Mana Sight LV 1] See the flow of Mana throughout the world. Mana sight can see through obstructions based on trait level. Trait level also determines the minimum level of Mana and detection range that can be detected.>

Disabling the mimicked version of the trait allowed me to compare the difference between trait levels, which was startling. Distant Mana auras became snuffed out when I swapped to my inferior version, but I was glad to have it available in all forms now.

I spent the next morning and afternoon with the scouts, getting tutoring on the bow. Tarz had become quite popular among the goblins since I had replaced her, and I had multiple scouts offering me pointers.

<Skill [??? LV 0] has become [Ranged Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 1]>

<[Ranged Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 1] Imparts a basic understanding of ranged weapons and their utilization, scaling with skill level. In addition, gain a minor accuracy and damage adjustment for ranged attacks.>

I wonder if this would apply to [Slime Shot]?

While I was preoccupied with my new skill, a horn blew and echoed throughout the cave. All the goblins began to scramble, and while I looked around sheepishly, Garz came running up to me.

"Humans have been spotted."


Chapter thirty-six
Goblins Versus Humans
[image: image-placeholder]


"How many?" I asked while following after Garz.

"Four. Two warriors. Archer. Magic," Garz replied. "Already killed ten goblins."

I couldn't believe that many had died already. How powerful and dangerous were humans? When we got to the cave entrance, the group was roughly twenty goblins and myself. That was when I received a notification.

<Garz has invited you to join a Party. Accept?>

Yes.

<You have joined Party; 6/6 members.

Garz, Zizz, Roz, Kwez, Vulz, Syl.>

Immediately upon joining the Party, I could sense the other members of my Party like a faint tickle in the back of my mind. Even if they were among hundreds of goblins, I could point toward all of them individually.

"How did you do that?" I asked Garz.

"You ask in head for person to join Party. Tell in head that you want to leave Party," Garz answered me. "Must use word Party. Important."

I nodded and looked around at our group, wondering why we weren't sending more or using the bears.

"Are only us going?" I asked.

"Yes. Send too many, then humans run. Tell other humans. Army comes and kill all," Garz informed me. "Chief comes from old tribe killed by humans. They smart. We must also."

Even though I was thankful Garz shared information with me, I wished he spoke as clearly as Krutz or Yuzz. I looked at the other Party members; all four had spears, and I recognized the one who survived the bear attack.

Our groups left the cave and spread out into separate parties, but they all headed in the same general direction. I didn't want to stand out among the goblins, so I formed a short spear since that seemed to be the generic goblin weapon. I planned to hide among the crowd and pull off an assassination.

We were not the first to arrive on the scene as I spotted the four humans already fighting goblins. Of the two warriors, one was a heavily armored blonde woman with a sword and shield, while the other was a red-haired boy wielding two axes and wearing animal pelts. The archer wore blackened leather and a cloak, a belt lined with small knives, and his features obscured. Finally, the caster was an older gentleman who wore a grayish-white robe and had a staff with a golden tip. The goblins were being slaughtered.

"Wow, there's a lot of the bastards," the axe boy commented.

"Focus, Samuel," the armored woman ordered.

"It's Sam. Only my mom calls me Samuel," he retorted while cleaving a goblin into chunks. "It's just goblins. Don't get so worked up."

An arrow struck his shoulder, and he quickly ripped it out. The older gentleman chanted something, and a golden-hued white light enveloped him, causing the wound to close rapidly.

"Healing magic?" I whispered questioningly.

"That's bad," Garz replied, gritting his teeth in a nasty snarl.

"I'm confident in my [Stealth] skill. I can sneak around and take out the healer," I suggested.

Garz nodded and then started communicating with the rest of the team while I disengaged. I gave a wide berth and looped around to approach from a blind spot. Between the two warriors blocking any approach, the archer sniping from the backline, and the healer mending any wounds, it was looking dire for Team Green.

Thankfully for me, they didn't spot me approaching the healer from behind, and I thrust my spear at the back of his skull with all my might. My spear hit a strange barrier, deflecting my blow, while a loud shattering noise erupted. Seeing my spear fail, I released my left-hand grip on the shaft and open-palmed fired [Slime Burst] point blank at the man.

"Wha—!?" he shouted in surprise before being coated in burning acid. Then he started screaming.

"Fuck! Toby, I thought you had [Perception]?" Sam shouted.

"Only level two! The goblin must have a higher [Stealth] skill," Toby, the archer, replied while effortlessly nocking two arrows and firing them at me.

That golden-hued white light enveloped the healer, but I didn't want to risk getting hit. I attempted to dodge, but one of the arrows still met its mark. Surprising everyone present, however, the arrow failed to penetrate my barrier. I leaped at the healer and started stabbing him repeatedly.

The man was flailing and trying to heal himself, but he was progressively looking worse, unable to heal through the accumulating burns and stabs. More arrows rapidly hit me, but they still failed to penetrate my barrier.

"I can't hurt it, Sam!" Toby screamed.

Sam started to rush toward me, his axes glistening with blood, when two goblins ran to intercept him. As if by instinct, he swung around and bisected one of them.

<Party member Kwez has died.>

He was about to swing at the other goblin when two arrows were fired at him, one sinking into his arm. He grunted in annoyance but pushed through the pain to cleave through the spear and the goblin.

<Party member Roz has died.>

<Human LV 4 Cleric LV 11 defeated. Experience shared with the Party.>

"You fucking bitch! I'll kill you!" screamed Sam as he charged at me, blindly ignoring everything else as two arrows punctured into his back.

I refused to sit and wait for him to reach me and switched to using [Slime Shot], pulling on my vast reserves of already compressed acidic slime. Either he wasn't good at dodging, or my skills were better, as he failed to dodge any of the shots and had taken three acidic globules directly to the chest before finally reaching me.

"Acid magic or something!" Sam bellowed while swinging at me, but I dodged the blow.

"So Old Tom was right," Toby muttered, focusing now on shooting at the goblins he could kill.

"We have to warn the guild," the lady responded as she blocked an arrow.

I was glad the rest of the goblins were keeping the others busy so I could focus on axe boy. I fired another explosion of slime from my left hand while trying to stab with my spear, but he endured the burst despite the burning and swung his axe through my right arm. He grinned triumphantly as my arm and spear fell to the ground. The shock and horror on his face, when in mere moments it regrew, was priceless.

"Regeneration!?" he shouted before receiving two exploding bursts of acid directly to his face.

<Proficiency gained. [Slime Burst LV 1] improved to [Slime Burst LV 2].>

He screamed and started flailing wildly. I grinned as I ran toward the archer, easily dodging his blind axe swings.

"Sam? Shit! Kathryn, I need help!" Toby shouted, but not before nocking and firing two arrows that killed the goblins distracting her.

<Party member Vulz has died.>

That was not good. I did not want to deal with her right now. I raised an arm and fired my greatest [Slime Burst] to date, drawing deep on my reserves, combining it with [Adhesive Slime] and opting out of [Acid Slime]. I hoped the sticky terrain would delay her until I dealt with the archer.

"What spell was that?" Kathryn asked in shock.

"No idea, but it missed," Toby replied.

Instead of running, he started drawing on his bow, the tension on the frame and string so tight that you could hear the wood creaking. It looked bad, but I had no choice but to approach him. I tried firing a few bullets of slime as I charged, but he sidestepped them. Then he released his bowstring. I couldn't even see the arrow's trajectory as it suddenly ruptured through the entirety of my left torso.

"Ha! Bullseye! Can't deflect [Power Shot], you bitch!" He celebrated prematurely.

I'm so glad I'm not stupid enough to keep my core in my chest region, I thought to myself, but not before putting extra effort into reinforcing my pelvic region, where my core was.

I faked a death stagger and fired a transparent-white [Slime Shot] aimed at his ankle from one of my fingers. It struck without him noticing, causing him to curse in pain and nearly topple over. When my chest cavity was stitched back together and I continued my charge, he shrieked.

"Kathryn, help! This thing is a monster! It regenerated even its heart!" he screamed.

"Toby! I'm stuck! It's like trying to walk through a swamp!" she shouted in response.

I looked toward her and noticed she was advancing at a snail's pace, each step glacially slow, as she had to yank her foot from the ground sludge. I glanced at the axe guy and saw he was actually collapsed on the ground and riddled with arrows, like a human-sized porcupine. Garz had been busy.

Toby had started to panic and tried to retreat despite Kathryn screaming at him, but as soon as he turned his back on me, I started firing [Slime Shot] again. When I got within range, he hastily flung daggers at me. But, like his arrows, they couldn't get through my barrier. As his last stand, he pulled a short sword from his waist, ready to fight.

<Party member Zizz has died.>

What? How? I was startled at the notification.

<Human LV 3 Barbarian LV 15 defeated. Experience shared with the Party.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 7.>

<1 Trait Points are now available.>

"Fuck! Sam! Shit!" Toby screamed in rage and thrust his blade into my chest.

I erupted two tendrils from each arm and engulfed his head. He started to thrash and stab repeatedly as I tried to force the acid down his throat. The flailing slowed down until he collapsed.

<Human LV 4 Sniper LV 9 defeated. Experience shared with the Party.>

I engulfed the entire body and deposited his equipment as he was rapidly absorbed. Despite his size, he gave a surprising amount of slime, once again making me question the conversion ratio. I'd regain all my spent slime with just one, maybe two more of the humans.

<Profile [Human] 60% analyzed.>

Kathryn was near the edge of the sticky slime trap I had created, glaring at me with tears in her eyes.

"How could you? You monster!" she screamed at me, pointing her sword. “Those were my friends!"

"Did you expect us to roll over and die for you?" I interjected.

"What!?" she shouted, flabbergasted.

"You attacked us, and we defended. You killed four of my Party," I replied with a shrug and gestured to all the dead goblins. "Not to mention all the others."

She seemed to hesitate for only a moment before she spat out, "Fuck you, monster! Even if I die, the guild will know and kill you all!" She then screamed, swinging her blade.

I sighed and started to swell in size, withdrawing my outfit as I abandoned my goblin form—with Garz as the only survivor, there was no need for disguises. She continued to hack away at an endlessly growing mass of slime. But her screams of rage were soon replaced with screams of terror. Large and thick slime tendrils burst out of my form to grab her limbs, restraining her. She continued to scream until I silenced her, covering her entire body in slime. She struggled till the very end, even trying to swim through the slime mass to the edge, but it was over.

<Human LV 4 Knight LV 12 defeated. Experience shared with the Party.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 8.>

<2 Trait Points are now available.>

<Profile [Human] complete.>


Chapter thirty-seven
Essence
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Garz only approached me once I started to shift back into my goblin form. He undoubtedly had complex emotions about this outcome; the humans were dead, but the loss of goblins was over sixfold. I felt oddly calm about being surrounded by death, and I thought my first time killing a human would have affected me. But if anything, I felt more upset about the dead goblins, which still couldn't even compare to Sylthaeryn. I decided to break the silence.

"Are you okay?"

"Yes. No." He was looking at all the corpses with a resentful expression.

"What happened to Zizz? I thought all the humans were dead or incapacitated."

"He... Wanted to stab axe human. Kill him. Get glory. When he stabbed human. Suddenly human come to life," Garz said bitterly. "Human killed Zizz. Then human die."

That was a horrible outcome. He was on the verge of death and still managed to claim another life. It reminded me of the last burst of life from the Rage Boar, and looking at the notification, maybe the Barbarian class was the reason.

"Sorry Garz. At least we protected the rest of the tribe."

He nodded but didn't say anything. I walked over to where the Cleric and Barbarian corpses were and started dissolving them through tendrils, depositing what remained of their equipment in my storage. Everything went inside except for a backpack belonging to the barbarian—it absolutely refused to be stored. I opened the backpack to look inside, but it was empty.

"Storage bag," Garz suddenly told me.

He had walked over while I was looting. I handed it over to him, and he turned it inside out. Suddenly, various contents spilled out from nowhere: bottles, food, sleeping bags, and a few copper and silver coins. However, I was startled when a bunch of goblin ears fell to the floor.

"Chief says they collect ears. Proof to other humans," Garz explained after seeing my confusion.

"You take the bag, I don't need it."

Garz nodded and started to collect the goblin equipment. I took the copper and silver coins, leaving everything else from the pouch to him, and then began to help gather all the goblins together. I was tempted to absorb them, but Garz mentioned something about essence and plants and requested that I don't eat any goblins. I complied, half out of respecting his wishes and the other half wanting an excuse not to be called a glutton.

<Party has been disbanded.>

Garz left the Party while we worked. While doing the monotonous task, I could spend time thinking; I had two trait points to spend after all. I had previously peeked at the partially complete badger profile and surprisingly found one trait that ignored my lack of organs.

<[Defy Death] Survive lethal damage a number of times equal to trait level. Refreshed daily.>

It sounded perfect, although the method of potentially leveling up the trait was a terrifying thought. Putting myself in an actual death scenario was not on my to-do list, but perhaps through willpower and a serving of masochism, I could inflict lethal damage on myself before sleep.

<Trait [Defy Death LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 1.>

The human profile was strangely more similar to the goblin profile than the elf profile. They had a chance to be born with a random amount of random traits and only a single exclusive trait, which they were born with.

<[Untapped Potential] Greatly increase the speed and ease of learning new traits and skills. This trait has no levels.>

Getting that first level could be painfully long, and by my estimation, it was easier to get a skill to level two and most of the way to three than it was to learn a fresh skill. While browsing, I found something familiar in the list of random traits.

<[Prodigy] Receive extra experience toward improving traits and skills. This trait has no levels.>

It sounded amazing. No wonder my past self bought it, and now my present self was going to.

<Error.>

What...? I thought and tried again.

<Error.>

"What?!" I questioned and tried again.

<Error.>

I was frowning now, and Garz had approached from my outburst.

"What's wrong?"

"I'm trying to purchase a trait, and it won't let me."

"I've never heard that before."

"Neither have I. When I tried to purchase something incompatible previously, I received an entirely different message." I explained and tried to purchase [Untapped Potential] to confirm.

<Trait [Untapped Potential] is incompatible with your race.>

I tried to purchase [Prodigy] again.

<Error.>

"Dammit, Gramps..." I muttered, causing Garz to raise an eyebrow in confusion.

I moved to another trait I had eyed earlier and tried to purchase it.

<[Elastic Slime] Allows increasing or reducing the elasticity of slime mass. This trait has no levels. Compatible with other slime traits.>

<Trait [Elastic Slime] obtained. Trait Points remaining 0.>

"Ugh... Don't worry, Garz." I sighed in frustration.

After waiting around, a group of goblins arrived to collect the dead. I still wasn't sure what they were doing, but I held my questions until I saw the chief. The goblins were a strange mix of mournful but celebratory, and by asking around, puzzled together that the death toll versus humans was usually far worse.

Back in the cave, I finally met Krutz. He thanked me for my contribution and exchanged some pleasantries before I asked about the dead.

"When a being dies, we receive only some of its essence for the deed. The remaining goes to the gods, with a leftover portion feeding the land itself."

"But what is essence?"

"Our levels, traits, and skills. Everything that makes up our being and that we've earned."

"So you bury the dead near the crops for the essence to leak into?"

"Yes. In the human lands, they have beings they call Heroes. When a Hero dies, it is almost a worldly celebration, and they entomb the Hero surrounded by crops and far away from spawns."

"That's rather grim... What are spawns?"

"Areas where monsters can emerge. When an area is overly saturated in enough essence, then monsters can magically spawn. My original tribe was from a spawn. If we left the dead out in the forest, chances are wolves and boars would spawn."

Krutz was happy for the tribe to have another storage bag and agreed with Garz keeping it. After saying farewell to Garz and Krutz, I was about to leave for my abode when I remembered the last adventurer.

"One more thing... The last adventurer screamed something about a guild knowing of their death."

Krutz looked deeply troubled after I told him that. He started muttering to himself and then sighed and shook his head.

"We will need to prepare. We will need to kill the matriarch as soon as possible. We need to gain more strength."

When it looked like the discussions had ended, I nodded and went home. I tried out my human form, and thanks to the complete profile and high trait levels, it was a first-try success. When shifting over to my elf form, the knowledge of a similar humanoid form was quite compatible, and after only a little more effort, I had finally completed my form.

I then started looking over the loot I had taken from the adventurers, consuming the weapons to add to my existing profiles and adding a brand-new profile.

<Profile [Axe] complete.>

<Profile [Bow] updated.>

<Profile [Sword] updated.>

<Profile [Shield] updated.>

I found bottles containing pinkish-red and blue liquid that glowed from my [Mana Sight] and decided to devour some of them.

<Profile [Potion] complete.>

<Profile [Potion] updated.>

"Health and Mana potions... Interesting," I mumbled to myself while looking over the details, "Wait... aren't Mana potions made from blue slime?"

I frowned at the remaining Mana potion and deposited it along with the remaining health potion. The only other things that glowed with Mana were four necklaces with an attached crystal. When I tried to absorb one, I felt immense pain in my mind and spat it out. I gave up on trying to eat one, so I tried wearing one instead and strangely got a notification.

<User unregistered with Adventurer’s Guild.

Identification attempt blocked.

Please return this ID to the nearest Adventurer’s Guild.>

"Well... That's something."


Chapter thirty-eight
Breach
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"Okay, this is a really stupid idea..." I muttered to myself.

I was holding a slime sword with all the bells and whistles directly in front of my exposed core. Logically, it made sense, as the only way to improve the trait was to use it, but my emotional side was not happy even if I was trying to shut it up with [Enhanced Willpower]. Due to my unique biology, I had become very unaccustomed to pain, and to say I was terrified would be an understatement.

"On the positive side, I think this will also help [Core Refinement]..." I said with a sigh.

I swung the sword at my core, almost immediately regretting my decision while it was in motion, and then the pain came. It hurt like hell, and that was an understatement. My [Shapeshifting Mimicry] actually struggled to maintain my form, causing me to half-revert to a puddle of inert slime. The worst part... One swing wasn't enough. It took two more swings before it finally happened.

<You've taken critical damage. [Defy Death] has been activated.>

I collapsed into a lifeless puddle at the relief of it finally being over, as the self-inflicted torture had taken a great mental toll. I considered using a Healing potion to end my suffering, but I found my core already injecting and consuming slime to fill its cracks. I crawled into my hole and went to bed.

When I woke up, the first thing I did was inspect my core, and to my relief, the scarlet red orb was back to its flawlessly smooth perfection. However, this recovery was significantly costly in slime mass, eating into most of what I had earned yesterday.

"Perhaps I should consider [Slime Conversion] soon, or I'm going to run into a daily deficit."

When it looked like Garz wasn't coming this morning, I decided to head out myself. I used my bear cloak to cover the gap in the armor to retain some modesty before leaving. My destination was Yuzz's home, and during the trip, I received a lot of praise for dealing with the humans from the goblins going about their work. I still wasn't happy that everyone thought I was Tarz, and I was grateful that at least Yuzz was one of the few who did.

"Morning, Yuzz."

"Morning, Syl, what can I—" She stopped and stared at the gaping hole in my armor. "Dammit, your new armor! Wait, how the hell did you survive something like this?"

"I was lucky," I lied because even if we were friendly, I would never reveal that any damage not to my core was superficial at best.

<Skill [??? LV 0] has become [Acting LV 1].>

I managed to hide my shock of suddenly gaining a new skill, helped by Yuzz being too busy examining the damage.

"I can fix it, but it'll be patchy, unfortunately."

"Thanks. I was also hoping you'd make a new outfit for me."

"Oh? More rare materials?" Yuzz said with sparkles in her eyes.

I pulled out the intact bear pelt along with my remaining boar hide. Yuzz was practically drooling already.

"Do you mean multiple outfits?"

"No, just one, for a bigger body."

Yuzz was curious, and I asked if she had somewhere more private for me. She opened a door and led me to her bedroom, afforded thanks to her station as one of the best crafters. I removed the broken armor, set it aside, and deposited the rest. Finally, I shifted into my elf form. I stretched my new limbs a bit before heading toward the door.

"Don't freak out, Yuzz," I warned.

"Syl? Your voice is different," she questioned.

"Yes, it's me. Again, don't freak out..."

I slowly opened the door. Yuzz's eyes widened so much I thought they'd rupture.

"Human? No... Something else?" Yuzz questioned. I was just glad she didn't start screaming or trying to stab me.

"An elf. This one gave me my name," I explained, gesturing to the body for emphasis.

"I don't think I've heard of an elf before. Was she your creator?"

"Not exactly... Anyway, I'd like clothes for this form, and I know you're the best." I finally made my request.

Yuzz's eyes began to sparkle again as she looked at the elven body and all the materials. Her love of crafting and working with rare materials made it an easy sell.

She promptly agreed and started measuring me. When I mentioned she could keep the leftovers, she was so excited she was visibly vibrating. With the measuring complete, I borrowed her bedroom to transform back into a goblin, wearing the old clothes combined with the cloak.

We chatted until she shooed me out of the house, eager to start working without me distracting her. I was heading toward the training ground when I saw a commotion of goblins all heading toward the farm. Curiously following the crowd, I heard the mutterings of "breach" among the crowd's din and hastened my steps.

When I got closer, I heard the echoes of battle and goblins shouting. The farm was being invaded. Those badger monsters were emerging from a large hole in the cavern wall, and the goblins were scrambling to hold them back. Cursing, I formed a spear and charged into the fray.

I joined a group of goblins in a pincer maneuver against one of the creatures. My spear stabbed through its defense with an audible fizzing noise. It roared in anger as it ignored the goblins and directed its fury on me. I was thankful for all the training as I dodged its threatening claws and entered a flow of counterattacks.

I thought it had finally died when it collapsed, only for it to suddenly burst with renewed vigor, thrashing wildly and, unfortunately, taking out one of the goblins. I thrust my spear deep within the creature and activated [Slime Burst] on the tip of my spear; the spearhead swelled with slime and then exploded deep within the monster.

<Badger LV 6 defeated. Experience gained.>

"[Defy Death]..." I muttered to myself, remembering they were the source of my recent purchase.

I left behind the corpse to join another battle, as I knew it would be my job to harvest them later. This one went down without too much trouble, and unfortunately, I wasn't the one to land the killing blow after it triggered [Defy Death]. I kept hopping from battle to battle, getting a full workout of my combat skills.

It was far too effective using [Slime Burst] to detonate my spear point inside a creature, easily worth the slime mass expenditure. The bigger problem was it ruined the meat the goblins needed for food, and while I would be fine eating melted innards, I assumed even [Robust Stomach] wasn't good enough to eat acid.

<Badger LV 4 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Badger LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

During the encounters, I claimed two more kills myself, and eventually, the farm became free of badgers. I joined a group of warriors for what looked like a debriefing. I was thanked for my swift participation and praised for my effective fighting style, although internally, I knew I only looked untouched thanks to lacking flesh and blood.

"What happened?" I asked.

"Cave breach. Too much dead. Too much essence. Monsters attracted," one of them explained and pointed to the hole.

"We should go in. Find nest. Kill all!" another enthused goblin suggested.

"I don't mind going to explore the hole. I'm good at sneaking," I offered. If I went in alone, I could stop holding back and earn valuable experience for my neglected traits like [Pseudopod].

"Tarz strong. Killed even humans. Good idea," one of the goblins agreed.

There was a bit of back-and-forth, but eventually, the warriors gave me the go-ahead. I was told to scout and retreat if things became too dangerous. I wasn't sure where Garz and Krutz's usual leadership was during all this, but it could wait since there was a cave to explore.

I approached the breach and looked down the long, roughly dug-out tunnel.

"Time to explore," I said with an excited grin.


Chapter thirty-nine
Spelunking
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Once I was deep enough in the hole, I deposited my equipment and reverted to my comfortable blob form. It was far easier to travel like this without worrying about legs or cramped conditions. During the monotony of travel, I looked at the new skill I earned.

<[Acting LV 1] Deceive others with your presence, actions, and words. Take on false roles and blur the lines of truth. The effectiveness of your deception is based on skill level and circumstantial evidence.>

Is it just me, or do some of these descriptions feel like they've been written by different people? I wondered. I'm assuming I got this because I've not been entirely truthful to the goblins. Not to mention, the majority still think I'm Tarz.

<Proficiency gained. [Dark Vision LV 2] improved to [Dark Vision LV 3].>

My vision received a much-needed improvement as the dark cave suddenly lit up, and I could see further along. The first point of trouble that came in my spelunking was when I reached a fork in the tunnel, both leading far into the dark. I shifted into my wolf form and started sniffing each direction for the fresher trail.

Time to put this nose to work.

Both forks had scent trails, but thanks to my skill and mimicked traits, it was simple to find the fresher one and head in that direction. I ran into my first straggler when the badgers retreated, which was occupied with eating the remains of a goblin. It snarled and growled at me, probably thinking I was a wolf after its meal.

Rather than fight as a wolf, I rapidly dropped the form while withdrawing slime mass, enough to plug the tunnel. Cramped and tight spaces were definitely to my advantage, and it was a simple matter of flooding forward until I engulfed the badger monster. It did try to claw at the wall of slime and tried to retreat when it saw it was ineffective, which was when I sent the tendrils to grab it.

<Badger LV 3 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Profile [Badger] complete.>

I continued to travel along the tunnel until I came across what looked like another cavern breach. Before sticking my head out, I gave it a quick sniff in my wolf form and caught multiple scents.

I think I found their nest.

I could have gone in guns blazing and come out fine, but I had a new form and skill to give a workout. Shapeshifting into a badger, I picked out the following traits to copy: [Enhanced Claws], [Enhanced Strength], [Thick Skin]. I could have mimicked a higher level of [Defy Death], but I didn't want to risk using more than my own single use, and then when I turned back into a slime, just suddenly explode and die.

I cautiously entered through the breach and into a cave expanse. It was much larger than I expected, possibly a natural cave that the monsters spawned directly in, and then they branched out or perhaps another entrance from elsewhere. Surprisingly, it wasn't completely dark, and a few bioluminescent mushrooms were growing along the walls.

The badgers were either sleeping or eating, and I mentally held my breath when I neared one, but it barely glanced at me. Grateful for my successful disguise, I continued to scout the cavern, and that was when I spotted the nest and the largest monster I had ever seen, easily twice the size of a bear.

Its front claws were comically big and seemed to leak a dark liquid. Its black and white fur had spiked protrusions emerging from its back, which were also slowly leaking. The image that came to mind was if a badger ate a porcupine, and then the porcupine tried to burst out of its back. As if it wasn't happy with its overall spikiness, its tail was also fully covered in bristles.

Worthy.

Looking at it with [Mana Sight], it didn't have much of an aura, but then I caught sight of a small orb of Mana between its paws. I approached cautiously and discovered it was currently chowing down on a slime! Its slime was purple, and it contained an apple-green core. I wanted that core.

I recall purple being a Poison slime type. So this monstrosity is literally eating poison?

Suppressing my urge to jump in and grab it, I wondered if I could convince the creature to share its food. I was currently one of its kind, so let's test my [Acting] skill. I sat near the beast and started to make mewling noises to get its attention while staring at the slime. The profile hinted that these monsters communicated with a pheromone gland in the posterior, so I just hoped my [Shapeshifting Mimicry] and [Acting] would cooperate. Unexpectedly, it made a hissing noise at me, but not out of anger and instead what felt like a warning.

Is it warning me that it's poison? What a good parent or... boss? I'm still unsure about the whole monster society thing going on.

I kept insisting that I wanted to eat it. The monster seemed to be thinking for a moment, and I was waiting for the rejection but then started digging in the nest. Plucked out with its stupidly large claws, it dropped an even smaller slime in front of me.

What the hell, is it keeping a nest full of snacks for itself? I thought and stared at the smaller purple slime with a notably weaker aura. So it's letting me have a trial taste with the weaker one?

Resisting the deep urge to just gobble it down, I kept up my act by taking a small nervous first nibble. When nothing bad happened, I ate a bit more. The giant monster actually had a nervous smell at first, but as I kept eating and showing no ill signs, the smell was slowly replaced with something similar to pride. However, my patience had run its course, and in a single big bite, I chomped down on the core.

<Slime (Purple) LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Profile [Slime] updated.>

<Compatible core detected. Integrate new core at a penalty?>

Yes! Yes! Yes! I answered impatiently.

<Slime (Purple) Core absorbed. Trait [Poison Slime LV 2] gained.>

<Trait [Poison Slime LV 2] reduced to [Poison Slime LV 1] for integration penalty.>

My celebrations were interrupted by a growl and getting smacked by the badger. I thought it might have turned hostile, but I just smelled hints of anger and disappointment. I faked a yelp noise while scurrying away. It didn't follow, thankfully, and resumed snacking.

<[Poison Slime LV 1] This slime contains harmful poisons and toxins, producing various harmful or deadly effects on its victims. Different effects can be mixed at a reduced potency for each combination and are limited to the trait level. The potency of any malignant condition scales with trait level but can also be affected by outside factors such as dilution, concentration, or delivery method. Additional effect types must be acquired through sampling poisons, toxins, or venoms. Available effects: [Paralysis]. Compatible with other slime traits.>

And I thought [Acid Slime] was crazy... Not only does the trait have levels, but it also has its own catalog that I can expand on by sampling. It always comes back to eating things. Maybe I need to consider gluttonous at this point...

I looked at the updated slime profile from the new species. Common traits were [Slime Shot] and [Slime Burst], which made sense because how else would it deliver its poison? The rare trait made me scared when I read its name alone, thinking it was a self-destruct button, but the description disarmed my paranoia.

<[Vaporize Slime] Allows slime mass to be vaporized into a gaseous form, dispersing into the air. This conversion process is irreversible, and the expended slime mass is unrecoverable. This trait has no levels. Compatible with other slime traits.>

So the common purple slimes would spit their goop at foes to poison them, while the rare ones can emit noxious gases. Sounds utterly horrendous, and I'm so glad that I'm immune to poison.

I wanted this trait, and I happened to be surrounded by tons of free experience. Who knew that cave spelunking could be so rewarding?


Chapter forty
Badger Badger Badger
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I planned to target any badgers on the outskirts of the den. If not for their [Defy Death], I could have used [Sneak Attack], so the plan was instead to surprise engulf and combo [Acid Slime] and [Poison Slime]. I snuck up on my first target, happily eating the remains of one of the goblins. I jumped and expanded to engulf, hoping my slime would muffle any sounds from the creature. It flailed wildly but wasn't strong enough to escape such dense slime. The paralysis poison was sadly too weak compared to my acid, and the creature died before it took hold.

<Badger LV 5 defeated. Experience gained.>

Then, I transformed back into my disguise and walked to my next target. It was a simple and effective method that was easy to replicate.

<Badger LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Badger LV 6 defeated. Experience gained.>

Yuzz is going to be so happy with all this fur, I thought with a mental chuckle, picturing the overeager crafter vibrating with excitement.

After reducing the monster badger population, I found one far away enough from anything else noticing, even if I was slower. I wanted to see the effects of [Poison Slime], so I disabled my acid before engulfing it. Like the others, it frantically tried to escape and slowly began losing its motor control.

<Badger LV 3 defeated. Experience gained.>

It must have suffocated shortly after the poison stopped it squirming. I was slightly disappointed in the poison, but it was only level one, so it was all up from here. I reread the description of the trait.

Affected by outside factors such as delivery method, huh... I mentally mumbled. Skin contact is probably the worst delivery method, so ingestion or maybe direct access to the blood?

I gazed at the big monster badger and found it lazily sleeping, completely unaware of the danger. I moved on to my next target, although I was running low on badgers now. This time, after engulfing it, I stabbed it with a replicated dagger on a [Pseudopod]. The results were noticeable, and it stopped moving long before suffocating.

<Badger LV 3 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 9.>

<1 Trait Points are now available.>

<Trait [Vaporize Slime] obtained. Trait Points remaining 0.>

I immediately bought the new trait. Unfortunately, testing my new attack method would have to wait, as I did not want to wake up the sleeping beast, and I could hazard a guess that the badgers would make a noise when inhaling poisonous fumes.

I turned back on [Acid Slime], but I only wanted it to melt enough to create exposing wounds for the poison. I caught the unsuspecting monster and proceeded as planned, and the conclusion was a far quicker application of the paralysis poison.

<Proficiency gained. [Poison Slime LV 1] improved to [Poison Slime LV 2].>

<Badger LV 5 defeated. Experience gained.>

Satisfied with lowering the numbers, it was finally time to deal with the big boss. The remaining badgers felt a little too risky to take out without alerting others, and ultimately, the big one. I wanted the element of surprise, my fight with the Blade Wolf still fresh in my mind. I crawled up the cavern wall sneakily until I was above the monster, and then I started to grow. I silently praised [Adhesive Slime], which made clinging to the roof effortless.

<Proficiency gained. [Stealth LV 3] improved to [Stealth LV 4].>

Using all four [Pseudopods], I created replicas of the mightiest weapon I had available, greatswords. A culmination of multiple traits all working together: [Slime Shape], [Shapeshifting Mimicry], [Slime Density], [Acid Slime], and [Mana Reinforcement] to empower these four blades. I allocated plenty of slime mass to my general size for safety and to get a helping hand from gravity.

I couldn't think of any further preparations, and so I dropped. I allocated two greatswords to cleave the creature's neck like scissors while the other two would penetrate the torso and then promptly detonate from the inside.

<Proficiency gained. [Sneak Attack LV 2] improved to [Sneak Attack LV 3].>

<Proficiency gained. [Pseudopod LV 4] improved to [Pseudopod LV 5].>

<Proficiency gained. [Mana Reinforcement LV 3] improved to [Mana Reinforcement LV 4].>

<Proficiency gained. [Melee Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 1] improved to [Melee Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 2].>

Multiple notifications blazed through my head, but I ignored them. Despite all the advantages, my two blades were not strong enough to decapitate the monster in one go. But the wounds were excessive, and the threat of having its head sheared off was real. The two blades that pierced the torso sunk deep, and then their entire blades erupted into acidic shrapnel thanks to [Slime Burst].

The creature howled a raw and guttural scream of pain and rage. I wondered how it was even still alive. I knew it would have [Defy Death], but surely it would simply die after a few extra hits. I was clinging to its back and took another swing at its neck, only for my greatswords to meet with newly and rapidly regrown flesh. I kept hacking away at the neck when suddenly its bristled tail crushed me against its back. The force was enough to reach my core, and I felt crushing pain.

<Proficiency gained. [Enhanced Vitality LV 1] improved to [Enhanced Vitality LV 2].>

<Proficiency gained. [Enhanced Willpower LV 1] improved to [Enhanced Willpower LV 2].>

I endured the pain, but it wasn't enough to trigger my [Defy Death]. I wrapped a tendril around its chest, and when it raised its tail for a follow-up swing, I moved my core from its back to its front. It could keep smacking its back all it wanted, and I couldn't care less now that my core was safe.

I stabbed my remaining two greatswords into the previous wounds, which were struggling to close up thanks to all the acidic slime, and detonated them both. This was costing a lot of slime mass, but this is what my savings were for, and I would reap plenty from its corpse. With no more greatswords, I went for the simpler spear approach, using all four unoccupied tendrils to stab and then detonate.

<Proficiency gained. [Slime Burst LV 2] improved to [Slime Burst LV 3].>

<Proficiency gained. [Acid Slime LV 4] improved to [Acid Slime LV 5].>

I recalled one of my spear tendrils and wrapped it around its neck where the slime was like a noose, tightening as much as possible and melting away at the fresh flesh.

At this point, its entire torso was engulfed by my whole body, and its frantic tail smacks were joined by its claws digging into whatever slime it could reach. It must have asked for help, because even the other badgers had come and started trying to claw and bite at me.

If it was going to have its minions attack me, then I'd use my own. I told my [Sub-Core] to deal with them and armed it with [Slime Shot], [Adhesive Slime], [Acid Slime], and [Poison Slime]. It immediately got to work and started firing shot after shot at each target, the sticky slime clinging to them to deliver the poison payload.

<Proficiency gained. [Enhanced Intellect LV 1] improved to [Enhanced Intellect LV 2].>

I swear my head is ringing with so many notifications... I groaned. Why won't it just die already...

To my surprise, it gave up on trying to attack me and then started to dig, its claws practically gliding through the rocks. I moved my cores to a safe spot and clung tightly to its body with my slime mass. As I lost vision of the cave, I saw numerous badgers had collapsed to the ground, having succumbed to the paralysis.

The giant badger kept digging while I kept leaking slime into its wounds. Suddenly, the digging stopped, and like the flip of a switch, it became dead still. Then it jerked and dug some more and stopped. Then again, and stopped.

What the hell? I questioned before finally the notification arrived.

<Venom Barbed Badger LV 16 defeated. Experience gained.>

<You have met the requirement for [Apex Hunter].>

<1 Skill Points are now available.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 10.>

<1 Trait Points are now available.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 11.>

<2 Trait Points are now available.>

Oh... I forgot about my Emblem. I guess that explains all the traits and skills. It wasn't kidding around with the experience bonus.

I stared at the giant corpse, and [Dissection] frantically pointed out the valuable parts. Claws, fangs, spikes, fur, this thing was a buffet of treasure. I started to chow down, and now that it was dead, I seemed to have little to no trouble digesting it. It was quite horrific how little of the monster remained inside, with its insides thoroughly melted away. Once again, I questioned how it had continued to fight for so long.

I don't think I'm going to break even with my slime mass spending, but the rewards were certainly worth it.

<[Bloodrot] has been sampled. [Poison Slime] updated.>

<Profile [Badger] updated.>

<Proficiency gained. [Dissection LV 4] improved to [Dissection LV 5].>

Looking at the new poison type, it would dangerously hamper natural regeneration or healing and literally cause your blood to rot into a runny black sludge. It sounded like a hemotoxin on steroids.

So that monster would cut you with its massive claws, and assuming you didn't die outright, then you'd uncontrollably bleed to death from the Bloodrot. I puzzled together with the profile and sample. I guess it's a good thing I fought it alone, or there would be so many dead goblins.


Chapter forty-one
Poison
[image: image-placeholder]


Searching the updated profile with the evolved badger, I found the source of its partial immortality.

<[Raging Regeneration] Through your rage, you will persevere. Rapidly convert Mana into health, efficiency scaling with trait level. Upon activation, the regeneration will not stop until health is full or Mana depleted.>

I wanted it.

<Trait [Raging Regeneration] is incompatible with your race.>

Damn it!

I crawled out of the escape tunnel to the sight of so many paralyzed badgers. My [Sub-Core] suddenly started firing at their bodies, which made me realize it still had its standing order, which I canceled to stop wasting slime.

That gives me an interesting idea. Maybe I could give it self-defense orders? It would always be waiting to jump in to help. I've definitely not been utilizing it properly except for night shift work.

I'd deal with the badgers later. My first priority was to check the nest. Using [Mana Sight], I found the spot and melted a path to it, revealing a very emaciated-looking purple slime.

<Slime (Purple) LV 4 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Slime (Purple) Core absorbed. Trait [Poison Slime] gained.>

<Existing trait [Poison Slime LV 2] improved to [Poison Slime LV 3].>

<Existing trait [Slime Shot LV 3] improved to [Slime Shot LV 4].>

<[Sleep] has been sampled. [Poison Slime] updated.>

Huh... Was this the badger's bedtime snack?

Now, I had to deal with the badgers, seven of them at my mercy. From an outside perspective, it might have seemed cruel, but these things showed no sympathy when they invaded the goblin cave.

I first tested out Bloodrot by making a small dagger and cutting two of the badgers. The effect was not at all pleasant to witness, as the blackened blood seemed to spread throughout the creature and leak rapidly from the open wound as if the body were trying to eject it. They both eventually died, and when I dissolved them, I noted they gave less slime mass than I was used to.

Next, I finally got to test out my [Vaporize Slime] trait. I felt a bit unsettled seeing my slime turn into a gas, and the unfortunate monster who breathed it in started coughing up blackened blood. I had to give it another dose of Bloodrot gas before it eventually died. It was less effective than the open wound application, but very nasty.

I tried out an acidic gas next, and the results were horrific and ruined almost every bit of harvestable material. [Dissection] scolded me for being so wasteful. I would have vomited if I had a stomach, which was saying something since I literally melted things to eat. I'd probably need to lock this away as a last resort or invest more in [Enhanced Willpower].

Next was trying out the sleep poison on the three remaining lab rats. I tried three different delivery methods: ingestion, inhalation, and injection. Inhalation seemed to work best, and I watched the creature gradually fall asleep. Next was injection, and last, ingestion. I delivered three swift [Sneak Attacks] to execute the badgers.

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 12.>

<3 Trait Points are now available.>

How much experience did that damn apex badger give me? I wondered when I saw the notification. If the bear matriarch is also an apex, I will get another two levels at this rate.

After harvesting all the badgers, I had a small net positive in slime. Although tonight's [Defy Death] training would make that a loss, I considered getting the rare blue slime trait [Slime Conversion].

<[Slime Conversion] Spend Mana to generate slime mass. There is a daily conversion limit, scaling with trait level.>

I had three trait points and a skill point. I immediately tried to purchase [Prodigy] again.

<Error.>

Annoying...

There was a skill I saw the Blade Wolf use that I could see from its profile, [Wind Step].

<[Wind Step] Move a short distance with near-impossible speed, even in midair. Skill level determines Mana efficiency and maximum chained usage.>

It sounded like a must-buy to me, and having aerial mobility couldn't be understated.

<Skill [Wind Step] requires Air Affinity.>

No! Gramps, why!? I slammed a Pseudopod against the cavern floor. What the hell is Air Affinity now?

Obviously, I got no answers, so I'd need to ask one of the goblins. Before leaving, I snacked on some glowing mushrooms, adding to my [Mushroom] profile. I kept thinking about my trait purchases during the return trip to the goblin cave. I felt good and powerful, but Gramps had pointed out that magic was my greatest weakness. My first purchase went toward the much-delayed magic resistance.

<[Magic Resistance (Lesser)] Adds a minor amount of passive magic resistance to offensive spells and spell effects, scaling with trait level. Resistance can be temporarily disabled to allow effects to pass. Beneficial spells from oneself automatically overcome resistance.>

<Trait [Magic Resistance (Lesser) LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 2.>

Next, I didn't want to be bleeding slime mass every day, and with [Vaporize Slime] being added to my arsenal, I needed to be able to replenish my resources. Speaking of resources, ever since I got [Elven Legacy], I don't think I've ever seen my Mana level drop below Overflowing. So if elf bullshit is going to give me more Mana than I know what to do with, I better spend it.

<Trait [Slime Conversion LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 1.>

I immediately activated it and felt my Mana trickling away and slime mass generating, which I routinely compressed and stored away. I spent a lot of time thinking about my next purchase. I was tempted to save it, but I knew we were fighting the bear matriarch soon, and I'd likely gain two, if not more, trait points from that.

After much internal debate, I settled on purchasing a second [Sub-Core]. It felt like they had so much untapped potential, especially if I started leaving them with standby orders.

<Would you like to improve an existing [Sub-Core] or create a new one?>

A new [Sub-Core], I mentally responded, and a large quantity of slime mass immediately began to compress to an impossible level until forming another small red core.

<Trait [Sub-Core Beta LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 0.>

<Trait [Sub-Core LV 3] has become [Sub-Core Alpha LV 3].>

<Would you like [Sub-Core Alpha] to share experience with [Sub-Core Beta]?>

This was certainly unexpected. My cores could have their own little Party among themselves. I was concerned that my second would never catch up to the first unless I deliberately hampered the first's growth, not to mention if I wanted to add a third and beyond.

Yes.

<[Sub-Core] experience link created.

[Sub-Core Beta] will receive donated experience from [Sub-Core Alpha] until level equilibrium.>

This trait clearly had a lot of thought put into it. I want to assume Gramps made it. Krutz did mention gods, plural. Assuming that the gods made this whole system might explain why some trait and skill descriptions are so wildly different. Well, whoever made it, thanks, and sorry for neglecting it for so long!

For now, I set Beta to withdraw slime mass and Alpha to deposit it, a small loop for some passive experience gain. I also had Alpha use [Mana Reinforcement], with its spare capacity, on Beta and itself.

I made sure to turn back to my goblin form as I drew nearer. When I emerged from the tunnel, an impressive defensive perimeter had formed. I waved in a friendly way to the goblins and got some cheer from the warriors. Apparently, I had been gone for a lot longer than I thought, and the goblins were growing worried that I had perished.

I informed them that I found the nest and cleared it out, downplaying the exact number of creatures and not mentioning the apex. I warned them that there was an unexplored fork in the tunnel, so there could be some surviving stragglers.

When I was walking home, Krutz approached and seemed a bit surprised. Before he greeted me, I thought I had overheard him muttering "four more levels" to himself. I pretended not to hear, and we exchanged pleasantries.

"Do you know what Air Affinity is?" I asked.

"A-Air Affinity?" He choked before clearing his throat and continuing, "I believe that's one of the types of Mana. Why do you ask?"

"I tried to buy a skill, but it told me I lacked Air Affinity. I had never seen that before."

"S-skill? I see. That's... unfortunate for you. Some do have prerequisites to purchase."

The poor guy seemed under the weather. I had not seen him act this way before. The stress of the human attack, badgers invasion, and impending Adventurer’s Guild must be getting to him. And he was still planning our attack on the bear matriarch.

"Do you have a skill you'd recommend purchasing? I had my heart set on that one, but it seems unlikely unless I can somehow get Air Affinity."

There was a pregnant pause before he responded, "As far as I'm aware, your affinity is determined at birth. As for skill recommendations..." He paused again. "Could you give me some time to think on this? Then I can give you more optimal advice."

"That works for me. No rush." I nodded. "I know a lot has been happening lately. We still need to deal with the bear matriarch."

We said our farewells, and I headed home. I relaxed and checked my updated status menu, which needed some organizing.

Name: Syl [Apex Hunter]

Race: Mimic Slime (Blue) LV 12

Class: -

Status: Healthy

Mana: Overflowing

Emblems:

[Experiment]

[Apex Hunter]*

[Elven Legacy]

Traits:

Slime:

[Mana Slime LV MAX]

[Acid Slime LV 5]

[Poison Slime LV 3]

[Adhesive Slime]

[Elastic Slime]

[Pseudopod LV 5]

[Slime Density LV 5]

[Slime Shot LV 4]

[Shape Slime LV 5]

[Slime Burst LV 3]

[Vaporize Slime]

Core:

[Core Refinement LV 4]

[Core Storage LV 4]

[Sub-Core Alpha LV 3]

[Sub-Core Beta LV 1]

[Consuming Osmosis LV 3]

Mimic:

[Shapeshifting Mimicry LV 3]

[Chroma Shift LV 2]

Mana:

[Mana Circulation LV 3]

[Mana Well LV 1]

[Mana Reinforcement LV 4]

[Mana Sight LV 1]

[Slime Conversion LV 1]

Attributes/Other:

[Enhanced Intellect LV 2]

[Enhanced Vitality LV 2]

[Enhanced Willpower LV 2]

[Magic Resistance (Lesser) LV 1]

[Dark Vision LV 3]

[Defy Death LV 1]

Trait Points remaining 0

Skills:

General:

[Universal Language]

[Dissection LV 5]

[Mapping LV 2]

[Tracking LV 1]

Combat:

[Evasion LV 3]

[Melee Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 2]

[Ranged Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 1]

[Improved Accuracy (Lesser) LV 2]

Sneaky Stuff:

[Stealth LV 4]

[Sneak Attack LV 3]

[Identity Block LV 3]

[Acting LV 1]

Skill Points remaining 1


Chapter forty-two
Tests and Preparations
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Sitting in my abode, I began thinking of ways to test the [Sub-Core]. I was currently in my elf form to train my mimicry skills and [Mana Sight]. Since Beta was at capacity, continuously withdrawing slime mass, I'd only use Alpha for these experiments. I pulled a rock from my storage and held it in my hand.

"Okay, Alpha. If something is going to hit me, I want you to catch it with a [Pseudopod]."

I threw the rock upward and let gravity do its job. Before the rock could hit my head, a small tendril emerged from the back of my head to catch it.

"Perfect. Override that order, and now, if a threat is going to hit me, then use a [Pseudopod] to catch or deflect it."

I repeated the rock toss, and this time, there was no tendril to catch it, so the rock harmlessly bounced off my head. To test the boundaries of the order, I formed a dagger in one hand and used it to stab my other hand. There was no defensive reaction, so I upgraded the dagger to a sword and aimed it at my core. This time, a tendril emerged and grabbed my wrist.

"Good job, Alpha. So you're smart enough to know what a real threat is."

I'd definitely be setting an order to defend from any real threats. But first, I had to spend my [Defy Death] before bed. Either I was growing used to harming myself, or the extra level of [Enhanced Willpower] was helping me go against my emotions.

<You've taken critical damage. [Defy Death] has been activated.>

Still not enough for level up, unfortunately, I dragged myself to bed feeling the pain in my core.

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core Beta LV 1] improved to [Sub-Core Beta LV 2].>

<Proficiency gained. [Mana Circulation LV 3] improved to [Mana Circulation LV 4].>

<Proficiency gained. [Mana Well LV 1] improved to [Mana Well LV 2].>

I woke up to an unexpected amount of notifications. I had figured [Mana Circulation] would level up soon since it came with [Mana Reinforcement], but it seemed to have slowed down recently since I was struggling to expend large amounts of Mana. [Mana Well] took forever to level up, and I was unsure what method would improve its experience gain. Most surprising was that Beta had already gained a level, truly showing the power of receiving donated experience from Alpha.

Good job getting your junior up to scratch, Alpha.

I used my entire allocation of [Slime Conversion] immediately, which was enough to offset my daily slime loss but not enough for the repairs on my core. Hopefully, that will be resolved in the next level or two. I visited Yuzz to fetch my repaired goblin outfit. Sadly, my secret request wasn't ready yet, and as I predicted, they had the badger carcasses from the farm waiting for me to harvest. At least it was extra food.

I wasn't sure what to do with my badger parts yet. I'd likely trade them for something useful, but at the moment, it seemed like they had more parts than crafters. I was going to head to the training ground when I ran into Garz. It looked like it was time to hunt the bear matriarch.

We assembled outside Krutz's hut, where the goblins discussed the plans. We would form an elite Party to take on the matriarch, while other smaller parties would avoid her and deal with any other bears. We would be setting up an ambush outside her lair and luring her out, or waiting for her to return.

<Krutz [Chieftain] has invited you to join a Party. Accept?>

Yes.

<You have joined a Party; 6/6 members.

Krutz, Borz, Nez, Caz, Garz, Syl.>

I finally discovered the name of the bodyguard, Borz. Nez was one of the goblins I frequently sparred with, and he was one of the few goblins who knew how to use a shield. Caz was one of my bow tutors, and she would be joining Garz as our ranged support. I wasn't sure what Krutz would be fighting with, but he returned from his hut holding a small scepter topped with a skull. I gave it a peek with [Mana Sight], and it had a black aura of Mana.

Even a few builders were coming with us, and they would set up some traps for us to trigger if we got the opportunity and run away when the fighting started. The battle plan seemed for Nez and Borz to keep the matriarch occupied while Caz and Garz peppered it with arrows. Garz mentioned my stealth skills, and when I brought up my [Sneak Attack], they rapidly agreed for me to attack from behind and then behave somewhat as a free agent. When I asked what Krutz would be doing, he mentioned being able to weaken enemies, and his best ability would be to slow everything about the bear. I wasn't sure what that meant, but it filled the other goblins with confidence, so it must have been good.

Unfortunately, Krutz had been too busy to have given much thought to my skill choices, so I was browsing through my profiles to see if I could find anything. The profiles were great, but they only showed me naturally occurring skills without outside influence. This meant that the human, goblin, and elf profiles were horrible compared to monster profiles in terms of skills, as monsters would gain skills from their evolution, which was considered natural.

The Blade Wolf still held another interesting skill, [Sever Strike], which was an active use skill allowing me to focus intense cutting energy into a single powerful blow and even project that cut outwards at higher levels. The skill sounded useful, but at first level, it would only add some extra cutting power, so it felt more like a long-term investment.

The Venom Barbed Badger had an active skill called [Rage], which would let me ignore all pain and gain strength at the cost of losing thought and reason. It sounded too risky for me.

I decided to hold back on my skill points. Nothing screamed at me like [Evasion] had, and I was confident I could unlock skills like [Burrowing] myself. Hilariously, the only skill from the blue slime profile was [Jumping]. Perhaps the bear would have some interesting skills, or Krutz would give me a suggestion.

As the default sneaking expert, it was my job to check the cave out. I snuck in carefully and spotted one cub currently sleeping. I exited the cave and informed the goblins. They quickly got to work setting up some spikes made from wood and other various traps. Crafting traps wasn't my thing, so I chatted with Caz and Nez.

One of the Scout groups came running in a panic. The matriarch had been spotted and was returning. I wondered what an evolved bear would look like, as the wolf and badger were quite distinct, whereas the boar had seemed simple by comparison.

The goblins positioned behind the various spikes and traps on the ground, bows drawn and ready. I snuck off to the side, readying my ambush once the conflict had begun, hopefully landing a good [Sneak Attack].

"Too bad I can't drop down with four greatswords this time," I muttered.

I planned on using a spear with paralysis and a dagger with Bloodrot. I hoped detonating a few spearheads inside of the bear would distribute the paralysis poison, while I knew the Bloodrot worked better with cuts and open wounds.

As if announcing her arrival, I could feel tremors in the ground. How big was this damn bear? The goblins tensed. The bear that emerged seemed to want to mock my previous assessment of the badger as the biggest creature I'd seen. She was perhaps three or even four times larger than the bears I had fought in the cave. Unlike other evolved monsters, there wasn't a unique tail, oversized fangs, or poisonous claws. Instead, she had what looked like rocky protrusions growing among her fur and forming almost a shell of rock over her limbs.

"She's evolved again!" I heard Krutz shout.

The announcement shook through the goblins, but with their chief to guide them, they seemed to have a determined resolve.

So this will be my first double-evolved monster. I can't wait to taste the profile.

As if answering my thoughts, my mind tickled.

Worthy.


Chapter forty-three
Earthshaker
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When the bear roared, the ground shook as if answering her rage. Nez raised his shield, which flashed with light and immediately drew the attention of the matriarch. The goblins on the outskirts fired arrows at the two bears trailing behind to pull them away from the fight. Krutz raised his skull scepter, which swelled in dark glowing mist.

"[Condemnation of Sloth]!" he shouted, and the dark mist flung itself at the bear and clung to it like a miasma. The effects were immediately noticeable, as she was in mid-stride toward Nez and suddenly was moving in slow motion.

Caz and Garz fired single powerful shots rather than a hail of arrows, which caused their bows to creak from the strain. They had to aim carefully, as any arrows hitting the rocky carapace seemed to bounce off harmlessly.

Despite moving slower, she barreled through the spikes and traps. Before joining the Melee fight, I did some sniping of my own from stealth. The combo of sticky acid and paralysis was my ammo of choice, and while I didn't think my shots could penetrate her defense, I hoped the slime would seep into the cracks and deliver the poison. I kept firing until her entire back was coated in bright purple slime, and I expected the extra visibility would warn the goblins not to touch it.

<Proficiency gained. [Improved Accuracy (Lesser) LV 2] improved to [Improved Accuracy (Lesser) LV 3].>

<Proficiency gained. [Ranged Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 1] improved to [Ranged Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 2].>

I could already tell my [Apex Hunter] Emblem was doing good work. By this point, the bear had engaged with Nez and Borz. To my disbelief, Nez did not dodge the bear's claw attacks and instead parried the blow by slamming his shield against the claws, causing the shield to flash when they collided. Not to be outdone, Borz twirled his spear like a baton and thrust it deep into the bear, blood splattering to the ground when he yanked it out.

When I arrived at the back of the bear, I could hear the acid fizzing away as it tried to melt through the flesh. I lunged with my spear to pierce deep into the bear's rear, finding a small spot of flesh not covered in the rocky carapace. Then I detonated the spearhead, reformed it, and stabbed again. The matriarch roared in pain, and once again, I could feel the ground tremor. I started slashing at any gaps I could find with my dagger, replacing her normal blood with blackened rot.

I wondered if it was possible to paralyze such a large monster. I wasn't sure if it had poison resistance like the badger or just a natural resistance from evolution, levels, or something like Vitality. I was internally debating swapping to only using Bloodrot since I could visibly see it having an effect when the matriarch had enough of our one-sided attacks and decided to up the ante.

The earth rumbled, and when she roared, it erupted. The ground around her exploded into a shrapnel of rocks and dirt. Other than slightly losing my balance, I was unaffected, and it didn't even trigger Alpha's defense protocol, so I kept up my attack. The goblins were not so lucky, and Nez took a blow from a bear paw that sent him tumbling across the ground. Thankfully, there was no death notification, and he seemed to be slowly standing back up.

"Was that Earth magic!?" Krutz shouted, then pointed his skull scepter at the bear. "[Agony]!"

Black sparks arced across the bear's body, and it roared in discomfort. I activated [Mana Sight] and saw the bear glowing in a brown aura while Krutz's was black. The bear's aura flashed a deeper brown while it slammed its paw to the ground. A stalagmite erupted from the earth toward Borz, and he tried to dodge to the side but took a grievous wound to his torso.

It looked like the slow debuff did not affect the Earth powers wielded by the matriarch, and she was using less claw and more rock now. Luckily, she had no direct line of sight to me, so when she turned, I followed along and kept backstabbing. She roared and fired another batch of rocky shrapnel, which I ignored and countered by firing a large [Slime Burst] to recoat her entire back.

Nez rejoined the fight and tried to catch the bear's attention so she would stop spinning around and get to me. I must have poked the bear too many times, and it wanted me gone. Its aura grew to a massive size, and I sensed imminent danger. I formed two Pseudopods, grappled with the bear, and slingshotted myself onto its back.

"Something big is coming!" I shouted a warning.

<Proficiency gained. [Mana Sight LV 1] improved to [Mana Sight LV 2].>

Nez seemed to take my warning seriously and backed off with his shield raised. Borz decided he knew better; rather than retreating, he started to stab rapidly at the bear, which had now begun to roar and stand on her hind legs. I was thankful goblins didn't use footwear and simply activated [Adhesive Slime] to keep my grip on its back, trying to find gaps in the rocky shell to stab at. The ground resonated with its roar, and multiple spires of earth erupted in a ring.

<Party member Borz has died.>

One of the rocky spikes had emerged directly under Borz, skewering him. Nez looked horrified and was probably very grateful he retreated. The matriarch, however, was not done. She slammed both paws to the ground, and the rocky spires shattered into multiple shards and flew directly forward from her.

While my normal vision couldn't see through the back of my fake head, [Mana Sight] could, and each shard was visible thanks to the contained Earth Mana. Either the bear didn't care if it hit itself, or it knew I was on its back and wanted to include me in its spray of shards. Alpha reacted before even I was aware, already triggering a defensive reaction. Two tendrils formed and mimicked two shields, and I heard the shards shattering against them.

<Proficiency gained. [Shapeshifting Mimicry LV 3] improved to [Shapeshifting Mimicry LV 4].>

<Proficiency gained. [Chroma Shift LV 2] improved to [Chroma Shift LV MAX].>

While I was glad [Chroma Shift] got that final level, I couldn't believe that [Shapeshifting Mimicry] was such a perfectionist that it even took the effort to color an emergency defense correctly. I didn't have the luxury to think of a new trait to mimic in the fight, so I quickly upgraded my existing combo of enhanced strength, dexterity, and agility to four.

I kept stabbing and detonating spears in any gaps I spotted on the bear. I really hoped the paralysis would take hold. The bear thrashed wildly, desperately trying to get me off its back. The goblins did not look good after taking the brunt of the rock shards, and Krutz was now firing black energy bolts at the bear from his skull scepter.

Caz scored a critical hit and landed a direct shot into one of the bear's eyes. Meanwhile, Garz had stopped shooting, and it looked like he was trying to extract Nez from the fight, whose legs were shredded by rock shards. With another roar, the bear flung a boulder created from the earth toward Nez and Garz, then another at Krutz. Krutz easily dodged and countered with another black energy bolt, but Nez could not move, and Garz had to abandon him and dodge to the side.

<Party member Nez has died.>

After detonating one more spear, I abandoned it for another Bloodrot dagger and started running along the back of the bear and cutting wherever possible. I ran up to the back of its head and made cut upon cut, blackened blood leaking out of the creature.

I could see it powering up with another surge of Earth Mana, and I worried for Garz, who was now the only member on the frontline. I was about to abandon my disguise and go full tentacle slime monstrosity when the bear suddenly stopped moving. It collapsed to the ground, but there was no notification, so it was still alive. The buildup of Earth Mana released another burst of dust and gravel all around, Garz taking the brunt of it but not taking any life-threatening injuries.

Krutz was panting heavily, barely holding onto his skull scepter, and his black aura looked like a sputtering candle. Garz looked like he had been to hell and back, covered in dirt, cuts and bruises, and the blood of Nez. Caz looked surprisingly fine, only taking some minor cuts and scrapes. The goblins all stared at the unmoving bear with relief and confusion. I hopped off its back and approached its head.

"I'm going to finish it off from the inside," I declared and thrust a fist inside the bear's mouth before anyone could respond.

The bear tried to growl at me, but all that came out was a gurgle, and I could see the hatred in its remaining eye. I poured slime mass down its throat and told both Alpha and Beta to go wild. Both sub-cores immediately took control over portions of slime inside the creature, and I could sense them making all sorts of tools to cut, puncture, and spread the Bloodrot acidic slime.

<Proficiency gained. [Sneak Attack LV 3] improved to [Sneak Attack LV 4].>

I was hoping for Beta to get another level, but the matriarch didn't have enough life left in it to hold out that long. The goblins looked like they wanted answers from me, but most were too tired to complain. Krutz's Mana was dangerously low, from my visual estimation.

<Greater Earthshaker Bear LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

<You have met the requirement for [Apex Hunter].>

<2 Skill Points are now available.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 13.>

<1 Trait Points are now available.>

All of the goblin's eyes suddenly went wide. They likely had all received their own notifications as well. There wasn't much left of the bear between the Bloodrot and acid, but [Dissection] wanted the rocky carapace. I put it in the back of my mind and frowned at the notifications I had received. Why did I only gain a single level despite my [Apex Hunter] Emblem? I would have expected two or even three levels from this fight. Something smelled wrong, and it wasn't the rotting bear.


Chapter forty-four
Choices
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&lt;Profile [Bear] updated.>

<Proficiency gained. [Consuming Osmosis LV 3] improved to [Consuming Osmosis LV 4].>

The bear profile told me that the matriarch was originally a Greater Bear and then further evolved into a Greater Earthshaker Bear. I could assume that if I picked another mutation evolution, I'd get something extra appended to my race. The “Greater” evolution seemed awful if I compared it to the options I had available for my first evolution, and if I had to summarize it, it just made her “more bear,” like adding two bears together. I wondered if that was what happened if you failed to meet any other evolution conditions.

I didn't see any poison resistance trait or skill in her profile, but she had [Enhanced Vitality 6], so either that or her race levels were the source of her resistance to my paralysis. She had [Digging LV 5] and lived in a cave, so maybe that was enough to trigger the evolution condition. Speaking of evolutions, I assumed the badger received its evolution from its habit of eating poisonous slime. I wondered what new evolution options I'd have.

Earthshaker gave her the traits [Mana Circulation], [Earthen Carapace], and the skill [Earth Magic]. I now had two skill points, and magic sounded like a good choice with my currently stupid amount of Mana.

<Skill [Earth Magic] requires Earth Affinity.>

"Bullshit... First Wind and now Earth. Do I even have an affinity?" I mumbled to myself.

I was brought back to reality when Caz approached me and patted me on the back.

"Good job," she said with a grin. "I don't know what you did, but that bear is super dead."

I nodded and looked around. A large group of goblins was carrying the two bear carcasses back to the village while another pair was transporting the remaining cub. It also seemed like Krutz and Garz had already left. Nobody was approaching the bear's corpse, which was still leaking black blood.

"Did you get a lot of experience from that fight?" I asked.

"I got two class levels. I don't think anyone expected the matriarch to have evolved again," Caz answered, and I had to hide my frustration.

"So, what are you planning on spending your skill points on?"

"I have enough to increase [Power Shot] now."

We chatted a bit, and I even got Caz to share the skill description. It felt like the ranged equivalent of [Sever Strike], and I wasn't sure if I wanted to buy it, but at least I had another option available. I hoped it would be compatible with [Slime Shot], but I wasn't willing to risk it until I had a more stable source of skill points. I told Caz I was going to harvest the bear and I'd return later. She nodded and left with a wave.

<No remaining Party Members in range. Party has been disbanded.>

Engulfing it in slime resulted in a quick harvest. Other than the rocky carapace that [Dissection] ranted about, the claws were the only other thing worthwhile that wasn't ruined.

<Proficiency gained. [Core Storage LV 4] improved to [Core Storage LV 5].>

I slowly walked back to the cave, giving myself time to think. Garz had been distant since the battle with the humans, and it felt like Krutz was intentionally hiding something. He seemed almost reluctant to show me any skills and left without saying anything. However, my greatest source of distrust was only gaining a single level from a double-evolved monster while meeting the condition for [Apex Hunter].

I had not thought of a trait to purchase by the time I got home, and I quietly went through my practice routine. Nobody came to visit, so I proceeded with my horrible before-bed routine.

<You've taken critical damage. [Defy Death] has been activated.>

<Proficiency gained. [Defy Death LV 1] improved to [Defy Death LV 2].>

I was relieved to finally get a level in it, which meant I had another extra safety net. Although I didn't dare risk trying it out now, what if the added use wasn't immediate and I died right now? That would be a difficult conversation to have with Gramps. I crawled into my hole and went to bed.

I spent my early morning examining my gains from the fight. I still wasn't sure what to spend my points on, and part of me wanted to grab another [Sub-Core]. I experimented with the final level of [Chroma Shift] by changing my core color, and while I felt an immense attachment to my crimson-red, I did understand this had benefits. By changing my core transparency and color to match my slime, I could effectively hide my core from the naked eye. I was sure some skills or traits could get around it, but it was a nice safety net.

I could also change the color of both Alpha and Beta. I tried to think of a unique core color to apply to them both and settled on giving Alpha the honey-yellow color of the green slime I first encountered and giving Beta the apple-green of the purple slime. It's maybe not the most original idea, but I was a Mimic Slime.

Actually, if I change my slime and core color to match the green and purple slime, would that count for mimicry? I explored the idea by changing my core color and slime to match both slimes. I didn't get any notifications, so I could only hope it gave me some experience.

I headed to see Yuzz, and as expected, she was hyper-excited to see me. The first order of business was her showing my brand-new outfit. I went into the other room and shifted into an elf. Yuzz was laughing at my clothing struggles. I had only recently gotten used to clothing my stubby goblin form, so the elongated elf form with its long limbs made things difficult.

"If you struggle with clothes so much, you should consider getting the [Equipment Swap] skill," she mentioned.

"The what skill?" I asked with surprise.

"[Equipment Swap], I got it for free with my Tailor class, but it's worthless unless you have a dimension storage," she explained and held out her palm to display the skill for me.

<[Equipment Swap] Create a link between a designated dimensional storage, allowing equipment to be stored directly and withdrawn. You can save an equipment loadout and rapidly swap between them. Never be caught with your pants down again. This skill has no levels.>

I wanted this skill. I immediately tried to purchase it.

<Skill [Equipment Swap] obtained. Skill Points remaining 1.>

"Yes! Bloody hell, I was almost expecting a Tailoring Affinity required or some nonsense." I cheered and gave Yuzz a big hug. She seemed confused being hugged by a half-naked elf but was soon smiling along with me.

I deposited all my clothes into my storage and then activated the skill. A strange-looking screen popped up in front of me, asking me to fill various “equipment slots,” I started selecting clothes, and it even prevented me from choosing my goblin clothes.

"I see you're making an outfit." Yuzz laughed at me, poking at the air. "That's the only part of the skill I can use without a storage bag."

I nodded while finishing my selections and selected the 'equip' button. It asked me if I wanted to save the outfit, and I selected “yes.” Then, there was a brief flash of light, and suddenly, I was in my new outfit. Yuzz was clapping excitedly.

"I always wondered what actually using it would do. I need to get myself a storage bag."

"If I find one, I'll be sure to give it to you."

The outfit was similar to my goblin outfit but with large amounts of bear pelt rather than the scarce patches. The iconic part was the cloak, which included a hood this time, although Yuzz needed to make holes in it for the elf's ears to poke through.

I used her room to change back to a goblin and set up a new outfit. Then I swapped to an elf and back to a goblin, with full outfit swaps between each transformation.

"I think I love this skill," I told Yuzz and gave her another hug, this time goblin-sized.

I thanked her and gave her three of the harvested badgers as thanks for her work and for giving me her skill. Shortly after I left, I ran into Garz, who told me Krutz was looking for me. I nodded and followed along. Garz did not look well and ignored all my attempts at small talk.

When I saw Krutz, however, he greeted me with a friendly smile and welcomed me into his hut. Worthy. At this point, it was clear that was the equipped effect of [Apex Hunter].

Wait... When I spoke with him after the badgers, I don't think he triggered my Emblem, I thought, which means after one fight, he's now above or equal to me... That does not feel right.

"So Syl, are you ready to finally get your class?" Krutz responded with a smile.

"You unlocked the ability?" I questioned, hiding my suspicion with a winning smile.

<Proficiency gained. [Acting LV 1] improved to [Acting LV 2].>

"Yes, I have. I'm sure you're very excited. It will only take a moment. You will receive a notification like a Party request. When you accept it, it will allow me to guide you into selecting a class," he explained and held out his hand.

I wanted to believe him. Everything had been friendly before now. I took his hand, which initiated a black glow between our grasp, and Krutz gave a reassuring smile.

"Make sure you accept it. Otherwise, you won't get a class," he repeated, and then a prompt appeared.

<Krutz [Chieftain] demands your subordination.

Do you accept?>

My memory immediately flashes back to Sylthaeryn. This felt similar, yet different. With her, it felt like a partnership between us, while this felt entirely one-sided. I had only one answer.

NO!


Chapter forty-five
Duplicity
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<You have rejected Krutz [Chieftain].>

<Krutz [Chieftain] attempts to enforce his will upon you.>

<You successfully resist [Subjugation].>

I pulled my hand away and glared at him. I did not sense any immediate open hostility, and Krutz gave me a sad, almost apologetic smile.

I mentally told Alpha to defend against anything and Beta to counterattack any hostilities. Meanwhile, I started secretly withdrawing slime mass and releasing a transparent-white vapor of sleep poison. If my doubts were wrong, I could potentially dodge questions about them getting sleepy, but Bloodrot or paralysis poison was likely a point of no return.

"I want to give you the benefit of the doubt, Krutz, but you just tried to enslave me. I've had that tried before."

Krutz sighed and shook his head, "If you were my subordinate, I could give you a class."

"No." My response was immediate. I refused to risk being a mind puppet.

"The humans are coming. My scout spotted them this morning—over twenty of them," he continued.

"I don't see why that means I must become your slave."

"I plan to leave. The tribe is doomed, like my previous one," he continued and slammed a fist against his table. "But I will survive. Continue to grow until I can exterminate them all."

"And you thought you'd take me along?"

"Yes, and a small Party of the highest levels. The humans will think they killed us all with the sacrifice of the tribe here. Then we wait for the world to spawn new goblins and take over the tribe, just like I did before."

His words felt... Oddly convincing? He had planned this out, and there was some logic behind it.

<Proficiency gained. [Magic Resistance (Lesser) LV 1] improved to [Magic Resistance (Lesser) LV 2].>

Wait, what? I questioned as suddenly a fog lifted from my mind.

I activated [Mana Sight] and saw that Krutz was emitting his dark Mana, and a small portion was floating toward me.

Has Krutz been influencing my mind? Is this the first time, or has he done it before? The thought horrified me, and I had no idea such subtle influence was possible.

"If you wanted me to join you, why didn't you say so rather than try to enslave me?"

"You're very powerful, Syl. I'm not entirely sure what type of monster you really are, but we've all witnessed your strength. I wanted reassurance that I wouldn't be your next meal like the badgers, bears, humans, or Tarz."

I had to admit I had been on an eating spree. Perhaps it was my slime instincts or my intense desire to survive that gave me the goal to seek strength. Out of everything Krutz mentioned, the only one that really struck me was the mention of Tarz. I had killed her out of pure greed to get a new profile. I could have eaten a corpse for the profile, but I didn't. I saw her just as another monster to eat. I had to push back; this wasn't the time for an existential crisis.

"Is that why you stole experience from me?" I asked, and the question seemed to surprise him.

"I did no such thing. Who told you that?"

"I've defeated a similar monster. It was slightly weaker than the Earthshaker and gave me vastly more levels."

This seemed to shock him greatly. Perhaps he had underestimated me and didn't think I had taken on evolved monsters already. I saw him trying to think and stifled a yawn with his hand. I felt my mind clearing up more, his influence further fading.

<Proficiency gained. [Enhanced Willpower LV 2] improved to [Enhanced Willpower LV 3].>

I wanted to laugh, as my Emblem considered this a battle against an apex monster and was giving me bonus experience. I activated [Slime Conversion] to take advantage of the free experience offered.

<Proficiency gained. [Slime Conversion LV 1] improved to [Slime Conversion LV 2].>

"If you want me to trust you, why don't you show me a useful skill to purchase? You said you'd give me advice. What about how to use magic?" I asked.

Krutz actually scowled at my suggestion. His finger began nervously tapping against the table. Suddenly, I picked up an aura of Mana from behind me, and Alpha reacted by forming two shields. There was a burst as an arrow pierced through the shields, and my head exploded. Alpha and Beta had retreated themselves into my torso. When my head rapidly reformed, Krutz looked stunned. I turned to see the source of the [Power Shot] arrow—Garz had his bow drawn.

"I guess negotiations have failed," I uttered sadly.

"If you refuse to submit as my pet, then I have no use for you. I'll add your essence to my own." Krutz spat. "Guards, kill it!"

The sudden personality flip was startling. Where was the goblin chief who seemed willing to talk and trade ideas, or was that all fake to lead to this moment where he could try to dominate my mind? Krutz was looking toward the backroom door, waiting for his guards, but they wouldn't come. [Mana Sight] could see behind the door and showed me their bodies collapsed to the floor.

"Why join him, Garz? He wants to abandon the goblins and run away. I thought we were friends," I asked the goblin, who stared at me with hatred.

"Friends?!" Garz spat. "You kill Tarz. Kill Woz. Then you wear Tarz skin. Other goblins all say Tarz come back strong. Better. Everyone praise new Tarz. But that not truth. You not Tarz!"

I wasn't sure who Woz was, but his words hurt. I hadn't thought much about how I had stolen Tarz's identity; it had eaten at Garz's mind. I could guess that Krutz had influenced Garz's mind at least a little, maybe pushed him off the fence, but there were raw feelings behind his words.

Alpha, Beta... Please, don't kill Garz. Sleep poison only for him, I commanded mentally.

At this point, Krutz was getting a bit frantic. He pulled out his skull scepter and kicked open the door, revealing all the unconscious guards.

"You! What did you do?" he shrieked while waving his scepter around, black Mana gathering. "Fine, I don't need these weaklings to kill you myself. [Condemnation of Sloth]!"

<You successfully resist [Slow].>

"Huh..." I responded aloud, genuinely surprised.

Meanwhile, Beta wouldn't let an attack against me go unpunished. Beta formed and controlled two tendril spears aimed at stabbing Krutz. He raised his scepter and formed a black disc that deflected one of the spears, but the other scraped across his torso.

Garz was firing arrows, which were easily blocked or appropriately ignored by Alpha, who had also taken control of two Pseudopods to do the task. He'd need time to fire another [Power Shot], but this was a difficult task without support to give him the uninterrupted charge time. Alpha stuck to defense as ordered, but would try to slam a tendril into Garz to force him to dodge and abandon his shot.

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core Beta LV 2] improved to [Sub-Core Beta LV 3].>

I kept dispersing sleep gas and hoped Garz would fall asleep soon. Levels must have determined resistance, and Garz and Krutz were the two highest-leveled goblins. I fired a burst of sticky sleep slime at Garz, which he failed to dodge, coating him in the goo. I could hopefully put him out of my mind to deal with Krutz, and I trusted in Alpha to stop Garz if he tried anything before succumbing to sleep.

<Proficiency gained. [Poison Slime LV 3] improved to [Poison Slime LV 4].>

Krutz was struggling to dodge Beta's tendrils. Clearly, he was not a frontline fighter and had neglected his [Evasion] training. He fired a black bolt of energy at me, but I dodged to the side. Being able to see the Mana building up helped my predictions. Krutz was not pleased with my dodging and changed strategy. I could see the immense amount of blackened Mana building up.

<Proficiency gained. [Mana Sight LV 2] improved to [Mana Sight LV 3].>

"[Agony]!" he shrieked.

Unimaginable pain suddenly racked through my body, putting even my [Defy Death] training to shame. Black sparks danced across my skin and through my core. While I was distracted by the pain, he fired a black bolt at me, exploding a large portion of my goblin body. The destroyed slime flaked away into black specks.

With that amount of explosive damage, I couldn't risk such a small form. I was initially worried his magic might be able to pierce through me like that green slime, but it seemed his spells had differing rules and properties.

I deposited what remained of my outfit thanks to [Equipment Swap] and swiftly abandoned my goblin form, swelling to a size that dominated almost the entire room. Thanks to my translucency, I could now see my entire surroundings. Garz was finally unconscious, so I mentally told Beta to avoid drowning him in slime. I had made sure all three of us were transparent and matching the color of my slime, gotta make it hard to spot our glowing weak points.

"A slime? A bloody slime!? What mockery is this?" Krutz had lost it and was cackling as he spammed black bolts against my swelling size. "[Condemnation of Sloth]!"

<Failed to resist [Slow].>

I felt the movement and manipulation of my slime slow down to a crawl, which made me unable to simply overwhelm him. Each time I attempted to grab him with tendrils, he would hit me with another [Agony] spell and halt me in my tracks, then he'd continue blasting away at me. He was blasting slime while backed up against the wall with rapidly depleting Mana, and I knew he'd run dry or succumb to the sleep poison.

<Proficiency gained. [Magic Resistance (Lesser) LV 2] improved to [Magic Resistance (Lesser) LV 3].>

At least I was gaining experience from this. While on the last dregs of his Mana and on the verge of passing out, he reached out with a blackened hand.

"Submit! Submit! Submit!" he screamed frantically till his last breath when he collapsed to the ground.

<You successfully resist [Subjugation].>

<You successfully resist [Subjugation].>

<You successfully resist [Subjugation].>

I picked up his unconscious body, and I had a brief thought of sparing him before pulling him into my slime. I could forgive Garz, or at least leave him alive and go our separate ways, but I would not forgive someone trying to take over my mind. I made sure to exclude all of his equipment before I turned on the acid.

<Hobgoblin LV 6 Warlock LV 15 defeated. Experience gained.>

<You have met the requirements for [Apex Hunter].>

<2 Skill Points are now available.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 14.>

<2 Trait Points are now available.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 15.>

<3 Trait Points are now available.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 16.>

<4 Trait Points are now available.>

<Profile [Goblin] updated.>

<Emblem Usurped: [Chieftain].>

<Error. You do not meet the requirements. Emblem Lost.>

And he said Chieftain was a class, but it was an Emblem... Was anything he told me even true?


Chapter forty-six
Farewell
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Now what? I asked myself.

I wasn't sure what to do or what I could even do. The goblins had lost their chief even before I killed him since he planned to abandon them. I wanted to help them, but Garz's words still cut deep. Perhaps I could help them escape and then leave. If I left, I was sure Garz could step up and be the new chief since he was now the strongest remaining goblin.

I was surprised nobody had come to investigate the commotion. Did Krutz maybe order the goblins not to be around? It'd probably be bad for his image if they witnessed him killing Tarz, who had become a hero among the goblins who didn't know the truth. I felt sick, and thoughts of forever banning my Tarz form came to mind.

I needed to talk to Garz. I turned into my elf form and equipped my gear, then walked over to the sleeping guards and gave them another dosing of sleep gas.

<Skill experience requirement met, but prerequisite skill [Identify] is missing.

Skill will be revealed and obtained with [Identify].>

Well, gee, thanks... But none of my profiles have [Identify], and Krutz took his secrets to the grave.

I took away Garz's weapons and bound him with a tendril, making sure to gag him since I figured he might scream when he woke up. I withdrew some water from my storage to splash his face, but he was out cold. While waiting for him to wake up, I started investigating the items I took from Krutz. I found his storage bag and turned it inside out, as Garz had shown me before, and out popped a mind-boggling amount of food and a few bits of jewelry.

I deposited the food in the bag and added the rest of my badger pelts and claws. I disarmed the sleeping guards and threw their weapons into the bags as well. I planned to give this to Yuzz with the intention that the supplies would help the escapees. I wasn't sure what the jewelry was, but I refused to blindly put it on after the last one caused a notification.

I tried swinging Krutz's creepy skull scepter, but it didn't do anything, and I couldn't make it emit the black Mana. I started to deposit everything until I reached the storage bag, which refused to go in.

"I guess if this was possible, you could have infinite space if you just kept putting storage bags in storage bags."

I looked over the hobgoblin profile and could see why they preferred focusing on classes, as they only gained [Thick Skin] and [Enhanced Claws]. I had four trait points to spend now, and while I was worrying about how I'd negotiate with Garz, I recalled a trait I had completely disregarded.

<[Enhanced Charisma] Increases your Charisma and social presence per trait level.>

I hoped this would help me convince him, and it likely would synergize with my [Acting].

<Trait [Enhanced Charisma LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 3.>

I was getting a bit worried that Garz was still unconscious, so I kept poking him and dousing him with water. Finally, he started to stir. He tried to groan, and I could feel him trying to move in his restraints. The fear in his eyes when they flickered open, and he saw his situation was rather haunting.

"Garz... I'm sorry," I started, his eyes widened with confusion. "I'm Syl... I forgot you've never seen this form, but I don't want to be Tarz anymore."

He tried to struggle, and I saw the anger adding to the fear.

"Look. I'm sorry. I'll leave you and the goblins, but Krutz is dead, and the goblins need a leader. I don't know if he was telling the truth or not about the humans coming, but if they are, then you need to escape."

Garz was still frowning but gave a reluctant nod. I ungagged him but kept him restrained; trust was in short supply.

"Humans coming was true," he responded.

"Then you need to escape. Maybe you can go into the badger tunnels? I killed the evolved badger, so it should be safe—or at least safer than taking on the humans."

"The humans will search. Until they find goblins," he responded. "If... Some stay. Fight. Maybe humans think they killed?"

"Would they be willing to sacrifice themselves?"

"If Chief asked. They would," he responded with determination, which then seemed to fade when he recalled that the chief was dead.

I knew the solution, but part of me hated it.

"I could turn into Krutz."

"Might work. But..." he agreed but was looking very disturbed. Maybe he was concerned that if I turned into Krutz, I'd follow them and stick around.

"What if Krutz, me, stays behind with some of the warriors? I could fight the humans and pretend to die," I suggested, taking out his skull scepter. "If I left this behind, the humans might think they got him."

Garz seemed lost in thought until he finally broke the silence with a simple question. "Why do this for us?"

"It's probably a stupid reason, but you were the first to talk to me. Even if you secretly hated me, I don't want you to die. Also, I don't want Yuzz to die."

Garz gave a small laugh. "You right. Very stupid reason. But okay."

We hashed out a bit more details, and then I finally let him go. We would make an emergency announcement, and I'd ask for volunteers while designating Garz as the new leader. Garz said to expect a lot of goblins to volunteer as they all deeply respected Krutz. Honestly, I felt bitter about that, as he was willing to abandon all of them, and now I was turning him into a hero.

Garz would assemble the meeting, giving me time to say goodbye to Yuzz. Unfortunately, this meant I needed to turn back into Tarz. I waited for Garz to leave so he wouldn't see and headed to her hut.

I gave her an abridged version of the situation and told her I was volunteering to stay behind. I left out the part about turning into Krutz. I also gave her the storage bag and instructions.

"You don't have to volunteer. You could come with us. Don't waste your talent."

I laughed, hoping to reassure her. "I'm staying, but I have no intention of dying. Maybe we will meet again, and you'll be a master Crafter."

We parted with a hug, and I left, but not before witnessing her start stuffing her new bag. I entered my little home for the final time, shifting to Krutz and equipping his outfit. I also unequipped my [Apex Hunter] Emblem and mentally focused on [Identity Block] to block everything.

Everyone gathered, and we explained the plan, telling the goblins to grab what equipment and food they could and immediately start retreating to the tunnel. A small squad formed with Garz and Caz to head into the badger tunnel first to ensure it was still safe. Then, we called for volunteers to delay the humans. Garz was right. We had far too many volunteers and were forced to turn down enough to protect the civilians.

<Proficiency gained. [Enhanced Charisma LV 1] improved to [Enhanced Charisma LV 2].>

<Proficiency gained. [Acting LV 2] improved to [Acting LV 3].>

I couldn't believe my conversation with Garz, and this little speech was enough to gain a level. Then again, over two hundred goblins probably listened to my every word. What did Krutz do to gain this degree of loyalty? My parting with Garz was just a simple nod; he wanted nothing further to do with me.

I had a lot of points I could have spent, but I was unsure what to buy. I was tempted to grab another [Sub-Core] but held back when I remembered the slime mass it expended to create it.

Once everyone was inside the tunnel, I used my "Chieftain Magic" to collapse the entrance with a burst of acid. Our scout, who was supposed to return already, had missed the deadline and was most likely dead. Which meant the humans were close. We all took our positions.

I better make it out of this alive, or Gramps will kill me.


Chapter forty-seven
Acting
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The air was tense, but the goblins talked about how many humans they would take down. Remembering how the sniper could kill a goblin with a single arrow made me wonder if they had ever fought anything stronger than a bear. At least they had courage, even if it was foolish.

Although, I guess I'm also a fool for sticking around.

I looked over the mimicked traits available from the hobgoblin profile. I needed to focus on survival, so I picked out [Thick Skin], [Enhanced Agility], and [Enhanced Vitality] since they would be two levels higher than my own trait. I still had a spare slot but struggled to find an all-around defensive option. I did find two defensive traits, [Fire Resistance] and [Earth Resistance], available to the hobgoblin. Did that mean they had a natural inclination to those elements or something else? I decided I'd keep the mimic slot open, and if I saw rocks or flames thrown about, I'd grab it.

My decision came sooner than I expected, as the archers on the palisade screamed an alarm before the entire wall became ruined in multiple fiery explosions.

Why did it have to be magic...? I cried mentally, as my [Mana Sight] could see the vivid red aura. Alpha, Beta, focus entirely on keeping us alive, please. I felt them coordinating together using [Slime Density] and [Mana Reinforcement] to the absolute maximum.

As they entered the cave, I knew it was time to put on a show.
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Moments earlier...

"We've found their lair. It looks like they've claimed a cave and dug in. They even have a crude wall," Whitney explained. She was a Rogue class who specialized in scouting and disarming traps.

"Nothing a good fireball can't solve," Dewi replied with a smirk. He was one of the few mages in the raid and focused on his love of pyromancy.

"I wish you'd take this seriously. They've already killed four adventurers." Whitney sighed, shaking her head.

"I still think Old Tom is paranoid. Sam was cocky and probably fell into an ambush or something," Dewi answered stubbornly.

"Kathryn had a good head on her shoulders. She'd keep him in check," Whitney pointed out.

Their conversation was interrupted when the raid leader approached. Roderick was a hulk of a man with a massive tower shield strapped to his back and an enchanted flail at his waist. He was one of the highest leveled and highest ranked in a small guild like this and would likely retire and become the Guild Master eventually.

"Right, everyone. We are going to start our assault. We suspect there might be a high-level goblin shaman or even multiple magic goblins. Make sure no monsters get out of this cave alive," Roderick spoke with authority.

"Should we look for any hostages or prisoners?" one of the random adventurers asked.

"Yes, but their guild tags went dead, so any survivors are highly unlikely," Roderick replied.

The group nodded and drew their weapons. As they approached, the goblins on the wall started shooting arrows that failed to make the distance.

The two mages opened up with two Fireball spells. The balls of burning Mana crashed into the palisade with explosive force, and the crude defense burst into fiery splinters. Once the wall and its occupants were confirmed destroyed, the mages snuffed the flames out, and the heavily armored adventurers led the charge into the cave, shields raised.

They entered the cave, and what met them was a small army of goblins ready to fight. Standing behind them was a hobgoblin holding a skull scepter with a menacing aura.

"Foolish humans! You dare to invade our home?" the hobgoblin declared, but the adventurers chuckled at the audacity of such a creature.

<[Identify] has been blocked.>

"It blocked my [Identify]!" Whitney shouted.

"Mine too!" another joined in.

"Can anyone read it?" Roderick demanded.

"I sense a ton of Mana! He's covered in the stuff!" Dewi shouted, not entirely believing his [Mana Sight].

Shocked murmurs ran through all the adventurers present. The hobgoblin seemed to take delight in their fear and started to cackle.

"Yes! Have you foolish humans realized your mistake? Leave now or suffer my wrath!" It threatened and raised its hand, forming a large dark purple sphere in its palm while it waved the skull scepter around as if trying to conduct an orchestra.

The casters seemed aghast. None of them had seen whatever spell this was, and it looked horrifying, especially the density of the Mana contained in the large sphere. So much Mana, so quickly and without any incantation—it was unheard of.

"Ha! As if any true adventurer would back down from a challenge!" Roderick bellowed with a hearty chuckle.

"I've been bored of grinding undead. Time to finally get a real workout!" Kurt chuckled while flourishing his two shortswords.

"Think of how much experience we will get!" Dewi shouted.

Roars suddenly erupted from the adventurers, filled with newfound courage and determination. The hobgoblin seemed surprised at their sudden tenacity for a brief moment before an arrow struck it and bounced harmlessly off its head. The surprise became anger before the adventurers could react to the absurdity of the arrow failing to wound the hobgoblin.

"So be it. [Rain of Corruption]!" it shouted, and the purple sphere burst and rained down on the entire entrance of the cave.

Shields raised, bubbles of protective magic formed, cloaks drawn to cover faces, and the adventurers charged forward to crush the opposition. When the purple goop rained on the adventurers, it melted into any exposed flesh, and the wounds festered into a horrific black sludge. The adventurers less accustomed to pain screamed in agony, and healers immediately began to blanket everyone in holy auras.

"What the hell is this? It's like it's fighting against healing," Evan, one of the healers, questioned.

"Sounds like Bloodrot..." another answered.

"Abominable..." Evan muttered.

Meanwhile, the battle began, and another fireball detonated among the goblins while arrows started flying from both sides. Other than the hobgoblin, the rest were not putting up much of a fight and were going down just like any regular goblin.

One of the front liners broke through the goblin wall to fight the hobgoblin directly, hoping to disrupt any spell casts with the potential to earn some personal glory.

"Face me!" he screamed with flying spittle and swung a two-handed maul at the hobgoblin. The hobgoblin calmly sidestepped the blow and thrust an open palm forward.

"[Lance of Decay]!" The hobgoblin shouted its dreadful spell and a purple spear suddenly burst out of his palm.

The warrior tried to smash the spell-formed weapon with his hammer, but defying belief, it somehow dodged his strike and pierced into his side. After gouging into his side, the spell detonated and covered him. He dropped his maul in pain and struggled to grab a Healing potion from his pouch. The hobgoblin picked up the hammer and seemed to deposit it inside his cloak while muttering something about a collection.

The strategy soon changed to mop up the remaining stragglers so a group effort could focus on the hobgoblin, as it was too strong individually but would fall to a coordinated group effort.

"Enough! You shall all perish!" it shouted and started to form another ball of purple while twirling its skull scepter again.

"Focus fire!"

"Kill it!"

"Don't let it cast that!"

The adventurers screamed various other shouts. The healers would be unable to get through another outbreak of that Bloodrot spell. Both mages drew deep into their Mana wells and launched a massive fireball. The combined detonation quaked the cave, and everyone felt the heat. Some adventurers took collateral damage.

"You'll never claim my essence! Never!" it shrieked from within the fiery inferno, followed by other hellish screams, and the remaining goblins cried out in horror.

There seemed to be no further attacks from the hobgoblin, and the adventurers systematically began culling the goblins. The healers cast spells until they were drained of Mana and potions, but unfortunately, some casualties were claimed by the fiendish poison. When the flames finally died, what remained in the crater were burned scraps and an almost cremated skull scepter. The ground bubbled with the purple sludge that slowly ate into the ground. Nobody dared approach it, as they could see bones melting into the purple sludge and knew it somehow contained the insidious Bloodrot.

"Is it dead?" someone asked.

"I don't think I got a notification," Dewi answered.

"Did it kill itself to deny us the experience?" Eliza asked. She was the other Mage who contributed to the fiery explosions.

"That's a level of hatred I didn't think possible," Dewi replied with a whistle.

"I mean, just playing demon's advocate, we did invade their cave. It even told us to leave before attacking," Whitney retorted.

"Yeah, but imagine letting that thing live and get stronger," Eliza pointed out.

"Bloodrot... If it got stronger and cast that spell over a village or city," Evan replied, his voice shaking.

"How many casualties?" Whitney asked, seeing the horror in Evan's eyes.

"Five..." Evan replied dejectedly. "Four were too low-level and could barely resist the poison. Alek died challenging the hobgoblin directly."

"Shit... Didn't he just get his first advanced job? What a waste," Dewi replied, shaking his head.

"Spellbreaker. He probably thought he was invincible against a Mage," Whitney answered.

"Spread out and search," Roderick suddenly commanded. "Healers and Mages rest and recover your Mana."

They ransacked the cavern as they searched. There were a few ambushes from surviving goblins who screamed bloody murder for the death of their chieftain, but nothing that couldn't be dealt with. There was no sign of the hobgoblin other than the remnants of its scepter. It looked like it was truly dead.

"Roderick!" Whitney shouted and came running up.

"What is it?"

"Kurt found a prisoner."

"One of the four?" he asked, feeling a bit hopeful.

"No, that's the strange thing... It's an elf girl."

"An elf?" Roderick asked, scratching his chin.

"Didn't I hear about an elf coming to the city a week or two ago? Then she recently disappeared," Dewi asked.

"You're right. I recall the Guild Master freaking out and wondering if she was going to join the guild," Roderick commented.

"Well, you better go save her before she drowns in Kurt's drool," Whitney responded. "Poor girl looks like hell. Evan, we might need a healer."

Evan stood up with a firm nod. "I've recovered enough Mana; show me."

Roderick sighed and followed. Dewi also tagged along after chugging a Mana potion.

"I've never met an elf before. This should be exciting." Dewi chuckled.

"If you behave like Kurt when you see her, I'll personally stab you," Whitney warned.

Roderick just sighed and hoped this elf wasn't going to cause trouble.


Chapter forty-eight
Improv
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Ugh! Why couldn't they just run away? Did I ham up the act too much? I screamed internally as the adventurers seemed to laugh at my threats.

<Proficiency gained. [Identity Block LV 3] improved to [Identity Block LV 4].>

I was so relieved when they failed to identify me, and I thought it would add to the threat, especially when they screamed about my Mana levels. They rallied together even when I created my fake spell and hoped to intimidate them with the raw Mana level. Either [Acting] was working overtime, or maybe the mages weren't so knowledgeable as they seemed to think it was a spell, despite just being a slimeball combo.

They even fired at me while I was doing my evil speech, the nerve! I panicked at that, but neither Alpha nor Beta reacted, and I had to hold back my relief when it harmlessly bounced off my "Mana barrier." Did they think I wasn't even worth using [Power Shot] on? I used [Slime Burst] and gave it some scary-sounding name, taking inspiration from the rather evil-sounding spell names that Krutz himself had.

<Proficiency gained. [Slime Burst LV 3] improved to [Slime Burst LV 4].>

One of the humans rushed up to challenge me. I thought this might have been the end for me, but perhaps he overestimated his capabilities as he could easily dodge with [Evasion] and [Enhanced Agility]. Keeping up my act, I disguised an Acidic Poison slime spear as another spell and gave it another cringe-inducing name. It did far more damage than I expected, and he fell. I yoinked his weapon and deposited it. If I survived this, I'd gladly eat it and add it to my profile collection.

<Human LV 3 Scout LV 5 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Human LV 2 Scout LV 6 defeated. Experience gained.>

Wow. Shit. Maybe I shouldn't have used Bloodrot. After how much the bear resisted Bloodrot, I didn't expect it to be this effective.

<Skill [??? LV 0] has become [Affliction Mastery LV 1]>

A new skill? No time to read it, unfortunately.

<Human LV 4 Spellbreaker LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

Looks like the potion wasn't enough to save him... Quite an intimidating class name. I guess he thought he'd stop my spells directly?

I sensed them starting to ignore me and slaughter the goblins, as they likely wanted to deal with me last as a group effort. I couldn't allow this, as I needed them occupied, at least partially, to make my escape. I threatened them with another ball of slime, and it caused absolute panic among the adventurers.

I guess the aftermath of my fake spell has unnerved them.

They all screamed for someone to stop me, and that was when I saw two blazing red Mana auras erupting across the battlefield. Having seen the explosions of fire and smoke from previous fireballs, I quickly decided that this might make the perfect opportunity for "Krutz" to fall.

<Human LV 3 Warrior LV 7 defeated. Experience gained.>

I braced for the impact and prayed to Gramps that I had stacked my defenses high enough to survive. They collided with me, and I felt Alpha and Beta immediately withdrawing slime mass from my reserves to regenerate my defenses as they burned away in the intense heat. I dropped the skull scepter and ripped off the burning remains of Krutz's outfit.

<Proficiency gained. [Mana Reinforcement LV 4] improved to [Mana Reinforcement LV 5].>

<Human LV 4 Warrior LV 9 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 17.>

<4 Trait Points are now available.>

Shit. Won't they realize I'm still alive if they don't get a kill notification? I suddenly thought and then hastily gave my last performance, screaming profanities mixed with death cries and ranting about essence. I hoped it was dramatic enough. I even screamed while morphing my throat to give a horrific melting, gurgling death rattle.

<Proficiency gained. [Acting LV 3] improved to [Acting LV 4].>

I dropped a portion of my acid poison sphere on the ground to make it a little more believable. Maybe they'd see the bones melting of the other dead goblins caught in the blast. I reclaimed the rest, as I desperately needed slime mass, and kicked off [Slime Conversion].

<Proficiency gained. [Mana Circulation LV 4] improved to [Mana Circulation LV 5].>

Despite covering myself in layers and layers of defensive slime, I could feel my core taking damage from the intense heat.

Shit. Shit. Shit. I thought I'd be fine as long as I kept regenerating my outer layer!

I cycled my waste water from my storage to try to cool down, but it almost instantly turned to steam. Even when I escaped the raging inferno and sneaked away, my core still took persistent damage. I began to deposit the superheated slime in storage while withdrawing from my reserves. Despite being away from the inferno, using all my water, swapping out my slime, and everything else I could think of, I still received a notification that terrified me.

<You've taken critical damage. [Defy Death] has been activated.>

<Proficiency gained. [Enhanced Vitality LV 2] improved to [Enhanced Vitality LV 3].>

<Proficiency gained. [Core Refinement LV 4] improved to [Core Refinement LV 5].>

I dreaded the second notification and my last line of emergency defense, but thankfully, it never came. I felt awful, and I never expected my core boiling alive in my own slime to be one of my near-death experiences. Everything hurt. I crawled into one of the huts and had to decide what to do.

I could just melt down and hopefully find a cave or something... Or perhaps I could use this situation to get into the city. The goblins had some information, but clearly, the humans had more. If I don't get more knowledge, I worry about what will be used against me in the future. Maybe I can even get a class?

My immediate thought is to turn into a simple blue slime. Perhaps the humans would take me back to the field? But I don't know what my profile would say. I don't think I can fake my levels, and if they see a high-level blue slime, then who knows what they will think. Worst case scenario, they see my evolution, and then the jig is up.

I considered turning into one of the four humans, but what if they knew them and asked questions? I'd be unable to answer or replicate their knowledge. I had to act quickly. I turned into Syl and habitually auto-equipped my clothes.

No, these are too good. I need to look like a prisoner.

I deposited my clothes again and then threw myself to the ground, covering myself in the dirt. With my usual outer defenses disabled, I hoped to add some scratches and bruises. This plan did not work until I dedicated some mental processing to allow injuries to be mimicked. Thankfully, [Shapeshifting Mimicry] seemed up to the task and perfectly replicated some nasty-looking injuries. I rapidly searched my inventory for something to wear. I pulled out my goblin cloak, tore it a bit, and put it on. It barely covered me, which was likely suitable for a prisoner, and I was glad I lacked the shame of nudity.

I used some tendrils to bind my limbs with some cloth and rope that I found inside the hut, and finally, I gagged myself. I hoped my [Acting] skill would be up to the task as I could hear the adventurers roaming around. I quickly scrambled through the profile for traits to mimic, hoping to help my situation. I first looked at the starting traits available to me.

<[Elven Glamour] As a mystical race with a unique history and enshrouded in mystery, non-elves are affected by a minor charm condition when interacting with an elf. The charm success rate scales with trait level but is always restricted to minor effects, such as making the elf seem more presentable, their words more enticing, and their appearance more attractive.>

Gramps... Ugh...

<[Elven Reflexes] Elves are deeply in tune with their body and naturally highly agile and dexterous. Improves reaction speed, agility, and dexterity scaling with trait level. Prohibits the traits [Enhanced Vitality] or [Enhanced Strength].>

A better version of [Enhanced Agility]? Do they stack? I'm sure my [Evasion] skill will be happy. It's my first time seeing a trait forbidding another trait, but I can still mimic the trait despite owning [Enhanced Vitality]. Seems like a loophole, although once again, I'm denied my [Enhanced Strength].

<[Nature Commune] As the guardians of nature and to represent their heritage, all elves can communicate with plants and non-magical animals. The level of understanding and the willingness to offer aid is based on trait level.>

Hey, plants, can you save me? No thanks.

[Ageless] and [Lowlight Vision] could be easily ignored, as I had the superior [Dark Vision], and I wasn't sure if slimes even could die of old age. I wished my elf profile was complete, and I looked at one of the only unique traits I could see.

<[Elven Marksmanship] One of the chosen paths, the elven archer, is to be feared, and their talent with a bow is unparalleled. Bows will receive a proficiency bonus to accuracy and damage based on trait level. This trait can be activated to mark any visible weak points, and ranged attacks against them will inflict bonus damage based on trait level.>

Oh! This is similar to that thing the Blade Wolf could do, except with added bow stuff. I have a spare slot, so why not?

I wondered what other unique and starting traits I was missing out on. My final trait selection was [Elven Glamour], [Elven Reflexes], [Elven Marksmanship], and [Mana Well]. My own [Mana Well] was still struggling to gain any levels, so maybe I could give it an artificial boost like I did with [Mana Sight].

I debated grabbing another [Sub-Core], but I dared not risk the slime mass I needed to repair my suffering core and defend myself. I wasn't even sure if I could safely withdraw the boiling slime mass stored away during my frantic attempts to stay alive.

My thoughts were interrupted when I heard a commotion outside, and with what sounded like a kick, the door splintered, and a man and woman entered. The man held two swords at the ready while the woman held a knife edge between her fingers. I put on my best look of fear, which was actually pretty accurate at this stage—I was taking a massive risk. I quickly warned Alpha and Beta against any attack and to focus purely on internal defense.

Time for an encore performance, I hope you're up to the task [Acting].


Chapter forty-nine
An Elf
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"Holy shit, is that an elf?" he asked and almost immediately dropped his guard.

"How the hell did goblins capture an elf?" she asked, lowering her arm but keeping the weapon ready.

"That hobgoblin, most likely. That thing was unnaturally strong."

I made a muffled noise and wriggled in my bonds.

"Easy now..." the woman responded and gave me an investigative look. "Her name's Syl... No class... Odd? Race, Elf, Level... 27!?"

"Fuck... That's almost three ascensions!" the man cursed. "Is that how elves raise themselves? All trait points? I can't even imagine surviving without my class levels. Maybe that's why she got captured?"

What the hell is an ascension? I wondered to myself.

"Maybe... I'm going to get Roderick. Don't untie her till we get back," the girl continued and reached into her pouch and pulled out a blanket, which she draped over me to cover up the almost-nudity. "And you better not touch her either... I can see you drooling."

"Hey! I'm an asshole, not a rapist!"

"Good. Keep it that way."

She gave him a slap over the head before exiting. He shook his head, sighing, and sheathed his blades before sitting on the ground.

"Sorry about that. Hopefully, we can untie you soon, maybe even get you a heal spell or potion."

Ugh! Potions! I had a Healing potion! Why didn't I drink it instead of sitting here with my seared core?

"I'm Kurt. She said your name was Syl, right?"

I nodded.

"You really have no class?"

Nod.

"Man, that must suck."

Nod.

"Was it by choice?"

Shake.

"That's fucked up. Maybe you could join one of the guilds and get one."

My eyes widened in shock, and he seemed to notice my interest.

"Oh yeah, the Adventurer's Guild is pretty great," Kurt said with a big grin. "If you do join, make sure you get Tabitha to register you. She's great, and I owe her one."

"I'm hoping to make it big and leave this town one day. Soon, everyone will know the name Dual Blade Kurt!"

Oh gods.

"Although I said Tabby's great, don't bet with her. She's a nasty gambler."

Right...

"So I was on a goblin hunt weeks ago, and I was exploring the forest the other day and found..."

This guy doesn't stop talking, I thought to myself as his voice started to turn into white noise.

In an effort to keep my sanity, I looked over my new skill.

<[Affliction Mastery LV 1] Negative status effects are easier to apply, have a longer duration, and are harder to cleanse, scaling with skill level.>

Wow, now that is a massive upgrade. I did gain this mid-battle. I wonder if it applied retroactively, and that was why those adventurers fell.

"So I grew up here, a real gutter rat, earned my first sword doing the old Mana farm..."

"Kurt, are you telling her your entire life story?" the girl suddenly interjected and grabbed my rapidly fading focus.

"Whitney, don't be a bitch. Syl here is a great listener. I think she wants to be an adventurer."

"An elf adventurer, now that's a rarity," another voice suddenly interrupted. I looked to the entrance to see a burly man with a massive shield that my profile collection coveted. "They rarely leave their glades. Hell, some rural backwaters think they're a myth; no offense, missy."

Another smaller man pushed through with a frown. "Are you seriously talking around a bound and injured person?" He forced his way to my side and knelt with an apologetic and reassuring smile. A golden aura appeared around his person that I could recognize as Healing magic.

"Gods... What did they do to you? How are you even alive? Your life force is so low you're on the verge of death," he muttered in horror and enshrouded me in the Mana, and I felt my core rapidly healing.

That scared me; he could sense my life, but it only told him my condition and hid my true form. I mentally praised my evolution trait for such a thorough disguise. Also, he confirmed my condition was really bad, I did trigger [Defy Death] after all, but apparently, I had barely recovered at all since that fiasco.

Wait. Shit! [Shapeshifting Mimicry] heal my fake wounds! Slowly! I panicked mentally. I'd likely need to dedicate a [Sub-Core] to handling fake injuries in the future, so I didn't forget.

"Whitney, untie her and get her some clothes... I understand caution, but this is beyond cruelty. She could have very well died while you all casually talked."

I felt a bit shell-shocked by the current situation, as I didn't expect this level of treatment. While in my goblin form, I met immediate hatred. But now they were even healing me, and thanks to [Mana Sight], I could tell this Evan person was literally using the last dregs of his Mana.

"Right... Sorry, Evan," Whitney said, walking over to remove my bonds.

I made no movement at all, still very cautious that I'd end up skewered by one of these adventurers. When Evan's healing ended, he pulled out an old robe from a pouch and handed it to Whitney. "It won't fit nicely, but it's better than the alternatives," he said, ushering everyone else out of the room.

The giant man laughed as he left. "Kurt, when you join a permanent group, remember not to anger the healer."

"Sorry... I didn't know." Whitney said while undoing my bindings and helping me put on the robe. "On the outside, it didn't look so bad at the time... Sorry."

"Thank you..." I responded, hoping it was the best meek and fearful impression I could make. The robe was ill-fitting, too large, and yet too short, leaving a large portion of my legs bare. This made me realize how much taller elves were than the other races I'd encountered so far.

Whitney handed me a canteen. "Water... I have some jerky, too, if you'd like." She pulled out another small wrapping of cured meat.

I chugged the water greedily, hopefully putting on a good act. "Thank you... Food too, please..."

She handed me the package with a soft and sad smile. I ate the meat and was pleased with the small amount of slime mass it generated. I was glad I practiced fake eating with the goblins. Eventually, the rest of the group reentered, and another new face was in the group, although I recognized him as one of the Fire mages. My core felt uncomfortably warm.

"Holy shit, it really is an elf," he said, looking up at me. "Wow, you're tall."

"Dewi, keep it in your pants," the large man interrupted.

"Sorry, Roderick. I'm just fascinated. This is one of the legacy races," Dewi said apologetically before his jaw hit the floor, and he started babbling incoherently while covering his eyes.

"What's wrong with you?" Kurt said, slapping him on the back.

"Mana..." Dewi spluttered out.

"I don't have a potion if you're dry," Kurt responded.

"No! Her Mana is off the charts!" Dewi corrected. "I know history says elves are masters of the arcane, but this is ridiculous."

I instinctively backed away a little, which caused Dewi to eat a backhand from Whitney.

Roderick cleared his throat, which caused the others to hush up, "So Syl, I'd rather not leave an unarmed lass out here. Would you be willing to come back to town with us?"

"Yes... I don't want to stay here."

"And unless Kurt was talking crap, he said you expressed interest in joining the guild?"

I nodded, maybe a little too excitedly. Would I finally be getting a class? Was it that simple? The previous wounds of betrayal were still fresh, and I almost didn't want to hope.

"See, I told you. Tabby is gonna be so excited." Kurt chuckled.

Roderick cleared his throat again, trying to remain professional. "Well, if Dewi wasn't overreacting, I'm sure the guild would be happy to have a promising recruit such as yourself. Now, let's get out of this dreaded cave."

I nodded and followed the group. Evan checked up on me again and seemed relieved I was no longer at death's door. I thanked him profusely, but he acted like it was nothing. If only he knew how much slime mass he had saved me, I could easily buy two [Sub-Cores] with the savings.

They formed an almost protective perimeter around me as they escorted me out of the cave. I gave a last glance at the destroyed remains of the tribe; I hoped the rest were safe in the deeper caves. There were a lot of curious whispers and chatter among the other adventurers, and the exoticness of an elf was the undeniable cause. Some of them even made suggestive comments and leered until Whitney flourished a knife.

Maybe I shouldn't have picked [Elven Glamour]... I thought bitterly, but the damage was already done.

"We'll make camp nearby, spend the night here, and then head home in the morning," Roderick declared, and the rest of the group nodded. "Missy, I hope you don't mind if I ask you some questions."

Oh no, get ready for round three [Acting]!


Chapter fifty
Camp Stew
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The adventurers gathered around a large backpack and started pulling out camping supplies. I was surprised to see storage bags were so common, considering the entire goblin tribe had only two, and I wondered how the large backpack compared to my own [Core Storage].

Roderick pulled out a large pot and placed it on a stand, then Dewi placed some wood under it and ignited it with a small burst of Fire Mana. Evan did a small incantation, and water slowly trickled into the pot. Roderick started pulling ingredients from a much smaller, higher-quality bag and placing them in the pot.

"I hope you don't mind me cooking while we chat. I like to keep my hands busy," Roderick said, to which I gave a simple nod.

"So, missy, my first question is, why did the goblins keep you alive? Capturing prisoners alive is a rarity for them, and if they do take prisoners, they usually give in to the temptation of a meal and essence, as they call it."

I was glad it was a simple question, and I had already thought of a plausible half-truth. "Yes... I have a rare [Dissection] ability and used it to negotiate."

"Oh? Would you mind showing me?"

"It's a secret of my race, but I don't mind offering you my services as thanks for the rescue. Just without any prying eyes."

"Ah. I can understand wanting to keep secrecy. The guild does respect our privacy rights, after all. Once the tents are up, perhaps you can use one."

"Gladly. Although I must warn you, it doesn't leave much meat behind, only the valuable parts."

Roderick laughed heartily before replying, "Well, that shouldn't be a problem, missy. Not many people eat monster meat in the first place unless they are absolutely desperate."

Roderick continued to stir the contents of his pot while adding a few extra ingredients and then breaking out some powders. It was a surreal sight, a giant man joyfully hunched over a cooking pot. After doing a taste test, he finally resumed his questioning.

"You gained a lot of levels without a class. Was that intentional?"

"I was never given the opportunity for a class."

"Bugger me, you elves are weird, no offense. How did you even kill anything?"

"A lot of racial traits, and I have proficiency with a bow."

"Racial traits, hey? Us humans aren't so lucky in that regard." He scratched his beard in thought, "I'm sure we can wrangle you up a bow for the journey tomorrow. I'd love to see what a classless archer can do."

I nodded. I was glad things seemed to be going smoothly. I avoided any lies, and everything I said was technically the truth. Eventually, everyone gathered around, as the campsite was ready, and it was time to eat. It seemed the humans separated into groups of up to six individuals, which I guessed was due to the Party size limit.

Roderick portioned out a serving for Dewi, Whitney, Evan, Kurt, himself, and me. It seemed his group was taking custody of me for now. I gladly ate the meal, as I'd take any opportunity to replenish even a minuscule amount of slime mass. I was glad I had become quite good at fake eating through my interactions with the goblins, although I hated the monotony of pretending to chew.

The meal discussion was about the goblins and the success of their emergency quest. It sounded like they were terrified of my Krutz performance and disgusted by his use of Bloodrot. I made a mental note to keep that poison hidden. I had to hide my surprise when I overheard this quest started due to blue slimes going missing.

Is this whole thing my fault? I mean, they tried to eat me first. I'll never forget that blue slime with the rose-red core...

When it seemed like their discussion about the goblins was nearing its end, I asked a question burning in my mind. "Um... Has anyone ever tried making peace with the goblins? Since they also have [Universal Language]..."

The silence was deafening, immediately making me regret my question and wondering if I had broached a sensitive subject. Had I given myself away, was this the end?

Evan finally broke the silence. "It has been tried before, not just with goblins, but with the other monstrous races too. But..."

"It's always ended in disaster," Roderick bluntly answered.

"Monsters evolve, and the theory is it's an addictive feeling, better than the best drugs, mind magic, or brothel that money can buy. Because of this, they have an instinct to seek their next evolution," Dewi explained. "There's been some repeatable success with trying to civilize them, but problems start creeping in once they reach their first evolution, and they start showing far too much ambition or aggression. After the second evolution, if they survive that long, it basically devolves into a survival of the fittest mentality."

...Is that going to happen to me? The thought terrified me, and I needed to ask Gramps about it. I assumed I was only three levels away from my next evolution, and I had been eagerly looking forward to it, but now I had a newfound dread. I must have been partially wearing my feelings as Evan gave me a reassuring pat on my shoulder.

"I'm guessing you met one or two friendly goblins despite being a prisoner. I'm sorry, but it's been tried countless times and always ends in tragedy."

It seems they were worried about me because none of them pointed out that even if I made goblin friends, they were likely dead from their perspective. I did secretly hope that Yuzz wouldn't evolve. Roderick took a social cue to change the subject and distract me from the somber mood. It seemed my potential Adventurer's Guild application was the subject.

When Roderick relayed some of the information I told him earlier, some of his Party suggested I look into an archery-related class if I had enough bow skills to reach my current level classless. Dewi nearly spat out his food at the suggestion.

"No, no, no. I don't care if you've got some innate archery skills. With your Mana, if you don't pick a Mage class, I think I'd cry."

"Or if you have the talent of healing, think of all the lives you could save," Evan pointed out.

I already wanted to use magic but was rejected by Earth and, presumably, Air. "Can I even use magic? What if I don't have the affinity?"

"Nonsense. Everyone has at least one affinity, and the guild can check for you during your assessment. Although it'll only show the basic affinities, you'd need to go to a capital city for a more thorough evaluation," Evan replied. "Even if for some reason you didn't, you could use your third ascension to pick out an affinity."

Ascension? There was that word again. I wanted to ask about it but held back my curiosity for now.

"Bah. You mages and your spells. All you need is a good sword or two." Kurt replied, pointing to the blades on his back.

"Well, first things first, I want to see her [Dissection] skills Roderick mentioned," Whitney replied.

"Ugh... Don't mention that skill, and please do the work far away from me..." Kurt replied, looking like he was about to lose his stew.

After we finished dinner, Roderick pulled out a folding table from the large backpack and handed it to Kurt, who took it to one of the tents. Meanwhile, Roderick pulled out two mangled-looking wolf corpses wrapped together in a strange sheet.

Whitney frowned at the stench. "We've gotta invest in a harvest bag next."

"Yeah, but they cost a fortune to freeze the contents." Roderick sighed, placing them on the table while Kurt fled from the scene.

Huh... Is my [Core Storage] secretly worth a fortune? I had never dealt with rot and decay at all, usually eating things immediately on the spot.

"Claws, fangs, what's left of the fur... Do you want anything else? Bones?" I asked, inspecting the wolves.

"No, we don't need the bones. I'm surprised you're offering to have a go at the fur."

They left me some tools, various-sized knives, and strange-looking blades and wished me good luck before closing the tent behind them. I had to resist the urge to eat the tools and add to my profile collection.

I waited a bit, ensuring that nobody was secretly peeking at me, and then formed a ball of slime in my palm, giving it a transparent-white appearance. I enveloped the carcasses with it and quickly harvested them. I was relieved that despite the unfresh state, they still gave me slime mass, albeit reduced. I placed the various parts in separate piles and then waited.

If I leave too early, it might be completely unbelievable, although I have no idea what an appropriate time for [Dissection] usually takes...

I sighed deeply and tried to consolidate my thoughts and feelings.

It's strange. They seem genuinely friendly. I don't know if that's just because I'm an elf or if that is their nature. This Adventurer’s Guild thing sounds interesting, and I'd finally get a class. Am I being naive and stupid?

I just hope I'm not walking into another trap... I don't think my sanity could handle it. If that happens, I might willingly give in to that evolution craving they mentioned. Assuming I even have a choice in that matter... It can't be as simple as evolving and suddenly losing my mind immediately, right? The worst part is I'd need to evolve in the first place to get an answer from Gramps.

I sighed, thinking enough time had passed, and left the tent. Whitney was the first to notice me and came over.

"You can't be done already, surely?"

Shit! I cursed mentally and gave a nod.

Whitney peeked into the tent and saw all the pristine materials displayed on the table. Her jaw practically hit the floor.

"Am I being pranked?" she questioned while looking over the materials.

The rest of the group noticed the commotion and came to investigate.

"Lass, I can see why you wanted to keep this a secret..." Roderick muttered while closely examining the fur, "I thought you were joking about harvesting the fur..."

Evan whistled, very impressed with the results.

"If this is an elf thing and not a you thing, I can understand why nobody wants to mess with the Elven Kingdom." Dewi stated, "Imagine how much materials you'd get from something like a dragon."

Kurt had gone pale as he stared at the materials. He did seem squeamish around the corpse earlier, too.

"Have you ever harvested boars before?" he asked, stammering a little.

"Yes, I've harvested many boars, even some in this forest," I replied honestly.

"Fuck."


Chapter fifty-one
Back to the Beginning
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Dewi immediately pointed an accusatory finger at Kurt, "Your mysterious benefactor!"

"What's this now?" Whitney asked.

"No—" Kurt tried to stop Dewi, but it was too late.

"Kurt here found a bunch of boar hides mysteriously left behind in the forest, all perfectly harvested."

"Oh. I wondered what happened to those," I commented, remembering my first tree home. It felt like ages ago, before even my first evolution.

"I waited around! I didn't see anyone or anything for hours, so I figured it was abandoned. There were no tracks either," Kurt tried to defend himself.

"I don't mind. I only did it for the skill training. Plus, you rescued me," I replied earnestly, as I didn't care about a few boar leathers. I might have been a little peeved back then, but it felt like a pittance compared to the stuff in my storage now.

Kurt looked relieved until Whitney spoke up. "Syl. You're terrible with money, aren't you?"

Am I? I know what money is, but I was a noble in my past life, likely with a silver spoon in my mouth... Is that influencing me? Or is it because I'm a monster? I care more about slime mass and experience than money...

When I didn't respond and seemed far too lost in thought for a simple question, Whitney groaned, "Talk about a culture clash... If those were monster boars and harvested even half as good as these wolves you did, those were worth a good amount of coin."

Kurt turned pale again until Dewi threw him a lifeline. "How about Kurt pays her inn fees for a week while she settles in as an adventurer?"

"That sounds reasonable. Don't you agree, Kurt?" Roderick added, giving Kurt a hefty pat on the back. Kurt nodded frantically.

With that resolved, we started getting ready for bed, and they organized a sentry rotation, excluding me. I found out my sleeping arrangement would be sharing Whitney's tent.

I panicked, as I'd be leaving myself horribly vulnerable by not sleeping in a hole, not to mention that when I slept, my form would melt. I gave Alpha and Beta orders to work together to upkeep my form and to wake me up if anything threatened me or if the form failed. I hoped that would be enough, and I found myself experiencing my first case of insomnia. Too bad I couldn't use sleep poison on myself like that giant badger.

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core Alpha LV 3] improved to [Sub-Core Alpha LV 4].>

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core Beta LV 3] improved to [Sub-Core Beta LV 4].>

Despite all my worries, I woke up unattacked, and my form was stable. I hated that my first thought was wondering if they didn't attack me to lure me into a false sense of security. At least Alpha and Beta showed the fruits of their labor, and after activating [Slime Conversion], I felt like I had enough slime mass to add a third [Sub-Core].

<Would you like to improve an existing [Sub-Core] or create a new one?>

New.

<Trait [Sub-Core Gamma LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 3.>

<Would you like [Sub-Core Gamma] to join the [Sub-Core] experience link?>

Yes.

<[Sub-Core Gamma] integrated into [Sub-Core] experience link.

[Sub-Core Gamma] will receive donated experience from [Sub-Core Alpha] and [Sub-Core Beta] until level equilibrium.>

Welcome to the team, Gamma. Start withdrawing slime mass, and Beta will store it. Just avoid the superheated slime at all costs.

Perhaps I could turn it into a weapon somehow because it would certainly add an extra punch to my [Slime Burst]. I also set Alpha the task of reacting and creating injuries. Hopefully, it would be enough, but at least this way, I wouldn't risk forgetting about it in the heat of the moment.

I was alone in the tent, and I could overhear Dewi and Evan chatting in the camp. They were discussing the battle yesterday and the hobgoblin. One part in particular got my attention.

"Mana siphoning?" Evan asked.

"It'd explain his strength and her terrible condition," Dewi replied.

"As if I needed another reason to hate that hobgoblin..."

When I exited the tent, I noticed Dewi and Evan sitting casually around the campfire. They seemed to be enjoying some drinks while chatting. Dewi was the one to spot me and beckoned me over.

"Syl, just the person we were looking for," Dewi said cheerfully. "Maybe you can help us with a mystery. Elves are born with [Mana Sight], right?"

I nodded, unsure where this questioning was going.

"Great. Did you ever see black Mana coming from the hobgoblin, and was any used on you?"

Krutz had black Mana and used it on me, so I had no trouble answering truthfully. "Yes. He did."

"Warlock..." Evan muttered.

"Or Necromancer, just to be pedantic, but considering there was no undead, yes."

"Thanks, Syl. I'm really sorry for what you went through..." Evan said, looking quite disturbed. It looked like Krutz's reputation was becoming even more infamous.

They again showed me unexpected kindness and gave me some of their breakfast—crackers and dried fruits. Unfortunately, the benefit for me was so minuscule that the act of fake eating felt like a detriment—but the thought counted, right?

Before we left, I was handed a bow and quiver from Roderick. "Just in case, plus we'd love to see what else you can do."

I thanked him and hoped I wouldn't disappoint, as I'd lean heavily on [Elven Marksmanship]. It looked like we were one of the last groups leaving; some had even traveled through the night. While traveling, we did encounter some wolves, to which Roderick pulled out his massive tower shield and immediately drew their attention.

"I got their attention. Feel free to shoot them," Roderick said casually.

I drew the bow and activated [Elven Marksmanship], which marked their eyes and throats. I pulled back on the bow and fired an arrow, scoring a direct hit to the throat. The wolf went limp and collapsed.

<Wolf LV 3 defeated. Experience gained.>

"Nice shot!" Kurt exclaimed.

"Mind taking care of the rest? Cleaning this shield is a pain when Kurt does it." Roderick said, easily blocking the wolves. They were still entirely focused on him as I fired another arrow, going for the neck again. It was another clean kill. I felt like showing off for my final shot and went for a bullseye into the wolf's eye. It hit the mark and promptly fell.

<Wolf LV 2 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Wolf LV 3 defeated. Experience gained.>

"[Sneak Attack]?" Whitney asked me, and when I nodded, she grinned. "Makes sense. Combines very well with a bow."

"No! Don't you tempt her away from the path of a Mage!" Dewi scowled. "Also, doesn't [Sneak Attack] work with magic too?"

Whitney twirled her hair while thinking, probably reading the skill description. "Maybe... It just says attacks," she said and displayed the skill.

<[Sneak Attack] Adds bonus damage to attacks on unaware or defenseless targets, scaling with skill level. This bonus damage partially ignores most forms of mitigation and resistance if executed from stealth.>

"Sneak attack fireball..." Dewi mumbled. "Ugh, I don't want to risk the skill point. When you become a Mage, please confirm this for me."

I nodded while Roderick had finished wrapping the three corpses into the sheet and dropping them into the bag.

After putting his shield away, he gave me a thumbs-up and asked, "What level were they?"

"Highest was three."

"Fresh spawns, then. With all the deaths, there will likely be a lot of activity in the forest."

So Krutz wasn't lying all the time...

We continued our journey, and Whitney demonstrated her own [Sneak Attack] by throwing a knife directly between the eyes. It almost turned into a little competition among the adventurers. Kurt did a flashy cross-slash with his two swords. Dewi burned one to an absolute crisp. Even Roderick killed one by smashing it with his shield, crushing its entire head. It was strangely fun, and their cheerful camaraderie was infectious.

"So, Syl, what plans do you have for your next ascension?" Evan asked.

"Ascension?" I questioned.

"It's not a human-only thing, right?" Kurt asked.

"Maybe elves call it something else," Dewi pointed out.

"Every ten race levels, you get access to a one-time special purchase, usually something like an affinity," Evan explained. "Supposedly, the gods gave us this to compete with monster evolutions, but..."

"They're kinda shit," Kurt interrupted. "That's why we put all our experience toward our class."

"Unless you're a Mage, in which case you might want an ascension or two to fill out your elemental repertoire," Dewi pointed out.

None of this was in the human or elf profiles... Shit...

"I'd want another elemental affinity," I replied, hoping it was the safe answer.

"As to be expected for our future master of the arcane. I hope you'll tell the Mage’s Guild in the capital that Dewi started you on your journey of magical mastery."

"I can't tell if you're serious, or you just want to butter her up and hope to get into her pants..." Whitney said, running her finger across a knife threateningly.

"Probably both," Kurt said with a smirk, causing the group to laugh, except for Whitney, who gave both a backhand.

We eventually reached the forest clearing, and I could see the walls in the distance. Everyone visibly relaxed when they saw the familiar walls. I felt very conflicted when I walked past the blue slimes. I was back again, and this time, entering the town.

"Crazy that this all started because of missing slimes," Whitney remarked.

"That's our main economy you're talking about," Kurt said, to which she scoffed.

"And our main source of Mana potions," Dewi added.

"I'm glad I'm not a Mage, then. You won't catch me drinking sewer potions," Whitney said, shaking her head.

"You do know active skills use Mana, right?" Roderick pointed out.

"Then I guess it's a pure passive loadout for me," she countered.

"Tabby had nearly the same response. Is it a girl thing to hate slimes?" Kurt asked, then turned to me, "Syl?"

I wanted to laugh at the absurdity of the question. "No, I don't hate slimes—except maybe green ones."

"Once you're a Mage, you'll love them. They are free experience! One little spell, and they go pop!" Dewi smiled, although it looked rather sinister to me. I internally shuddered.

We reached the gate to which the guards greeted the returning group. Roderick explained my situation and paid my entry fee for me. I stuck closely to the group when we entered, not wanting to get lost.

"First, we will head to the guild to hand in our report. And get Syl registered, assuming you were serious about joining? Seriously, no pressure. You could easily get a job as a dissector," Roderick said.

"I'd like to join and finally get a class. And even without Dewi's insistence, I've been interested in magic."

"Great answer!" Dewi and Kurt said together.

"Once you're registered, we'll show you to one of the best inns in town, where Kurt will pay for your first week's stay," Roderick continued. "I'll add a second week if you butcher these wolves for us and a portion of the money from selling them."

Whitney added, "I'll help you get some clothes with that since you have no money sense."

I thanked them all and genuinely smiled. I was dumbfounded at how friendly they were being.

Maybe Roderick sensed my true feelings because he added, "When you're part of the Adventurer’s Guild, we're all like family, and we look out for our own."


Chapter fifty-two
The Adventurer's Guild
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I received plenty of attention as we walked the streets to our destination. People pointed and stared, and I felt quite uncomfortable with the attention. I regretted that my only human forms were of the four dead adventurers, but that would have likely led to much worse attention. An elf was a mystery, but a dead person suddenly coming back to life was a miracle. I was fortunate that this town was so small and unconnected they didn't seem to have much information on elves, which could only help me.

I still had the goal given to me by Sylthaeryn to deliver her pouch to another elf, but judging by their isolated community, that might prove to be troublesome. However, that isolation seemed to be a stroke of fortune for me since I could hopefully play up my lack of worldly knowledge as a culture clash.

The building we reached was massive and looked out of place with the rest of the rather rustic and rural town. Noticing my curiosity, Roderick explained that the Adventurer’s Guild was a global entity and received funding from outside. All nations participated at least somewhat with the guild, except for the elves. This was one of the reasons why elven adventurers were so few and far between, and successfully recruiting one could be seen as a mark of pride.

Entering the building, I was shocked at the amount of people inside. There was a small section for food and drink, where people seemed to be getting quite rowdy and celebrating the victory and embellishing the tale of the battle. One adventurer claimed I had bound a demon to my soul and achieved an evolution beyond hobgoblin. Hilarious. There were many counters with staff and a massive noticeboard filled with pieces of parchment.

Rather than going to one of the open counters, we seemed to be waiting for a particular staff member. I shifted a little uncomfortably at the stares I was getting and could easily overhear the lewd remarks from the drunks.

I guess these pointy ears aren't just for show... I thought bitterly, and I'd almost bet one of the traits I was missing from the profile was a hearing enhancement.

One of the groups came over and handed drinks to our entire group, a celebratory drink, they claimed. It looked like Roderick and Evan wanted to decline, but Whitney, Dewi, and Kurt had already partaken in the revelry, and somehow, even I found myself with a drink in hand. Roderick told me numerous times that I didn't need to drink, but I wanted to try fitting in, and I didn't see any risks—even if they were stupid enough to try to poison me in public, I was immune.

<[Ethanol] has been sampled. [Poison Slime] updated.>

<[Aphrodisiac] has been sampled. [Poison Slime] updated.>

Wait... Did they actually try to poison me? I thought curiously and read the descriptions.

I felt relief when I realized that the first was just alcohol, which had an inebriating effect and was indeed the point of the drink. The second, however, was insidious, and it seems the drunk humans had a rather lustful nature, or perhaps this was intended as a prank, and they hoped to make a fool of the elf. There were some laughs and chuckles from their compatriots back at their tables as they saw me drinking.

Roderick seemed to be reading the mood and whispered, "Everything all right?"

"Yes. Although it seems someone slipped an aphrodisiac into my drink," I nonchalantly responded.

Roderick was aghast and struggled to hide his anger. "What? Are you sure?"

"I received a notification," I explained. "But you're welcome to take the drink and sample it yourself. Although unless you have a trait to resist poisons, I'd suggest against it."

"No. But thank you for not causing a scene. I'll personally make sure their actions are reported," Roderick said. He took my drink from me and secretly siphoned some of it into a flask.

"I was wondering what you spent all your trait points on. I can definitely approve of getting poison resistance," Roderick added with a light chuckle.

Eventually, we headed to an empty counter staffed by a friendly-looking girl. She seemed very pleased to see the Party returning and even gave Kurt a friendly shoulder slap.

"Tabby, we've gotta celebrate tonight!" Kurt shouted.

"Yeah, sure, if you're buying," she responded with an impish grin.

When she noticed me, her eyes went wide. "The early returners had mentioned an elf. I thought they were bullshitting..."

"Nope, Syl here is real," Kurt replied. "And best of all, she wants to join the guild."

"Really!?" She exclaimed loudly, causing quite a few people to stare at her outburst.

"Yes, really. I'll be giving the Guild Master a full report, but you can proceed with her assessment and registration," Roderick replied.

"Fuck. I guess I'm buying drinks tonight. Assuming I'm registering her."

"Damn right!" Kurt cheered.

"Kurt's got money troubles again, so he needs the charity," Dewi said smugly.

"I'm not surprised. Kurt's wallet is like a leaky bucket. I'll go get the crystals!" Tabitha said and headed into a backroom.

"I'm going to go report to the Guild Master," Roderick said and handed Whitney a small pouch, "Here is the registration fee. I'll see you all later." Roderick gave me a knowing nod as he tapped the flask at his side, then left with a friendly wave.

"I'm heading home for a bath and then to the temple. See you all later for dinner. Good luck, Syl," Evan said with a wave.

When Tabitha returned, she had a rather ornate box in her grip. She placed it on the counter and opened it, revealing three intricate crystals with glyphs and sigils carved into them.

"Right. Do you want to rush this or get the full new recruit experience?"

"Rush, I'm sure," Kurt said, looking bored.

"No, I'd like the full experience," I responded, hoping to get more information.

"Kurt here didn't even get his attributes or affinities checked. Just grabbed the class crystal and picked." Whitney explained.

"That seems reckless..." I muttered, trying to be polite.

"Yes and no. You can always change your class later, but blindly picking leaves hidden potential unexplored," Dewi explained. "Although I'm not going to hold my breath on Kurt suddenly awakening to magic."

"Cool it, boys, if you want to fight, you can use the training grounds. Or go run the dungeon," Tabitha interjected before continuing, "Right, first we will check your attributes. These are some of the things hidden from our status menus that are still being researched. Currently, we can only get a vague good or bad with them."

Tabitha handed me a crystal, and when I grasped it, it projected a menu in front of me.

Vitality: Bad

Mana: Very Good

Strength: Bad

Dexterity: Good

Agility: Good

Intellect: Good

Willpower: Good

Charisma: Average

The group murmured, a bit surprised, and it seemed they could see this projection. I wished I had been warned, as this seemed like the information I'd like to have kept private.

"Wow. I don't think I've seen a 'Very Good' before," Tabitha commented.

"Told you she has potential." Dewi chuckled.

Even with three levels in [Enhanced Vitality], it still shows bad? I thought negatively. I also couldn't help but feel like the bad strength was a personal stab.

"Right, you've got a lot of potential to be a Scout or Mage. I'd highly advise against picking Warrior." Tabitha said professionally.

"Yeah, no offense, but if you were our tank, you'd go down like a wet noodle," Kurt said, shaking his head.

"Next up is affinities. Personally, I'm hoping you'll join me on the path of Pyromancy." Dewi said excitedly.

I was handed another crystal and told to inject my Mana into it. I followed the instructions, and the crystal shone a near-blinding solid blue light. Tabitha quickly took the crystal from me, and everyone rubbed their eyes when the light faded.

"Water..." Dewi said sadly. "I mean... It's probably the highest purity I've ever seen, but I really wanted another Fire Mage to share spells with."

"Tell me about it," Tabitha said while rubbing her eyes. "For reference, this is a normal reaction." The crystal shone and cycled between brown and gray.

"Earth and Air," she explained.

"Don't look so sad, Tabby. You could always level both up and get Dust."

"Yes, cause I totally want to become a Dust Mage... No thanks, I'll stick to being a receptionist with free time and hobbies."

"When you aren't stuck working the graveyard shift." Kurt laughed.

"Low blow... I'll remember that tonight when you're buying drinks."

"Ignoring spellcasting, those are two amazing affinities to have for skill requirements, especially for close combat," Whitney commented.

"[Wind Step]..." I muttered accidentally.

Whitney overheard me and nodded. "Exactly. I'd never have picked Rogue if I didn't have Air."

"Don't worry, Syl. In three more levels, you can hopefully get Fire."

"I'd recommend Earth and have the potential to get Nature. Elves supposedly have a high affinity with that. I'm honestly surprised you don't already have Earth," Tabitha commented, resuming her professional attitude.

"I already have Whitney trying to convince her to become an archer instead of a Mage. I don't need you tempting her away from the path of Pyromancy," Dewi said with exaggerated outrage. "Do you girls have a grudge against me?"

Both girls laughed at Dewi's expense before Tabitha spoke again. "Also, remember that this is only a basic affinity crystal. You'd need to go to a larger branch or perhaps the Mage's Guild in the capital for a more thorough examination and check for a rare affinity."

I nodded, and she returned the crystal to the box before producing the last crystal. "Last is your class selection. Remember, you can come to the guild and change it for a small fee if you are dissatisfied."

Was this it? This simple? I’d grab a crystal, and I’d get my class? No manipulation, no mind magic, no servitude? It honestly felt unreal at this point. I grabbed the crystal, and like with my attributes, a window appeared before me.

Warrior

Scout

Mage

Hunter

Rogue

Assassin

Crafter

Alchemist

"Woah! I only had three," Kurt exclaimed in surprise.

"Damn, Syl, what were you doing in that forest," Whitney commented.

"Mage!" Dewi said excitedly.

Tabitha cleared her throat loudly and glared at her friends. They apologized, and she began her explanation.

"Warrior, Scout, and Mage are basic classes. Everyone has the first two, but Mage requires you to have the trait [Mana Circulation]. Crafter is similarly the basic non-combat class."

"Hunter and Rogue are intermediary classes, and both usually come from advancing through Scout class. Likewise, Alchemist is one of the advancements of Crafter."

"Assassin is an advanced class, usually unlocked through advancing Rogue. Don't answer, as the guild respects trait and skill privacy, but I'm assuming you have a decently leveled [Stealth] and [Sneak Attack] at a minimum since you already qualify for the class."

"It's one of the classes I'm interested in... Hopefully soon," Whitney said. "I'm surprised you have Hunter but not Sniper."

"Classes are still being explored and experimented with every day. There's a reason some of the temples say it's purely up to the gods. Who knows what truly gives some people access to certain classes earlier or later than others? While we have repeatable evidence, certain aspects still feel entirely random or up to fate," Dewi explained, like a seasoned scholar.

We were all staring at him, dumbfounded, when he chuckled. "Just because I like having fun and acting like a fool doesn't mean I am one."

"So I can change class for a fee?" I asked and broke the silence.

"Yes."

"Can I lose an option? If I don't pick Assassin now, do I risk losing it?"

"No, once you qualify for a class, it is always available."

"While I am tempted by the thought of starting with an advanced class. Like I said earlier, I want to try magic."

I needed some outlet for all this Mana, and [Elven Legacy] would boost me toward magic. Dewi was grinning while frantically nodding his head.

<Class: Mage LV 1 obtained.>

<1 Skill Point awarded for your first class. Skill Points remaining 3.>

<Your class has revealed the following skill: [Water Magic].>


Chapter fifty-three
Classes and Spells
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"Oh, I got given a skill point," I blurted out.

"The first one is always free. That's how they get you," Whitney joked.

"You should have also received a skill revelation, possibly more," Tabitha pointed out.

I nodded. "Just [Water Magic]."

"Definitely grab that, as leveling up a magic skill will unlock other magic-related skills for you in the future," Tabitha further explained. "As you level up your class, you will potentially have more skills revealed to you. You could also receive a revelation from defeating an insanely strong monster, completing a dungeon, finding a rare item, or meeting some other strange requirement—"

"Honestly, it can be frustratingly random at times," Kurt interrupted.

Tabitha cleared her throat, frowning at being interrupted before finally continuing, "It's just how the gods decided it. Anyway... You could also receive a class advancement as a revelation, which, if accepted, will immediately change your class. If you don't accept it, you can swap to it later, so think before blindly accepting, especially if it's a different class type."

"There are plenty of stories in the guild of a Cleric receiving a revelation and suddenly becoming a Paladin, only to find out their Healing spells are either not as effective or efficient or they have lowered Mana capacity," Dewi added, to which everyone nodded in agreement.

"Your class affects your attributes?" I asked curiously.

"Yes, although it's also one of those hidden things not fully understood. But you can apply some common sense and basic patterns to them. High levels in a magic-related class will buff spells and Mana, whereas a Warrior will receive a boost to strength or fortitude," Tabitha answered.

"Does that mean I'd lose all my progress if I swap to a different class?"

"Not... Exactly. Ugh... I wish the gods would just explain this to us," Tabitha groaned. Clearly, I wasn't the only new adventurer who asked this question.

"From research and observations, even if you swap to a completely unrelated class, your previous class history does have some minor effect on your attributes in the long run." Dewi tagged in to explain, "And higher-tier jobs of the same type fully inherit from their predecessor. So all bonuses gained from a Scout would automatically be applied to a Rogue."

"Shouldn't everyone just level up all the classes available? Even if it's minor bonuses."

Everyone except Dewi looked horrified at my suggestion, and he laughed. "Of course, the girl who doesn't need to worry about dying of old age would suggest that. But us normal humans unfortunately don't have that luxury and try to get as much as possible before time takes its toll."

"... I think that's mostly everything." Tabitha said wearily, "I'd suggest bugging Dewi for magic questions. Is there anything else you'd like to ask me?"

"Could I ask for any skill suggestions?"

"Ah! Of course, but don't you dare spend your first skill point on anything but [Water Magic]," Tabitha stated with a finger wag.

"[Identify] is a classic, and it'll let you see the level of monsters and help you judge whether to fight or flee. [Mapping] is great, especially if you want to explore dungeons. [Cooking] is another a lot of adventurers pick up if they do a lot of extended-duration quests or a lot of traveling. [Dissection] is useful if you want to harvest monster parts out in the field."

She displayed each skill for me, although I already had two of them. I didn't think I'd need [Cooking] unless I wanted to further my disguise, but I wanted [Identify].

<[Identify] Provides basic profile information about the target. Skill level increases the likelihood of successful identification. Functionality can be improved through other skills.>

<Skill [Identify LV 1] obtained. Skill Points remaining 2.>

<Requirements for [Affliction Tracker] have been met. [Affliction Tracker] has been integrated into [Identify LV 1].>

<[Affliction Tracker] Adds affliction statuses to the [Identify] menu, providing information on the contamination percent and remaining duration.>

The mystery skill revealed itself! Now I'll see when my poisons are applied and when they will expire. I was a very happy slime.

My celebration was interrupted by Dewi and Whitney chuckling, "I don't think you need to tell Syl here to get [Dissection]."

"Don't—" Kurt pleaded, trying to stop Dewi.

"Syl here is a master of the skill, such perfect harvests you'd never believe your eyes."

Tabitha seemed intrigued, and Dewi pulled out a portion of the wolf fur, showing it to her. Tabitha carefully examined it, then seemed to come to a realization as she pointed at Kurt. There was a back and forth between them when Whitney explained the situation and outcome, to which Tabitha agreed that Kurt paying my inn fees was a fitting punishment if I was going to claim it was thanks for being saved. While they chatted, I wanted to grab my first magic skill.

<Skill [Water Magic LV 1] obtained. Skill Points remaining 1.>

<[Water Magic LV 1] spell [Water Orb] learned.>

I felt the knowledge and information pour into me and received my first-ever spell. I immediately knew how to cast it and its potential uses, which, sadly, were not many. It was a small ball of water that could do a minor amount of concussive damage at best, as it would pop on contact.

I held out an open palm and cast the spell, and a small ball of water formed that hovered slightly above my hand. Thanks to [Mana Sight], I could see the blue aura of water Mana contained in it. Dewi was the first to notice and gave me a sad smile.

"Your first spell, I'd congratulate you, but sadly, Water Magic is rather dull at the low levels," he said and held out his palm, forming a swirling vortex of flame.

"Hey! No spells in the guild hall!" Tabitha scolded.

"One thing I need to tell you about magic is that you are not limited to the default spell you learned. Instead, that spell shows you the limit of the current level of your magic, and creating custom spells is where a good Mage shines, and a mediocre Mage falls into obscurity."

Dewi shaped his vortex of flame into various shapes and patterns before it vanished. I tried to do the same, and by pulling on my knowledge of using [Shape Slime], I managed to morph my plain orb of water into some simple geometric shapes before it popped and splashed over all of us.

"Hey! It's not bad at all for your first try. You probably pushed in too much Mana for a first-level spell, but you'll get there."

"This is why I said no magic in the guild hall..." Tabitha looked furious.

Dewi chuckled and seemed to be gathering both Air and Fire Mana, which then swirled around and dried all of us rapidly. I could only assume this was what he meant by a custom spell, as I doubted such a combat-focused system would give something as ordinary as clothes-drying magic.

"I hope you'll accept my apology for my apprentice's mistake," Dewi said, laced with sarcasm and including an overly dramatic bow.

Tabitha rolled her eyes. "Let's just finish registration so she can get settled at the inn and get some real clothes."

She pulled out another crystal and then a necklace that I recognized. She handed me the necklace and instructed me to put it on. I did, but there was no prompt, unlike the last time. I was worried that this was how my secret would exposed, but then she held out the crystal, which gave a soft glow and resonated with my necklace.

<User Syl registered with Adventurer's Guild Network. Welcome!>

I blinked in surprise at the notification. The group was all smiles and welcome. I was feeling very shell-shocked. Everything had been so simple, which made me question everything I had been through beforehand.

"Don't lose that necklace, as it's your identification with the guild, and replacing it is costly. This one is the basic version and has minimal extra functions, and if you want to upgrade, you'll need to either pay upfront or get promoted," Tabitha began explaining.

"Functions?" I asked curiously.

"It will help you keep track of your quests and let you store and withdraw money between guild branches. Due to bad actors in the past, all basic IDs now allow basic Party settings. It also lets us know if you've died. Adventuring always has risks, but at least this way, your loved ones can be properly informed. It's why we ask that if you ever find another adventurer's ID, please return it to make handling their wills easier."

"I see... Sorry, could you please explain what you meant about Party settings?"

Tabby was about to speak, but Dewi interrupted, "Party settings can be changed, usually with a class or a skill. Some bastards used this to modify experience distribution unfairly. It's why we didn't invite you to the Party despite having an open slot, because the guild now frowns upon forming a Party with anyone who can't personally see it's fair."

So that's what Krutz must have done... He must have set my distribution to the lowest possible, I thought, still very bitter about the deception and betrayal.

"I see... Thank you. I'm glad there are rules to stop this type of abuse."

"I'll explain quests and ranks to you when you come back, but for now, I'd suggest getting cleaned up, getting some clothes that don't give all the boys a gander at your legs, and getting a real good meal," Tabitha said, extending a hand with a friendly smile. "Welcome to the guild, Syl. I hope you'll have a prosperous career."

I took her hand and shook it. "Thanks for all the explanations, Tabitha, and sorry for all the questions. I'm glad to have joined."

"Now, let's get you cleaned up and some proper clothes," Whitney said with a smile.

"Yup. Gotta get a big hat. All mages have big hats," Kurt said, nodding as if he had dropped sage wisdom upon us.

"No, they don't," Dewi said with a frown.

I noticed he did not have a hat, but the other Mage in the cave did, and so did the Mage who killed that green slime.

"Sorry, I meant all the cool mages have big hats," Kurt corrected, to which Dewi audibly groaned.

Before leaving, I tested out my new [Identify] skill. The results were quite a shock.

<Tabitha [Guild Staff]; Human LV 3; Scout LV 7.>

<Kurt; Human LV 4; Dualblade LV 3.>

<Dewi; Human LV 12; Pyromancer LV 15.>

<Whitney; Human LV 8; Rogue LV 17.>

I then took a peek at my new status menu, and I finally got a class!

Name: Syl

Race: Mimic Slime (Blue) LV 17

Class: Mage LV 1

Status: Healthy

Mana: Overflowing

Emblems:

[Experiment]

[Apex Hunter]

[Elven Legacy]

Traits:

Slime:

[Mana Slime LV MAX]

[Acid Slime LV 5]

[Poison Slime LV 4]

[Adhesive Slime]

[Elastic Slime]

[Pseudopod LV 5]

[Slime Density LV 5]

[Slime Shot LV 4]

[Shape Slime LV 5]

[Slime Burst LV 4]

[Vaporize Slime]

Core:

[Core Refinement LV 5]

[Core Storage LV 5]

[Sub-Core Alpha LV 4]

[Sub-Core Beta LV 4]

[Sub-Core Gamma LV 1]

[Consuming Osmosis LV 4]

Mimic:

[Shapeshifting Mimicry LV 4]

[Chroma Shift LV MAX]

Mana:

[Mana Circulation LV 5]

[Mana Well LV 2]

[Mana Reinforcement LV 5]

[Mana Sight LV 3]

[Slime Conversion LV 2]

Attributes/Other:

[Enhanced Intellect LV 2]

[Enhanced Vitality LV 3]

[Enhanced Willpower LV 3]

[Enhanced Charisma LV 2]

[Magic Resistance (Lesser) LV 3]

[Dark Vision LV 3]

[Defy Death LV 2]

Trait Points remaining: 3

Skills:

General:

[Universal Language]

[Equipment Swap]

[Dissection LV 5]

[Mapping LV 2]

[Tracking LV 1]

[Identify LV 1]

Combat:

[Evasion LV 3]

[Melee Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 2]

[Ranged Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 2]

[Improved Accuracy (Lesser) LV 3]

[Affliction Master LV 1]

Magic:

[Water Magic LV 1]

Sneaky:

[Stealth LV 4]

[Sneak Attack LV 4]

[Identity Block LV 4]

[Acting LV 4]

Skill Points remaining: 1


Chapter fifty-four
Multitasking Multicasting
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While following the group, I decided to ask Dewi a question. If he was going to claim I was his apprentice, then I wanted some magic advice.

"So, Dewi, do you have any skill or trait suggestions for me?"

"Hmm... Traits I'm assuming you already have [Mana Circulation], [Mana Well], [Mana Sight]. Perhaps [Mana Reinforcement]?"

"... I have that one too..."

"Then I'm afraid I can't help you there," Dewi replied with a shrug. "For skills, I'd rather not interfere with what your class will suggest to you, but there is one exception because it's a prerequisite that most fail to get."

<[Multitasking] Performing simultaneous activities is easier and less mentally taxing.>

I frowned at the skill. Didn't I already do this? Why had I not gotten it? Or does delegating tasks to [Sub-Cores] not count?

"Judging by your expression, you're either wondering why you don't have it already or are very underwhelmed. The skill description is a little misleading, and it also lets you maintain multiple threads of thought. It's far beyond just doing two things at once," Dewi said with a laugh. "But more importantly, you need this to get [Multicasting], which lets you cast more than one spell at once."

Sadly, Dewi would not show me the [Multicasting] skill and said I would be better off earning it for free, or if I completely sucked at it, my class would eventually show it to me. I nodded and secretly purchased [Multitasking], spending my last remaining skill point.

<Skill [Multitasking LV 1] obtained. Skill Points remaining 0.>

I wasn't sure what effect I was supposed to notice or feel, and I wanted to try magic, but I figured it might cause a commotion, so I tried browsing through some profiles and going over my status menu while continuing to walk and follow. It seemed relatively doable, and I had the vague feeling it lowered the upkeep of my mimicry by a small amount. The real test would be with magic, and I wanted desperately to see if my cores could cast magic. After an agonizingly long walk, we finally reached the inn, a large multistory building with eye-catching colorful shingles.

"Whitney, Dewi, Kurt! Glad to see you made it back in one piece," a large and friendly man greeted us. He gave all of them a hearty slap on the back that caused them to lurch forward.

"Trevor! I hope today's lunch will be spectacular and impress your newest guest," Dewi replied, trying to give his own slap but lacking the impact.

Trevor finally noticed me and smiled, "Nice to meet you, miss. This is the first time we'll be servicing an elf. The wife will be bragging for days."

"Nice to meet you, Trevor. I'm Syl."

"Kurt will be footing the bill, so give her your best room." Whitney chuckled.

Kurt sighed but nodded his reluctant confirmation.

Trevor chuckled and reached behind his desk for a key. "Gladly! This way, Syl."

I got taken to the second floor and led to a room, and Whitney followed. It was a pleasant room with a large bed and a lockable cabinet to put clothes in. As comfortable as the bed looked, I would've preferred a large tub to float in. I got handed the two keys and told dinner and a basic breakfast were included. I thanked him, and he said he needed to get lunch ready. My curiosity got the better of me, and I gave a sneaky peek with [Identify].

<Trevor; Human 18; Chef 32.>

I couldn't believe it; this man had more levels in Chef than my entire existence. Whitney showed me to the female washroom, where we both proceeded to clean ourselves. I had a mild panic attack before I submerged myself in the water, as I had not tested if my mimicked forms were waterproof, but it thankfully held. I guess being a blue slime explained my affinity for water, which meant I didn't get washed away like that green slime, and likely why I was offered the Aquatic evolution.

If I had picked it, would I have been given Water Magic immediately? I wondered.

The bath was needlessly pointless, as I could keep myself constantly clean if I wanted to, but I had to admit that the warm water did feel pleasant. Whitney left me in my room and said she'd get me some proper emergency clothes, and then we could go shopping. She left me in my room with only a towel, as she refused to let me wear the dirty and small robe again. I waved her off, and finally, I was alone.

I could probably instantly clean clothes with my slime... I wonder if I could disguise it as custom Water Magic.

I formed a [Water Orb] and held it, then tried forming a second [Water Orb], but as I did, I could see my first one beginning to unravel. When the second orb was about halfway formed, both violently shuddered and dropped to the floor. It seemed [Multicasting] was out of my grasp for now. I cast [Water Orb] again, then told Alpha to cast it, and another perfect ball formed. I had Beta cast the spell and then had Gamma try it as well. I did notice that Gamma formed the spell at a much slower rate compared to the first two. I now had four perfectly formed spells, despite not officially [Multicasting].

Huh... So I can cheat Multicast already. However, if I get the actual skill, does that mean both my [Sub-Cores] and I would all be able to Multicast? Eight spells at once sounds pretty impressive...

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core Gamma LV 1] improved to [Sub-Core Gamma LV 2].>

Don't worry, Gamma, with Alpha and Beta funneling experience to you, you'll catch up in no time.

I wanted to use tendrils to create targets to fire at, but it'd be too risky, so I decided to see if I could loop between casting the spell and depositing away the water. I'd need to empty my storage at some point, as it would be a waste of space if I could use Mana to create water. I could deposit the [Water Orb], so I experimented. I was intrigued to see if I could finally lower my Mana level before Whitney returned, as I'd never seen it budge from Overflowing for a long time.

It was a wonderful mental workout, and unlike my slime, it was a completely renewable resource. If Sylthaeryn and Gramps gave me what felt like infinite Mana, I would gladly exploit it. If I wasn't concerned about making a mess, I'd dedicate all my cores to trying to each do their own multicast, but I filed that under an outside activity. I lost track of time, simply cycling through spell after spell until I got a notification.

<Proficiency gained. [Water Magic LV 1] improved to [Water Magic LV 2].>

<[Water Magic LV 2] spell [Water Whip] learned.>

Excitedly, I stopped producing orbs and tried out the new spell, closely watching the changed pattern form until a glowing blue whip manifested in my palm. It honestly reminded me of an inferior version of my own [Pseudopod], and I was already thinking of how I could likely exploit this fact.

"Holy shit..." a voice uttered.

I turned to the door in surprise and saw Whitney standing there. I was so absorbed in my own little world of trying out magic that I didn't even notice her. I felt relieved that I hadn't risked using a slime creation for target practice.

"Sorry... I didn't notice you there. How long have you been there?"

"I lost count at around fifty balls... And that was a while ago. I hope you haven't drained all your Mana."

I quickly opened my status menu and saw that my level had dropped to Flooding. I shook my head in answer. "My Mana level is still great."

"You better not show that to Dewi." Whitney pointed to the [Water Whip]. "At least for a day or two. Otherwise, you might shatter the already fragile master-apprentice illusion he's built up."

Whitney handed me a much longer robe, a much more pleasant fit than the one I had borrowed from Evan. She also gave me a pair of sandals that were a little too large for me.

"Just temporary until we can get you a good solid pair of boots. Can't have you traveling in dungeons, caves, or swamps with poor footgear."

Due to my extended practice session, we were late for lunch, but Trevor had set aside a plate for both Whitney and me, and we ate alone. She told me her plans to measure me today and tomorrow, and I'd be geared up. She also said that Roderick would be bringing the wolves tonight for harvest.

When I took my first bite of food, I was speechless. Whitney laughed and explained that Trevor was a retired adventurer who hung up his sword to become a Chef and that his [Cooking] skill was so high that you'd be granted minor status buffs just from eating it. Apparently, Roderick was so inspired by Trevor's story that he immediately purchased the skill and took charge of their group's camp meals ever since.

While I wasn't inspired enough to grab the skill myself, not that I had the points anymore, I did want to purchase a trait.

<[Olfactory Sense] Artificially adds both a sense of taste and smell. This trait can be voluntarily disabled and has no trait levels. Unlocks traits and skills that require these senses.>

<Trait [Olfactory Sense] obtained. Trait Points remaining 2.>

Now, I could further enjoy the meal as it slowly dissolved. For once, I didn't mind that this meal was inefficient in the mysterious slime mass exchange rate.

For the rest of the day, Whitney took me to various shops to get measured and sized for proper clothing. I tried to protest, but she had far too much fun playing dress-up.

After a long afternoon of being dragged around, we finally settled down for drinks and dinner. I excused myself after the dinner to fulfill Roderick's harvest request, as I gained no benefit from the ale and had to turn off my taste to swallow my first mug.

I did try tasting the wolves, curious to see if I'd need to turn off my taste frequently, but maybe due to my slime nature, I found it quite edible. Although, I still ended up turning it off, as I didn't want it to ruin the lingering taste of that amazing meal.

When I returned, the group was extremely inebriated. Much to my horror, Tabitha, Kurt, and Dewi offered me a "cocktail" that was on fire—a special celebration drink, they called it. I politely refused. I did not want to drink fire and relive the experience of my core melting. At least I found out that alcohol was apparently flammable. Perhaps I could throw a burst of ethanol-transformed slime at a Fire Mage and make them self-combust?

After a rowdy night with the group, I finally lay on my bed, instructed my [Sub-Cores] to keep watch while maintaining my form, and slept.


Chapter fifty-five
Shopping Spree
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After receiving the report, Harris muttered, "I can't believe our mysterious elf was captured by goblins."

Roderick had just returned from the goblin extermination quest and filled him in on the details. They were both seated in his humbly small office and sharing a stiff drink.

"Evan was horrified by her condition. Whatever they did to her, it was not pleasant," Roderick replied. "She might be deeply traumatized by the experience, and I'm unsure if it's affected her memory or if she's a young elf truly ignorant of the outside world."

"She didn't mention the Stanton boy at all?"

"Nothing."

"He intercepted her as soon as she stepped into this town, then she went missing, and he didn't even report it to the guild or anyone. It smells fishy to me."

"Well, my group is sticking around her for now. If he tries to cause any shit, we'll be the first to know."

"You thinking of offering her a position in your Party?"

"Maybe... She's very talented and has all the markings of a potential adventurer with a bright future, but I wonder if she's not too much trouble for us. Hell, I think Evan and I are the only ones who can resist her passive charm."

"You think she's a noble? I know all elves are born with that trait, but usually, only the nobles invest in it. Gods... Has the fucking Stanton brat caused a diplomatic incident?"

"She's only got one name on her profile. But, if she is one, she'd have no trouble finding someone to overwrite her name temporarily."

"Yeah, plenty of them like gallivanting around incognito and amusing themselves among the common folk. Ugh..."

"We'll keep an eye on her, don't worry."

"Thanks, Roderick. I'll try to poke around the Stantons and deal with our pranksters…"
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<Proficiency gained. [Shapeshifting Mimicry LV 4] improved to [Shapeshifting Mimicry LV 5].>

<Proficiency gained. [Mana Well LV 2] improved to [Mana Well LV 3].>

I woke up fresh and ready for the day ahead. I wasn't surprised my mimicry had gained a level, as this was now the longest I had ever remained shapeshifted into a singular form. I yearned to let loose and blob out.

If all went well, I'd get some equipment with Whitney, and then later, Kurt would show me the local dungeon. When I had asked where I could safely practice magic, it was Dewi's first recommendation, and Kurt seemed eager to progress in his Dualblade class.

Being immune to alcohol had its perks, as now I had plenty of time before the others roused from their slumber to practice magic. My first goal was to make a [Pseudopod] mimic [Water Whip]. I cast the spell and closely examined it. I then formed a tendril and started shifting its colors to match. Without [Mana Reinforcement], it looked nearly identical at a glance, and only under extremely close scrutiny could you notice even a minor defect. With [Mana Reinforcement], its Mana aura seemed far beyond the second level [Water Whip] could produce.

When Whitney arrived, my Mana level had not dropped yet, so I activated [Slime Conversion] so as not to waste the regeneration. After a good meal, she seemed much happier and promptly dragged me back into town. When I asked if they'd have completed outfits by now, Whitney said they would likely alter already-made stock to fit me, although I should never underestimate a high-level Crafter.

The outfits she had arranged for me were two robes, one in a light shade of green and the other a pale sky blue, and three pairs of boots. I was also introduced to the horrors of underwear; did I really need all this extra clothing? I guessed it wouldn't matter once I assigned it to an equipment profile. I got replacement arrows for my quiver, and Whitney suggested I keep the bow as a backup in case I ran out of Mana. I internally laughed at the thought; it was still bottomless from my perspective.

Another suggestion was to save up for a storage bag first and foremost and then consider getting a staff, scepter, or tool with a Magic catalyst. Getting a bag felt like a waste, and the Magic catalyst sounded much more interesting, but I couldn't reveal my [Core Storage].

Maybe I could use Sylthaeryn's bag as a decoy? Although I'd need a reason why the goblins didn't take it from me... Should I say I left it in the forest? Maybe I could use Kurt to my advantage.

"I actually had a storage bag... I wonder if Kurt found it when he found my boar hides?" I said, dialing up the [Acting] to the max.

Whitney looked mortified, and to save Kurt from castration, I quickly added, "I did hide it very well, and he wouldn't have been able to open it if he did find it, as it's magically sealed."

"You should ask him immediately after this, and if he didn't find it, then I'd strongly recommend fetching it before heading into the dungeon."

I agreed and asked to see the Magic catalysts. I was taken to a small section in one of the shops, where there was a very scarce selection of equipment. One staff, in particular, caught my eye with a burnt-orange sphere attached to the top. When I touched it, I nearly freaked out when a notification appeared.

<Compatible core detected. Integrate new core at a penalty?>

I had to deeply resist the urge to eat it right then and there.

"I want this..." I immediately muttered.

"Oh gods, has Dewi already influenced you? I'm pretty sure that's a Fire catalyst."

"Do they do trades? For monster parts?" I asked.

"It'd have to be a lot of parts or from a rare monster..."

"We should go fetch my bag," I responded with a smile.

I begged the shopkeeper to keep the staff for me, to which he agreed. Having two resident Fire mages, he didn't expect to have so much trouble selling it. I frantically left the shop, and Whitney had to chase after me.

We found Kurt eating lunch at the inn, and Whitney questioned him on my bag. It was all a pointless waste of time, but the charade needed to be maintained. Kurt was found innocent of bag theft, and we promptly left the town to visit my first home.

During the journey, I decided to try practicing morphing [Water Whip] since I felt the similarities between it and [Pseudopod] were worth exploring and might aid me. I lost count of how many times my whip exploded into a burst of water, but I was making progress. Kurt and Whitney stood a safe distance away to avoid the splash zone.

We did run into a boar on the way there, and a sense of nostalgia washed over me before I promptly fired multiple magical balls of water at it. I didn't expect water to pack such a punch, but it was magical water.

<Boar LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

"Didn't you only get your class yesterday?" Kurt asked.

"She's been practicing magic nonstop. I think Dewi has underestimated her," Whitney responded, storing away the boar for us.

Thanks to [Mapping], we easily found my tree, and I quickly climbed up to the branch and reached my arm inside the hole.

"I'm surprised you didn't notice this," I said, remembering that he had not discovered my tusks stored inside.

"That hole is tiny. Anyone would think a squirrel or something was living in there," Kurt responded. "And I was distracted by all the boar hides draped over the branch."

With Gamma maneuvered to my hand, I withdrew the bag inside the hole and pulled it out. I jumped down and showed it to both of them.

"That's certainly a fancy-looking bag. Those fake leaves are even gilded... Wait, are those even fake? They look so real," Whitney began muttering as she stared at the bag.

"I can't believe you left that in a tree." Kurt shook his head. "You really are terrible with money."

"The bag is safe. It's magic, after all." I handed it to Whitney. "Try opening it."

She tried and failed, and I was almost hopeful that she would manage to open it. Whatever was sealing that bag was a mystery that would only be solved when I found another elf.

I fastened the bag securely and smiled, then withdrew the Gigatoad skin and presented it to Whitney. With [Mana Sight], I could see a faint aura within the skin, which might have explained why its outside was resistant to the green slime.

"Think I could trade this for that staff?"

Both stared at the skin I held with disbelief.

"I can see why you didn't care about the boars..." Whitney responded.

"Can I take back my inn fees?"

"No, even if Syl is secretly an elven princess with riches beyond our imagination, you are paying off your punishment."

Kurt sighed but nodded his head reluctantly.

"As for if this is worth it or not... Maybe, once again, your harvesting is flawless, which means there are basically no lost materials. However, Gigatoads aren't exactly rare. My monster knowledge isn't the best, but I think their materials are for water and minor acid resistance," Whitney explained.

I pulled out the rage tusk and showed it off.

"Imagine the kind of spear you could make with that..." Kurt mumbled, looking envious. "I don't suppose you have sword materials in there."

"Or daggers," Whitney added.

I mentally examined my storage, going through all my various battle spoils. I figured the bear and badger materials would need to stay hidden for now, the badger having Bloodrot and the bear being a double-evolved monster. Since they had no risk of deteriorating, I could present them once I had established myself as an adventurer or perhaps in another town. That only left the Blade Wolf. I pulled out the materials one by one, causing both of them to start to shift uncomfortably.

"Is that the forest king?" Whitney asked.

"More like was the forest king..." Kurt corrected.

"I think I understand why you had Hunter and Assassin in your starting classes and why your level is so high."

"Man... I wish I was an elf," Kurt mumbled.

Both of them were staring at its tail. "That would make an excellent sword."

"Funny, I was thinking it would make an excellent matching pair of daggers."

"No way!" Kurt protested, then turned to me with pleading eyes, "Syl, you gotta sell it to me! This will start the legend of Dualblade Kurt!"

"Well... Mister Dualblade, who can afford the staff Syl wants?" Whitney responded, cheekily sticking out her tongue.

"Oh...You dirty bitch..." Kurt glared.

As they bickered and fought, I wondered what I would get from that new core. I hoped it was delicious.


Chapter fifty-six
Burning Desire
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While we traveled back to town, I was discussing my trade with Whitney. Since my purchase was an already completed object, she was taking some loss on the trade as she would need to pay a Crafter to complete the item. I offered her the other Blade Wolf parts so she could sell or use them. She tried to refuse until Kurt pointed out how "cool" it would be to have more matching gear. Whitney promised to pay me back the difference, but my mind only cared about eating that core.

When we reached town, Whitney said she would meet us at the store as she had to withdraw money from the guild and ran ahead. Kurt tried begging a bit more now that Whitney was gone, but he wanted me to wait weeks for him to earn enough to buy the staff. I told him that I could always harvest other parts for him in the future and that I wanted to collect other catalysts like that. That at least cheered him up a little bit.

Whitney finally arrived, paid the store owner, and proudly handed me my new staff. I thanked her and handed her all the Blade Wolf parts, and she placed them in her storage bag. Kurt and I would quickly grab our stuff from the inn, as I needed to deposit my equipment in my "storage bag." Whitney said she needed to commission a magical smith and Crafter, then perhaps meet us in the dungeon afterward or later tonight.

While walking to the inn, I faked placing the staff in my storage and quickly ate the slime core.

<Compatible core detected. Integrate new core at a penalty?>

Yes.

<Slime (Red) Fused Core absorbed.

Trait [Blaze Slime] gained.

Trait [Slime Shot] gained.

Trait [Slime Burst] gained.>

<Trait [Blaze Slime LV 6] reduced to [Blaze Slime LV 4] for integration penalty.>

<Existing Trait [Slime Shot LV 4] improved to [Slime Shot LV 5].>

<Existing Trait [Slime Burst LV 4] improved to [Slime Burst LV 5].>

<Existing Trait [Core Refinement LV 5] improved to [Core Refinement LV 6].>

<Profile [Slime] updated.>

Fused Core? That's new. Does that mean they combined multiple slime cores together to make that catalyst? It would explain the plethora of traits I just gained. Truly a delicacy.

I examined the notification and spotted that [Core Refinement] had improved despite not being in the slime profile or the absorption message. Was this because it was a fused core? Maybe Dewi would have some knowledge of slime cores as catalysts. I looked over my brand-new trait eagerly.

<[Blaze Slime LV 4] This slime has the ability to survive and thrive within extreme heat and can rapidly control the temperature of its slime to generate equivalent outputs that it uses offensively. Maximum temperature levels and modification speed scale with trait level are also affected by outside factors such as compression. This trait adds Fire resistance to the slime core and slime mass, scaling with trait level until eventual immunity at max level. It also prevents damage from extreme heat. Compatible with other slime traits.>

Where were you when I took two exploding fireballs to the face? I grumbled mentally.

I gained no experience, so they were already dead, but it still counted for my [Consuming Osmosis]. I glanced at the updated profile, which painted the picture that these slimes either shot their superheated slime at people or exploded with it—nasty. There was also another trait they sometimes developed [Thermal Vision], which let them detect heat signatures and locate living beings. It was a tempting purchase, but I already had [Mana Sight]. Maybe I could eventually unlock it by mimicking a red slime and borrowing its traits.

When we got to the inn, I quickly threw all my stuff in storage, and while I waited downstairs for Kurt, I started assigning it to equipment profiles. I also gave Gamma the burnt-orange coloring to match the core I had just eaten. My new trait also meant that I had reclaimed all my hazardous superheated slime, and I tested this by withdrawing a tiny amount and even maneuvering it inside to poke against my core—no pain!

"Well, let's go to the dungeon!" Kurt announced as he finally arrived, eager to vent his frustrations on some monsters.

I followed him to a gate on the opposite side of the town, away from the slimes and the forest. We approached a heavily guarded structure that resembled a mausoleum. We had to show our necklaces to enter and prove we were with the guild.

"Welcome to our backwater dungeon, populated entirely by the undead," Kurt said bitterly.

"Is there something wrong with that?"

"It's terrible for income. You have to get lucky with random treasure because you aren't going to harvest anything from a skeleton or a zombie. Any injuries or resources lost is nothing but a money sink."

"Well, I'll store them and harvest them later. Maybe I'll find something hidden."

"It's your storage space. I'd rather keep the dead smell away from my bag. The one upside is it's good for grinding."

"Grinding?"

"Sorry, adventurer term, I forgot you're a new recruit considering everything that's happened. It basically means focusing on earning experience and levels for your class and skills."

<Kurt has invited you to join a Party. Accept?>

<You have joined a Party; 2/6 members.

Kurt, Syl.>

<Equal experience distribution detected.>

Oh? Glad to see this guild necklace thing works. I wonder how they interact with this stuff. Add it to my constantly growing list of questions for Gramps.

"Let's go beat up some skeletons!" Kurt shouted.

We headed inside the structure, which only had a singular descending staircase. The inside had dim lighting emanating from glowing rocks embedded into the walls. Kurt unsheathed his blades and descended first, acting as our impromptu tank, as he called it.

The first room after descending was barren, and the only points of interest were two opposite passages heading deeper in. Kurt led us to the right-side passage and warned that from this point on, we would see the undead, although not to be too scared from only the first floor.

We halted when the passage was blocked by a naked and unarmed skeleton. I fired two Water spells before Kurt reached it and cleaved its head off. The bones abruptly fell to the ground like a puppet having its strings cut.

<Skeleton LV 3 defeated. Experience shared with the Party.>

"The unarmed ones are a piece of cake, but the ones with weapons usually have class levels and can be a little tricky."

Even skeletons can have classes... I grumbled and threw the skeleton into my storage. I'd have to try eating it later.

Our passage ended in another room filled with debris and grim furnishings like open caskets and tombstones, certainly fitting the theme. There were three skeletons this time, one of which had a sword.

"I'll handle the swordsman. I want to get some parry practice in," Kurt announced and abruptly rushed forward as if assuming I agreed to his decision.

I had Alpha and Beta each cast [Water Whip] to try binding the skeletons. The spells materialized on either side of me, lashing forward to grab the skeletons. I was glad that hands weren't a requirement to cast spells, and I admired the magical effects floating around my person. I then kept casting [Water Orb] at each of them until they died.

Since Kurt was taking his time with his skeleton, I rapidly enveloped them in a Pseudopod and set acid to the max. [Dissection] practically scoffed at me for even daring to question if there were any valuable parts on such a worthless monster. The slime mass generated was barely more than a tree, and I could see why Kurt had called this place a money sink.

<Profile [Skeleton] complete.>

Wow. Their profile was also terrible! They had one trait [Undead Fortitude] that allowed them to continue to fight at full strength until they ran out of lifeforce and did not require limbs or organs to function. I could already do all of that fresh from the slime field. I patiently waited for Kurt to finish, which was when his parry finally broke the rusty sword of the skeleton.

<Skeleton LV 4; Warrior LV 1 defeated. Experience shared with the Party.>

<Class Experience threshold reached. Mage is now LV 2.>

<1 Skill Points are now available.>

<Your class has revealed the following skill: [Fire Magic].>

What!?

I immediately tried to purchase it.

<Skill [Fire Magic LV 1] obtained. Skill Points remaining 0.>

<[Fire Magic LV 1] spell [Kindle] learned.>

How? I got assessed. I only had Water, and now I suddenly have Fire? I questioned, thinking rapidly. It must have been the red slime core. That's the only explanation unless Gramps is suddenly playing a prank on me.

"I wish their weapons would last longer. I barely get any practice in..." Kurt mumbled and turned to me. "Why do you look so shocked?"

"Oh... I gained a level up. I didn't expect it so soon."

"Yeah... I miss those early level-ups. This Dualblade class takes forever since it's intermediate."

Damn it! I wish Kurt wasn't here. I want to try out this new spell! I cried mentally.

He continued to lead the way, and I sneaked a small spell, producing a tiny flame at the tip of my finger. I could see the Fire Mana for myself before quickly snuffing it out. The spell let me target a nearby location and create a flame there, which would continue to be fueled by my Mana. However, I assumed that I wouldn't need to supply Mana if it naturally spread to any combustibles. Getting my tendrils on more slime cores suddenly skyrocketed in value.

"Oh, right! Tabby suggested getting [Identify]. If you do, make sure to always use it on a new monster at least once. Apparently, you get a bonus or something?" Kurt suddenly commented.

Oh... I had completely forgotten about that. Maybe I was too harsh on Kurt, I thought to myself before thanking him for the suggestion.


Chapter fifty-seven
Dead Easy
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The next room we entered had rotting corpses rather than skeletons, slowly lurching around mindlessly and even wandering into walls. Their senses must have been really bad, as they hadn't detected us yet. As suggested, I used [Identify] on the group.

<Zombie LV 8.> <Zombie LV 4.> <Zombie LV 5.> <Zombie LV 3.>

"Ugh, Zombies..." Kurt mumbled, sheathing his swords and pulling out two small clubs from his storage bag.

"They don't seem too bad? The highest is only level 8."

"Their body parts keep moving until you kill them, knock the undeath out of them, or something. That means I can't use my swords, or I'll be making more enemies."

"They seem slow. Instead of engaging directly, do you want me to start blasting them from here, and then, if any reach us, you can deal with them?"

"Sounds like a good plan. We could probably even back up and kite them. Assuming you have the Mana?"

I grinned. "Mana is one of the few things I don't need to worry about."

I cast my spell four times with the aid of my three [Sub-Cores] and fired them simultaneously, one at each zombie. I hoped [Sneak Attack] did apply to spells, and this seemed like the perfect test condition. The spheres of water exploded on contact, and the zombies finally reacted, turning to face us and shuffling forward.

Kurt whistled, impressed with the display, as I continued my barrage of Water spells. The weaker zombies even halted a little with each blast, and I was impressed with the amount of concussive force inside these magical water balls. Eventually, the weaker zombies stopped moving, and when only the strongest remained, Kurt stepped in and dealt two crunchy blows to its head and torso, collapsing it.

"I thought Dewi said Water Magic was boring. That seemed pretty cool to me," Kurt said and gave me a thumbs-up. "Are you good on Mana?"

"Thanks. I'm all good. The low-level spells don't seem to use much," I replied and started storing away the zombies.

"I guess I better pick up the slack on the next group of skeletons. After that display, you're definitely on zombie duty. Also, I gained a level. We're making good progress!"

We continued exploring the first floor, and the next pack of enemies we found was a mixed group of skeleton archers and zombies. I lured the zombies away from Kurt with a barrage of Water spells, and he began to engage the skeleton archers. His dodging skills were impressive, and he even deflected an arrow with his sword. His confidence or skill levels must have been pretty high to showboat like that. I also took a quick peek with [Identify] to grab the first-time bonus on the skeletons.

<Skeleton 3; Scout 1.> <Skeleton 2; Scout 2.>

<Proficiency gained. [Identify LV 1] improved to [Identify LV 2].>

I tried to restrain the zombie duo with [Water Whip], but despite lacking in speed compared to the skeletons, they far exceeded their strength, and the magical density of the water was not enough to hold. I swapped to using a disguised [Pseudopod] to grab one of the Zombies and hold it in place, then pelted the remaining with repeated casts of [Water Orb].

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core Gamma LV 2] improved to [Sub-Core Gamma LV 3].>

Since Kurt continued to play with his foes, I sneakily ate both zombies. I was surprised how much he trusted me to keep them off his back; were all adventurer parties like this? The restrained one died rapidly once engulfed in acid slime, and then I ate the remains of the last one.

<Profile [Zombie] complete.>

Again, they were extremely disappointing in terms of slime mass, which seemed to be a recurring theme of the undead. While I waited for Kurt to finish killing the last one, I looked over the profile and spotted [Undead Fortitude] and a new one [Undead Resilience], which was what let them keep fighting even when chopped into bits. Resilient was a bit of an understatement, in my opinion. When Kurt finished off the last archer, I had gained another level.

<Class Experience threshold reached. Mage is now LV 3.>

<1 Skill Points are now available.>

Hmm... No skill revelation this time. Although, if I suddenly got offered another previously missing element, I would've been utterly confused. Actually, I have a skill point, and I've seen [Earth Magic], so let's give it a try...

<Skill [Earth Magic] requires Earth Affinity.>

Damn...

Kurt asked to take a short break, and after I deposited the corpses, he drank water and ate some dried meat. I pulled out some leftovers from the inn and found a new appreciation for my storage as it was as fresh as when it was prepared and still warm. I ignored Kurt's envious stares, as Whitney had told me repeatedly that every adventurer was responsible for their own supplies.

"We could probably go to floor two."

"Is it much harder? How many floors does this dungeon have?"

"There are four floors, although the dungeon boss occupies the last one. The second floor has a lot more classed skeletons and some undead animals. I've never been to the third floor, so I'm unsure what's there, but I was warned never to go without a Mage for some reason."

"That makes me think it's a monster weak to magic."

"Maybe. We could ask Whitney if she comes."

"Will she be able to find us? Especially if we go to the next floor."

"Finding things is kinda her specialty. I'd bet she could probably sneak to the boss without getting caught by a single undead." He got up, dusted his hands against his pants, and gripped his blades, "There's one more room before the next staircase."

The room was a horde of seven zombies, so I once again barraged them from a distance. When they finally reached us, there were still three active, so I grabbed one with a disguised tendril while Kurt bashed and engaged the remaining two with his clubs. I didn't need to try weaving spells to hit them, as he promptly dispatched them.

"Maybe fighting zombies isn't so bad if you soften them up like that," Kurt said as he walked into the room. He spotted a small chest and ran toward it. "Loot! Let's hope it's not crap."

While he was occupied and fumbling with the chest, I looked over my gains from that encounter.

<Proficiency gained. [Water Magic LV 2] improved to [Water Magic LV 3].>

<[Water Magic LV 3] spell [Bubble] learned.>

I cast the new spell, which created a dome of water surrounding myself. From my understanding, this was a defensive spell and a utility spell. I fired a [Water Orb], and it passed through the barrier, hitting the dungeon wall.

"Woah!" Kurt exclaimed, reacting to my sudden attack. He calmed down when he saw it was just me. "Oh, you're trying out a new spell."

"Yes. Although, I'm not sure how useful it is. Supposedly, it's a protection spell, but I have my doubts."

Kurt picked up a small piece of debris and threw it at me. It bounced off the bubble before I could shout at him.

"Seems okay to me." He shrugged and held out a ring for me to see. "The loot is a ring, but I don't have [Appraisal], so I can't tell what it does."

"Appraisal?"

"It's an addon for [Identify], specifically for items and stuff."

"I'm adding that to my list."

"Ask Whitney or Tabby to show you. Anyway, want me to try swinging at your bubble?"

"Sure. Just don't hit me."

Kurt laughed and swung his blade halfheartedly, causing it to bounce off when he connected. He then redoubled his effort, and the bubble burst on contact, splashing outwards and soaking him. I, however, was bone dry, so I gave him a smug grin in response.

"Looks like it can only block light attacks unless I can work on improving it. If I'm correctly understanding the utility part of the spell, I could also use it to move easier underwater."

Kurt's eyes widened at that. "Can you cast it on other people?"

"I think so..." I replied and tried casting the spell on Kurt. When the bubble of water formed around him, he started smiling happily.

"We could explore the pond!" he shouted excitedly. "Ever since I was a kid, we wanted to search the pond for treasure."

"I think there's just frogs down there."

"No, no, no. You need to work on your sense of adventure, Syl. Plus, monsters sometimes hoard treasure."

I unfortunately couldn't deny that. I was a monster, and I certainly had a hoard of treasure. I shrugged and started heading toward the staircase, which prompted a surprise notification for me.

<Proficiency gained. [Mapping LV 2] improved to [Mapping LV 3].>

If I focused my mind, I could mentally picture our path in the dungeon. What a wonderful upgrade!

Our first encounter on the second floor proved one application of my bubble, as it had numerous skeleton archers that all shot at Kurt. Their arrows bounced off harmlessly, and I formed my own bubble when they started shooting at me. We both stood there curiously until the archers ran out of arrows and then charged at us to strike with their bows, which also harmlessly bounced off the bubble.

"I kind of feel bad for them." Kurt laughed.

"If they had [Power Shot], we might have been at risk of getting hit. And the zombies could possibly break the bubble outright."

I had already tried [Water Orb], which could go through my bubble, so I tried casting [Water Whip] and lashed out at one of the poor skeletons. After a few good smacks and cracks, it crumpled to the floor. It was nice to see that my spells could synergize, and it reminded me of combining my slime traits for some amazing combinations.

Curiously, I formed a [Pseudopod] and tried to pass it through the bubble, and it also passed through unimpeded and with no visible damage to my bubble. After easily destroying the skeleton, my slime tendrils demonstrating their superiority over their watery duplicate, I decided to see if the bubble allowed anything to pass outwards and drew my bow.

I activated [Elven Marksmanship] and saw no markings appear. I could only assume that the undead had no weak points, which meant my mental scolding for forgetting to use it earlier could be reduced. I fired an arrow, and it passed through. Then, I fired a few more until the skeleton died. Kurt clapped excitedly.

"Do you think you could make my bubble smaller? Then maybe I could swing my sword through."

I couldn't modify the spell once cast, so I tried casting it again on him in a smaller radius, which seemed like a simple customization. Once formed, I ended the original casting, and it detonated outwards, splashing the remaining two skeletons. Kurt wasted no time and swung his blades, which could now pass through the barrier, and he bullied the two skeletons until they perished.

"This bubble spell is awesome!" Kurt shouted excitedly, and I could only nod happily in agreement. It appeared that all my spellcasting had rewarded my efforts.

<Proficiency gained. [Enhanced Intellect LV 2] improved to [Enhanced Intellect LV 3].>


Chapter fifty-eight
Undead Critters
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Now that Kurt had a renewable defense, we started progressing much faster through the dungeon. It seemed our slow pace was to avoid injury and the dreaded "money sink" of this dungeon. Although it was still too slow for my liking, I already imagined doing some solo hunting myself, unrestrained by my disguise.

We breezed through until we reached the next room, which had the gimmick of keeping us occupied by a swarm of zombie rats while skeleton archers pelted us from a distance.

<Zombie Rat Swarm LV 1.> <Zombie Rat Swarm LV 2.> <Zombie Rat Swarm LV 2.> <Zombie Rat Swarm LV 1.>

"Weird, they are seen as single entities despite being hundreds of rats..." I commented.

"Dungeon monsters are strange like that. Or maybe it's the gods? Imagine throwing a fireball at a thousand zombie rats, and even if they were only level 1, you'd get so much experience."

"Perhaps they were a single Zombie Rat, and each took the Swarm mutation?"

Kurt laughed. "You're asking the wrong person if you want to talk about monster ecology."

While we were having our casual conversation, the little rats were trying their hardest to penetrate the bubbles. Kurt had simply strode up to the archers and dispatched them with ease. Together with my [Sub-Cores], we started blasting into the swarms of rats with [Water Orb]. The kill notifications only appeared when enough of the swarm entity was considered dead. Once the swarm was more manageable, I used a disguised tendril to smash into them and get some sneaky devours. I had some notifications to go through.

<Profile [Rat] complete.>

Looking over the profile while Kurt searched for loot, I discovered that rats were not monsters, much like the level zero animals I had killed in the forest ages ago. By becoming a zombie, it had turned into a monster, and then Swarm was a special type of mutation. Very strange.

<[Plague] has been sampled. [Poison Slime] updated.>

It had no combat applications, with a long incubation time, and unless I felt like punishing an entire town or village with long-term consequences, I didn't see why I would need this. It was also a disease, so why it was considered applicable to my clearly labeled poison trait was very confusing.

<Class Experience threshold reached. Mage is now LV 4.>

<2 Skill Points are now available.>

<Your class has revealed the following skills: [Mana Manipulation], [Magical Attack Proficiency (Lesser)].>

Since it was safe to do so, I curiously looked through my two class revelations.

<[Mana Manipulation] Allows your raw Mana to operate outside of your being without dissipating. Also allows greater control over Mana, which can aid in creating custom spells. Skill level determines maximum manipulation, Mana efficiency, and the time before dissipating. Unlocks further Mana-related Traits and Skills.>

Yes! Instant purchase! I mentally celebrated. I had long wanted to try using something like [Mana Reinforcement] on other things only to be denied. Back then, I wanted to use it on tusks or fangs when I needed to worry about conserving my slime mass and dared not use the regular [Slime Shot].

<Skill [Mana Manipulation LV 1] obtained. Skill Points remaining 1.>

I then looked at the second skill. It improved accuracy and damage with attack spells. It immediately reminded me of my two existing weapon skills.

"Oh no... Not another one." I grumbled at the second skill, to which Kurt looked at me confused until I explained, "My class revealed the magic version of weapon proficiency, and my profile is feeling quite bloated..."

Kurt chuckled. "I know that feeling. You should consider Fusing them then. It costs a point, but it's well worth it, especially if you find another compatible skill later on that joins it."

"Fusing?" I questioned.

"Uhh... How do I explain this? You open your menu, and you kinda group your stuff together."

I nodded.

"Then you grab all the ones that you think are similar at once. Then, if they are compatible, you get a prompt."

I nodded, looked at [Melee Weapon Proficiency], [Ranged Weapon Proficiency], and [Improved Accuracy (Lesser)], and tried selecting them all together.

<Would you like to Fuse: [Melee Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 2], [Ranged Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 2], [Improved Accuracy (Lesser) LV 3]?

Becomes Skill: [Attack Mastery (Lesser) LV 4].

This will cost 1 Skill Point.>

No.

"Interesting..."

"Yeah, it's really strong. Tabby told me to try to get as many to at least level three before Fusing for an 'additive bonus.' Or so she said."

"Why only level three and not higher?"

"Oh. I know this. Tabby mentioned it before. Think Kurt. Think..."

Kurt paused, scratched his head, then his chin, and then started visibly straining while mumbling and muttering. It was like he was digging through his memory for the right words. "Diminishing returns."

"Thanks... So if I got this Attack Mastery skill, then got Magical Attack, it would get added to it?"

"Yes, but adding it will cost you a skill point. But think of all the free levels you'd be gaining. Your new skill would be boosted to the level of your fused skill."

"Or... I could get the Magical Attack skill first, fuse it, and save a skill point."

"If you can wait that long."

"I wonder if it works on traits, too..."

"I think so. Tabby keeps telling me to get the dexterity trait to complete the body collection, but I have no idea when I'll get my next trait point. It's extremely low on my list."

I tried combining all my enhanced attributes but received no prompt. I reluctantly removed Vitality from the grouping and then received a prompt.

<Would you like to Fuse: [Enhanced Intellect LV 3], [Enhanced Willpower LV 3], [Enhanced Charisma LV 2]?

Becomes Trait: [Soul Mastery LV 4].

This will cost 1 Trait Point.>

No. There were eight attributes during my assessment... But I've never seen [Enhanced Mana] in any profile. Surely the human or elf would've had it? It could be one of my unknown elf traits, but if humans have the other seven, then why miss only one? The only trait I have that increases Mana directly is [Mana Well]...

<Would you like to Fuse: [Enhanced Intellect LV 3], [Enhanced Willpower LV 3], [Enhanced Charisma LV 2], [Mana Well LV 3]?

Becomes Trait: [Soul Mastery LV 5].

This will cost 1 Trait Point.>

No. Shit. I can't believe it has a different name; surely it should be called [Enhanced Mana]? Talk about inconsistency! Gramps, what the hell!?

Suddenly, its slow progression made a lot of sense, but the naming inconsistency really bugged me. I wanted to do the fusion immediately, but Charisma only needed one more level up. I had a spare mimic slot, so I grabbed [Enhanced Charisma LV 5] and hoped to level it up promptly.

"Thanks, Kurt. I appreciate the help you've given me."

"No problem. Let's get back to rekilling the undead."

Moments before reaching the next room, my bubble suddenly shuddered and popped. I looked around frantically to see what caused it to burst, but there were no enemies.

"Damn, I guess the duration ran out. Good thing we weren't in combat. Still, that was a pretty long buff spell. Could you recast it on me as well, just in case?"

I nodded and recast the spell on Kurt and me once I popped his bubble. I guess that explained why it wasn't constantly draining my Mana, and now that I think about it, I could cast it more than once without [Multicasting] or using a [Sub-Core]. I made a mental note to ask Dewi for more details about these buff spells.

The next room contained a mixture of zombified and skeletal wolves. The skeletons were fast but unable to break our bubbles, while the zombies were slightly slower than a regular wolf. Our impromptu strategy was to avoid the zombies while whittling down the skeletons.

<Zombie Wolf LV 3.> <Skeletal Wolf LV 6.>

I aimed to earn the Magical Attack skill for free, so I wanted to contribute as much as possible. I told all my cores to go wild with the [Water Orb] spell while I focused on using [Water Whip] and trying to manipulate it as if it were slime. Taking a page from Kurt and his clubs, I tried adding a ball of dense water at the end of my whip and swinging it around like a flail, bashing into the wolves.

"You're supposed to be a Mage, and now you look like a Fighter!" Kurt said with a laugh.

"Well, I did mention I have weapon proficiency, evasion too."

The fight was clearly in our favor, so much so that Kurt was willing to crack jokes while fighting. My own bubble burst eventually, but I recast it quickly. I had to assume that there was a damage threshold in addition to its duration limit, as I was making sure to avoid the zombie wolves. When Kurt's broke, he barely missed a beat before swapping to blocking and dodging with his weapons until I could recast it. Eventually, it was only the zombies left to slog through. Just as before, I managed to eat one of each wolf with a disguised tendril during the heat of combat.

<Profile [Wolf] updated.> <Profile [Wolf] updated.>

While the rats became monsters from their undead transformation, the wolves didn't evolve and seemed to be considered the same tier or grade as a regular wolf, just undead. I didn't know what to call this, as it wasn't a mutation and most certainly not an evolution. When Kurt killed the last zombie wolf, he cheered.

"I leveled up from that!"

I congratulated him before looking at my notification.

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 18.>

<3 Trait Points are now available.>

Two levels to go...

Unfortunately, despite our great defensive situation, I hadn't considered one thing—stamina. The next room we cleared was sloppy, meaning I had to recast Kurt's bubble multiple times, and his kill count was falling behind. When we finally finished mopping up the zombie warriors, I could see that Kurt could no longer continue.

"Perhaps you should head back? I don't think Whitney will be joining us."

"No..." he said between a long drink of water. "I can't leave you alone in the dungeon."

"I'm sure I can keep going for a bit longer, especially if I cast while retreating backward."

"No doubt, but guild policy is we went in together, so we leave together."

I frowned but eventually relented. Now that I knew where the dungeon was, I could sneak out tonight and do some solo training. I looked over my gains from that last fight, another level, but sadly, I still didn't earn enough for the magic attack skill.

<Class Experience threshold reached. Mage is now LV 5.>

<2 Skill Points are now available.>

Our trip back to the first floor was uneventful, but when we reached it, a few freshly risen undead blocked some of our paths back. If any reached Kurt, he defended himself, but compared to the second floor, their lower quantity and levels meant I dispatched almost all of them. With only two rooms before reaching the entrance, I finally got it.

<Skill [??? LV 0] has become [Magical Attack Proficiency (Lesser) LV 1].>

It makes me wonder if my class showed me the skill because I was close to earning it myself. Or was it purely random? I have been casting [Water Orb] for almost two days straight, so I was likely close even before it showed it to me. It would suck to purchase a new skill when I was so close to earning it for free. Gramps should offer a refund system or something...

When we exited the dungeon, it looked like late evening. We had clearly lost track of time down there. I wondered if there was a skill, trait, or item that could help us keep track of time. When we finally reached the inn, Kurt practically collapsed onto the table and ordered his meal. Whitney approached from the bar and chuckled at the sight of Kurt.

"I thought you might be ending your dungeon run soon. Sorry I couldn't make it back in time."

"You could make it up to us by showing me the appraisal skill," I asked, trying to give her my best imitation of her cheeky smile. I still had another level to get in Charisma, after all.

"Oh, you found loot and leveled up! You're practically a veteran adventurer already," she said, returning the grin and showing me [Appraisal].

It simply allowed me to use [Identify] on magic items. I still had some stuff stored away from Krutz and the four adventurers, so being able to check them and any future items seemed like a good idea. I bought it and asked Kurt to pull out the ring we found.

<Skill [Appraisal] obtained. Skill Points remaining 1.>

<[Appraisal] has been integrated into [Identify LV 2].>

<Ring of Poison Resistance (Lesser).>

"A poison resistance ring..." I muttered.

"Common but useful," Whitney commented.

"You can have it, Kurt. As thanks for the dungeon trip."

Kurt gave a tired thumbs-up from his collapsed state.

"You sure? Poison resistance is handy for a fresh adventurer. You never know what monsters have poison or venoms," Whitney asked curiously.

"I don't think that ring can beat my traits," I said confidently, getting a good laugh out of Whitney.


Chapter fifty-nine
Grinding the Dead
[image: image-placeholder]


When everyone retired to their rooms, I decided to take my stroll back to the dungeon. I had so many new tools I wanted to try unimpeded by my disguise. The streets were mostly empty except for the few pub crawlers or the late returning adventurers heading to the guild.

I was fully prepared to sneak in if I was denied entry, but the guards let me enter the dungeon again and only cautioned me not to push myself too hard and try to avoid going beyond the first level if I was going solo. I'd planned on sticking to my disguise until I reached the second floor.

It was a pity that the undead were immune to poison, as I wanted to try mixing Water Magic with my poison slime. The first room was only two skeletons, and I wondered how long it took the dungeon to spawn new enemies as I quickly took them down with some Water Magic. The next room had some zombies, so I grabbed them with two disguised Pseudopods and turned up the heat with [Blaze Slime]. There was an extremely unpleasant smell as the corpses began to boil, and I was forced to turn off my sense of smell.

In the last room of the first floor, I restrained a zombie and a skeleton and tried using [Kindle] to defeat them. The flame was more effective on the zombie than the skeleton, and it eventually ceased its monstrous movement. Compared to [Water Orb], it was not as easy to use, as I couldn't just rapidly fire it without a fuel source. As I climbed down the stairs to the second floor, I recalled the flaming drinks and had a brilliant theory to test.

The first room of the second floor had skeleton archers that I quickly dispatched with two precision slime shots empowered with sticky, heated acid. The combination didn't seem to improve the acidic part of my slime, but the monsters appeared to die quicker by taking damage from two sources.

The next room had what I was looking for—a horde of zombie rats. I fired a burst of sticky slime containing only ethanol. The small zombie rats struggled from the adhesive coating, which was when I cast [Kindle]. Flames erupted and spread across the entire floor rapidly, and I worried about my equipment being damaged, so I cast [Bubble] and watched as the rats squealed in rage while burning to smoldering cinders. With two quick actions, I had cleared the entire room with startling efficiency.

Holy shit... I didn't expect it to be that good. I can see why Dewi likes burning things.

I held out a tendril and contained the ethanol to only the tip, then cast [Kindle] on it. The tip continued to burn as long as I kept providing it with ethanol-infused slime, and my regular slime was unaffected and undamaged. I was glad to see the natural fire resistance and heat immunity already working. For a brief moment, I transformed the tendril into a flaming sword before cutting off the supply. It looked impressive, but I doubted it would be as efficient as sending out a burst of sticky, flammable slime.

<Class Experience threshold reached. Mage is now LV 6.>

<2 Skill Points are now available.>

<Class Experience threshold reached. Mage is now LV 7.>

<3 Skill Points are now available.>

These low levels in a basic class were shockingly quick, especially since I was no longer splitting experience with Kurt. I had gained two levels by clearing the first floor and two rooms on the second floor, but no further revelations from my class. I swapped to an empty equipment profile and then transformed into all the new forms I had acquired—zombie, skeleton, both undead wolves, a red slime, and the Zombie Rat. The rat was a horrible disguise, as my core was sticking out.

<Proficiency gained. [Shape Slime LV 5] improved to [Shape Slime LV 6].>

One of my favorite traits gained a much-deserved level up, all the perfected first-time transformations earning it a bundle of experience. I settled on transforming into a red slime and mimicked [Thermal Vision], hoping to earn the trait for free.

I bet there's an amazing vision trait if I combine [Dark Vision], [Mana Sight], and [Thermal Vision]. Thinking about that, maybe I should try mimicking [Lowlight Vision] to improve the Fusion.

The thermal vision was interesting, and I could effortlessly locate the burning residue and where my fire had spread. The undead had no heat at all, but I'd resolve that with a healthy application of fire. Now that I was a slime again, I didn't need to worry about keeping my clothing safe, so I just swelled in size a bit before entering the next room. The undead tried their hardest to damage me, but their rusty and brittle weapons were no match for my [Slime Density] and [Mana Reinforcement].

I released a burst of sticky, flammable slime and ignited it, watching the undead continue to try to damage me while they burned to death. Their mindless tenacity was impressive. The obvious downside of this strategy was that it ruined corpses and would reduce the slime mass harvest, but since all these undead had neither, I couldn't care less.

In the next room, I sat in the middle and had my [Sub-Cores] go wild, spamming individual casts of [Kindle] at the undead swarm. It was a slow process, and the inefficiency bugged me, but I wasn't sure if my fiery combo was earning experience toward [Poison Slime], [Fire Magic], or possibly neither.

<Proficiency gained. [Fire Magic LV 1] improved to [Fire Magic LV 2].>

<[Fire Magic LV 2] spell [Fire Arrow] learned.>

So it takes two levels in Fire magic to do what Water Magic could do from the very start.

I had my [Sub-Cores] swap over to the new spell and watched each of them manifest a burning arrow, which soared toward the undead. Unlike [Kindle], [Fire Arrow] had duration before fizzling out once it struck the target, even without a flammable source. Now, this felt like an attack spell, and while my [Sub-Cores] hastily dealt with the remaining undead for me, I was playing with my own arrow by flooding it with more Mana thanks to [Mana Manipulation]. I kept flooding it with more Mana, increasing its size until it was more like a ballista bolt than an arrow. I eagerly looked for a target, only to find nothing but smoldering remains.

It felt anticlimactic, but I refused to let this opportunity pass me by as I moved toward the next room while my flaming ballista bolt floated behind me. When I entered the next room, I immediately spotted the perfect target: a hulking zombie armed with a massive war hammer.

<Zombie 8; Barbarian 5.>

I was a little disappointed that its profile did not live up to its visual presence. I mentally flung the burning bolt at it, causing a fiery burst as it pierced into the chest. The result was impressive, but the creature still stood. I immediately started forming another one, instructing Gamma to join me in molding the upgraded spell, and tasked Alpha and Beta to copy our efforts. Our bolt finished first as we launched it into the zombie, joining the original in piercing and burning into the chest cavity, followed shortly by the second one, which exploded its head. Notifications flooded my mind, but I ignored them while we repeated our experiment on the remaining undead.

<Proficiency gained. [Mana Manipulation LV 1] improved to [Mana Manipulation LV 2].>

<Proficiency gained. [Magical Attack Proficiency (Lesser) LV 1] improved to [Magical Attack Proficiency (Lesser) LV 2].>

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core Gamma LV 3] improved to [Sub-Core Gamma LV 4].>

<Class Experience threshold reached. Mage is now LV 8.>

<4 Skill Points are now available.>

<Your class has revealed the following skill: [Ritual Casting]>

It still bugs me that the first level in a skill or trait is harder to get than the second. Anyway, let's look at my revelation.

<[Ritual Casting] Coordinate with other spellcasters to form Grand Spells. Each participant with this skill adds to the ease of the spell's formation in a reduction in time or complexity. This trait has no levels.>

Interesting... Are you revealing this to me because I coordinated with my [Sub-Core] to form a single spell? I'll keep trying that and see if I unlock the skill. If I don't, I'll just ask Dewi about it.

As much as I wanted to continue playing around with my spells, I needed to work on getting my proficiency skills to level three before Fusing them. I could likely get Ranged and Magic while working together in a Party, but I was concerned about Melee. Also, Kurt mentioned the next floor requires a Mage, so I'd likely get my chance then.

That reminded me that I had a big hammer in my storage to eat and that all the undead were sitting in my storage. I threw them out and started to devour them, along with any rusted weapons I had, hoping to complete any outstanding profiles. The zombie barbarian's war hammer reminded me of the fancy hammer I took from that adventurer, which also needed to be eaten.

<Profile [Hammer] complete.>

<Profile [Hammer] updated.>

<Profile [Axe] Complete.>

<Profile [Spear] updated.>

<Profile [Sword] updated.>

Okay, I have three [Sub-Cores] and five [Pseudopods]. Each of you take one tendril and form a hammer or maul since it seems effective against the undead, and I'll take two and channel my inner Kurt.

I entered the next room that contained a mixed batch of zombie wolves and skeleton warriors. Rather than precision dual-wielding, it was more like a murder ball of tentacles and hammers flailing around and pulverizing any of the mindless undead that approached. It felt pretty great to be on the top of the food chain so far in this dungeon, and unlike the adventurers who had to worry about injuries or expending resources, this was free experience for me.


Chapter sixty
Apparitions
[image: image-placeholder]


My tentacle murder ball strategy was very effective, and I proceeded to explore after quickly eating. Also, I looked over my notifications to see what I had gained.

<Class Experience threshold reached. Mage is now LV 9.>

<5 Skill Points are now available.>

<Your class has revealed the following skill: [Mana Suppression]>.

<[Mana Suppression] Restrict your Mana aura to a reasonable level unless within close and observable contact. It is considered rude to constantly blare your Mana aura like a beacon. This trait has no levels.>

I can't help but feel insulted by this skill...

<Skill [Mana Suppression] obtained. Skill Points remaining 4.>

I activated the skill, and when I glanced at myself with [Mana Sight], I could see that my Mana was subdued, but close examination broke the illusion rather quickly. While being “polite” sounded nice, I was much happier about not being easily noticeable at a distance.

The next room contained the stairway down to the next floor, but there was another pathway, which I presumed led to another path here. I decided to explore another room on this floor before heading down, hoping to gain the proficiency level. After defeating the room full of zombie warriors and skeleton archers, I reached my goal.

<Proficiency gained. [Melee Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 2] improved to [Melee Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 3].>

Time to head down!

The next floor had an eerie atmosphere and lower lighting conditions. I wondered what I'd run into down here. The first room contained three spectral entities that floated around, and a quick [Identify] told me what they were.

<Poltergeist LV 7.> <Poltergeist LV 5.> <Poltergeist LV 5.>

When they spotted me, the objects in the room began to levitate before being flung at me. I was unamused with junk being thrown at me and turned on my acid to melt anything that got stuck in my slime. I swung a tendril at one of the entities, and it soared right through it. They all began to giggle at me in an ominously whispery tone.

I joined in a spell construction with my [Sub-Cores] and fired a large fiery bolt at one of the apparitions, striking the creature, and it wailed in pain before dissolving into nothing. I didn't expect to one-shot the apparition, so I toned down and fired a regular [Fire Arrow], but after taking two, it also dissolved into nothing.

No! I want to eat them for the profile!

I swapped to firing [Water Orb] at it, but after taking three, it joined the first two by dissolving into nothing. I stared at the puddle where it used to be. I even tried to eat the puddle, but it was just water.

Well... I can see why they said to bring a Mage. I can't believe there's nothing for me to eat. Imagine the interesting traits I could have gotten!

Frustrated, I moved on to the next room. Inside was a singular creature that resembled a black cloak blowing in the breeze.

<Wraith LV 13.>

If that's an evolved level, this thing is likely the strongest creature I've encountered in this dungeon.

It let out an echoey shriek before I could cast my spell and seemed to almost teleport toward me. It draped its cloak forward like it contained a disembodied hand and raked it through my entire being. It glided through my slime like nothing was there, and when it touched my core, there was a black flash of energy.

Pain unexpectedly went through me, and I frantically ordered all my [Sub-Cores] to kill it with fire. Three flaming arrows struck it, and it shrieked again before teleporting backward. It kept flickering left, then right, on repeat, as if dodging with its strange movement. I grabbed Gamma to assist me with another empowered [Fire Arrow] while Alpha and Beta kept it distracted with their bombardment.

When it teleported in front of me again, I unleashed my spell, burning a hole straight through the creature as it began extending its cloak toward me again. It let out its echoing shriek as it faded from existence.

Okay... That was unexpected. I'm glad it was fragile, at least, I thought, relieved it was over, and took a look at the notifications I had received.

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 19.>

<4 Trait Points are now available.>

<Class Experience threshold reached. Mage is now LV 10.>

<5 Skill Points are now available.>

One level to go. Once I get it, I can claim I got my ascension and picked Fire Affinity, assuming my evolution doesn't completely ruin my disguise. Now that I think about it, I must find a safe spot to evolve. I don't think my [Sub-Cores] can keep up my disguise while evolving.

Perhaps I could melt a hole in the bottom of the dungeon? Although people might come looking for me. Maybe I could say I want to do solo hunting in the forest. If I didn't want more information, especially skill advice, I'd consider just leaving.

Now that I knew these apparitions could potentially harm me, I decided to change my approach. They were fragile, so perfect to take out with [Stealth] and [Sneak Attack]. I wondered what level I'd get that Fireball spell Dewi wanted to combine with [Sneak Attack], but I'd have to settle with [Fire Arrow] or whatever name I'd give my empowered version. Sneaking toward the next room, I spotted another three floating entities.

<Ghost LV 6.> <Ghost LV 5.> <Ghost LV 6.>

Coordinating our spells, we formed another two improved [Fire Arrows] and launched them at the two stronger ghosts. While they were in mid-flight, I had each of us create a basic version and launch it at the lower level. When the empowered spells struck, the two ghosts immediately vaporized, and the arrow continued until it hit the dungeon wall. The lower-level ghost frantically looked around before taking two flaming arrows and also dispersing.

Okay... So perhaps that was overkill.

When I snuck toward the next room, I saw two interesting ghosts armed with ghostly weapons.

<Ghost LV 5; Warrior 8.> <Ghost LV 5; Sniper 1.>

Interesting... So I shouldn't get complacent, even if it's an old monster. I wonder if I could delegate this. Gamma, I want you to identify monsters for me.

<Ghost LV 5; Warrior 8.> <Ghost LV 5; Sniper 1.> <Ghost LV 5; Warrior 8.> <Ghost LV 5; Sniper 1.> <Ghost LV 5; Warrior 8.> <Ghost LV 5; Sniper 1.> <Ghost LV 5; Warrior 8.> <Ghost LV 5; Sniper 1.> <Ghost LV 5; Warrior 8.> <Ghost LV 5; Sniper 1.> <Ghost LV 5; Warrior 8.> <Ghost LV 5; Sniper 1.> <Ghost LV 5; Warrior 8.> <Ghost LV 5; Sniper 1.> <Ghost LV 5; Warrior 8.> <Ghost LV 5; Sniper 1.>

Gamma, stop! I screamed mentally, and the flood of notifications ceased.

I think that would have driven me insane. I wonder how specific I can be, or could I have Gamma filter these for me? Worth a shot.

I tried a few experiments, and I could indeed have Gamma filter the identification for me and only show it to me if it met my criteria. The best discovery was that Gamma could use my knowledge, and if I knew, for example, that class was an intermediate (like sniper), I could filter for it.

My final order became for Gamma to use [Identify] once on any monsters I encountered and then only display it to me if it met any of these conditions: it was a new monster, the race was above level 10, it had an unknown class, a class above basic, or if it had a class above 10. I'd likely revisit this as I grew, perhaps adding other conditions or raising the filters. Once again, I was blown away by how versatile this trait was and made a mental note to praise Gramps, assuming he made it.

With my testing complete, I had to deal with these two unaware ghosts. I formed my two empowered spells and launched them at the two ghosts, and once again, the spell proved too powerful for them to handle. Or perhaps it was the added [Sneak Attack] if it was applying, but I'd likely only find out if it was applying on a proficiency notification.

<Proficiency gained. [Stealth LV 4] improved to [Stealth LV 5].>

I hated this floor of the dungeon despite it being ideal with my style of magical assassination, as I felt these monsters were taunting me with their unobtainable profiles. The next room only contained poltergeists, which I knew couldn't harm me, but I still dispatched them from stealth.

<Proficiency gained. [Fire Magic LV 2] improved to [Fire Magic LV 3].>

<[Fire Magic LV 3] spell [Nova] learned.>

New spell! Still no fireball yet...

This new spell created a small explosion emanating from myself as the focal point. I cast it once in the empty room, and a fiery explosion burst around me. The size of the blast was a little disappointing, not even half the size I witnessed from one of Dewi's fireballs. Still, it seemed useful if I ever was surrounded.

Once again, I resumed my sneaking around. I was curious that I'd yet to see any of those loot chests. The next room had a massive staircase downward and was guarded by another one of those floating black cloaks.

<Wraith LV 15.>

I was pleased that Gamma proved one of my orders was correct, and I started forming two empowered [Fire Arrows]. Perhaps because of my new level in [Fire Magic], these two seemed far more impressive than before and could hold a decent amount more Mana beyond their previous limit. Once I felt the spells trembling with Mana and threatening to unravel, I launched them at the creature. Both struck simultaneously, causing it to let out that horrific wail before dispersing into flame. I cheered as I received a flood of notifications.

<Proficiency gained. [Mana Manipulation LV 2] improved to [Mana Manipulation LV 3].>

<Proficiency gained. [Sneak Attack LV 4] improved to [Sneak Attack LV 5].>

<Class Experience threshold reached. Mage is now LV 11.>

<6 Skill Points are now available.>

<Class Shadowcaster has been unlocked.

Would you like to swap classes?>.


Chapter sixty-one
Shadowcaster
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What the hell is a Shadow... Caster?

<Class Shadowcaster has been unlocked.

Would you like to swap classes?>.

Shit. I needed to make a decision. Tabitha had warned me that I should be careful not to blindly decide, especially if it was a different class type. But the name of this class hinted at casting spells, so I could safely assume it was still magic-related. Also, aside from fighting ghosts, my slime abilities were still vastly superior to my class.

If it's bad, I can swap back. If it's good, I can get a head start on skill revelations... Yes, swap class.

<Class Mage LV 11 swapped to Shadowcaster LV 1.>

<Your class has revealed the following skills: [Corrosion Magic], [Vanish]>.

<Spend 1 Skill Point to upgrade [Stealth] into [Vanish]?>

Uh. Yes?

<Skill [Stealth LV 5] upgraded into [Vanish LV 5]. Skill Points remaining 5.>

<[Vanish LV 5] Helps the user hide their presence, greatly scaling with skill level. Obscures the user's Lifeforce and Mana while the skill is active.>

Oh, now it greatly scales? Well worth the point. I had no idea skills could upgrade like that. Obscuring my life force reminds me of one of my prior evolution options. Now, let's grab the new magic.

<Skill [Corrosion Magic LV 1] obtained. Skill Points remaining 4.>

<[Corrosion Magic LV 1] spell [Acid Dart] learned.>

Acid magic! No doubt it's weaker than my [Acid Slime], but now I could use it while in my disguise.

I fired the spell, and a luminescent green magical dart shot out at high speed, sizzling into the wall. I copied its size and coloring and fired an acidic slime shot, giving my Mimic skill the praise it deserved for replicating it with one glance. I compared the damage between the two, and I'd say the spell was easily less than half as effective as my slime.

I excitedly descended the stairs, eager to see what the next floor held. Eventually, the steps ended, and I stood before a massive archway with glowing sigils decorating it. It certainly gave the impression of the final challenge of the dungeon. When I approached it, a notification appeared.

<You have reached the Dungeon Boss room.

As a beginner dungeon, retreat is allowed.>

Oh. So, some dungeons lock you in? Good to know...

Since retreat was an option, I felt obligated to enter and at least see the final challenge. I entered the room, which opened into a large circular arena fully decorated with the graveyard motif and surrounded by marble pillars with ominously glowing runes carved into them. At the center was a massive four-armed skeleton equipped with a spear, sword, mace, and shield. It had a few bits of fragmented and corroded plate mail scarcely covering it, which was unlikely to protect it but certainly added to its threatening presence. It stood there silently, waiting for its challenger to approach and duel it in honorable combat.

<Skeletal Juggernaut LV 10; Knight 5.>

Wait... Is this thing lower level than me?

I equipped [Apex Hunter] and felt no tug of worthiness from this monster. Some quick and rough head math made me estimate I had around five more combined levels than it, give or take. It felt extremely disappointing, as I would have loved the boosted experience and the free skill point. I hoped it would at least give me enough for my evolution.

Before I engaged with the creature, I needed to prepare myself. I withdrew slime mass and engorged myself to an impressively girthy blob. I felt like I wouldn't be able to dodge it physically, so instead, I wanted to take a page from my [Sub-Cores], which had demonstrated a much more efficient dodging method in the past by purely maneuvering their cores out of the attack's trajectory.

Since it still refused to move, I would exploit its arrogance. Even if I was at a higher combined level than it, I would gladly take this free opportunity. After all, I had proven that levels weren't everything by defeating foes above my own.

I prepared a massive burst of maximum-density sticky-flammable-acidic slime and held it ready to launch at a moment's notice. Then, I coordinated with my cores to prepare two fully empowered [Fire Arrows]. This finally caused the creature to stir, but it still would let me make the first attack.

With a burst, the slime combination covered the creature, and then both flaming bolts rocketed into it, one smashing into its skull while the other entered its chest cavity. The entire skeleton ignited in rapidly spreading flames. Its bones rattled in anger, and it charged forward with weapons pulled back, ready to swing.

I ordered Alpha and Beta to continue coordinating more empowered [Fire Arrow] spells and had Gamma spam [Acid Dart]. Meanwhile, I took control of my slime mass, forming all my tendrils and shaping four of them into replicas of the two-handed maul I had devoured and one of them into a shield. I regretted not trading for a tower shield like Roderick to add to my profile collection.

Before it reached me, I gave it another thorough coating of my slime combo, which ignited promptly upon touching the monstrosity. Its spear was the first weapon it lunged forward with, and I tried casting [Bubble] to block, but it instantly popped upon contact with the spear. Luckily, I was prepared, and with the help of [Evasion], I maneuvered my core out of the way.

I swung my weapons at the creature while trying to block its sword with my shield. I managed the block, but it wasn't enough, even with all my traits working together. Thanks to the reduced velocity, it sliced through the fake shield and cut partially into my slime. When the mace came down upon me, I shifted the impact area with [Elastic Slime] in addition to my regular defenses and watched as the blunt weapon bounced off my slimy hide.

Ha! Glad to finally have a use for that trait. Also, I'll be eating this spear, thank you.

The effects of my weapons were decent, although it did parry one of my pseudo-mauls, which splattered against the shield. I looked forward to eating all these weapons. I clung to its spear and started eating it immediately. Unfortunately, the sword wasn't deep enough for me to keep my hold on it, and the monster reclaimed it before I could eat it.

I was having quite a lot of fun battling this monster, using a full combination of all my traits and skills. Sadly, it was not durable enough to keep up against the onslaught, and its form was falling apart as it melted in my acid or burned to cinders. I grabbed its four limbs with my tendrils and started to pull; I could hear its bones creaking up until the point I ripped them from its sockets. Shortly after that, its entire form went limp, and I had won. While devouring the skeleton, I reviewed all the notifications I had ignored.

<Profile [Spear] updated.> <Profile [Sword] updated.>

<Profile [Hammer] updated.> <Profile [Shield] updated.>

<Profile [Skeleton] updated.>

<Proficiency gained. [Consuming Osmosis LV 4] improved to [Consuming Osmosis LV MAX].>

<Proficiency gained. [Acid Slime LV 5] improved to [Acid Slime LV 6].>

<Proficiency gained. [Poison Slime LV 4] improved to [Poison Slime LV 5].>

Now, those are some big upgrades, long overdue for the acid.

<Proficiency gained. [Magical Attack Proficiency (Lesser) LV 2] improved to [Magical Attack Proficiency (Lesser) LV 3].>

Great! I can fuse that after a bit of bow practice.

<Class Experience threshold reached. Shadowcaster is now LV 2.>

<5 Skill Point is now available.>

<Your class has revealed the following skill: [Rogue Expertise]>.

Only one level is a little disappointing, but hopefully, I'm close to the next. What's with this Rogue skill, though? I guess that means my class is somewhere between Rogue and Mage.

<[Rogue Expertise] Receive knowledge on Pickpocketing, Lockpicking, Trap Detecting, Trap Disarming, and Sleight of Hand, all scaling with skill level. All the tools of the trade you'll need for an aspiring Rogue.>

Uh... I guess I'll need to speak to Whitney about this.

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 20 (Max).>

<Evolution options are now available.>

<5 Trait Points are now available.>

I made it. Without nearly dying this time. Looks like there's still another notification.

<Your accomplishments have been acknowledged. Emblem Achieved: [Dungeoneer].>

Oh? A new Emblem! I hope it's an equipable one.

<[Dungeoneer] With extraordinary effort and luck, you have completed a dungeon solo. Or perhaps you over-leveled and stomped a low-level dungeon? Either way, congrats! Dungeon loot earned has a higher chance of being enchanted. Equipping this Emblem will slightly increase the chance of dungeon loot dropping and allow the user to detect nearby undefeated dungeons.>

Seems decent? Although, with that poison resistance ring as my only reference—I'm not exactly impressed. Now, let's take a peek at—

"Monster! You dare violate my dungeon?"

What?

Suddenly appearing in a swirl of darkness was a robed skeleton. Its empty sockets flickered with an ethereal violet flame, and it held an ornate staff gilded with multiple small golden skulls along the shaft and topped off with a black orb swirling with magical energy. It floated in midair, still surrounded by the floating mass of dark energy. My Emblem immediately proclaimed this being as worthy. But all I saw was...

<Proficiency gained. [Identify LV 2] improved to [Identify LV 3].>

<Blocked; Dreadlich LV 60; Master Necromancer LV 60.>

Death.

<Proficiency gained. [Identity Block LV 4] improved to [Identity Block LV 5].>

"Is this some prank by the humans letting loose a red slime in my dungeon? Be gone!" it shouted and waved its staff.

Vast black magical energy erupted and immediately surrounded me. It penetrated all my defenses, layers of slime, and reinforcements, ignored my other cores, and homed in on the real me as if guided to my life or soul.

<You've taken critical damage. [Defy Death] has been activated.>

<Proficiency gained. [Magic Resistance (Lesser) LV 3] improved to [Magic Resistance (Lesser) LV 4].>

I didn't even feel pain. I just felt the life ripped from my being. The skeleton looked curious as to why I was still alive. It raised its staff as if about to finish the job. I wanted to cry out and beg for my life when it shuddered and fell to the floor like a ragdoll. I stared in horror for seconds before rushing to the exit when the archway was sealed shut.

No! I slammed my slime against the archway, using every trait I had to try to damage it and melt a way through, but it didn't even have so much as a scratch. I fired a barrage of every spell I had, but it was impenetrable. Behind me, I could see the Dreadlich beginning to stand up.

"Great One... Why do you stop me?" it questioned into the void. It seemed to be listening to something before it examined me with excruciating detail—it felt like my soul was being violated.

"I... I had no idea this was one of yours. I thought it was a simple monster. I humbly beg for forgiveness." It stated and started pleading to the void.

"Of course, I'll offer it compensation for killing it."

"We don't normally reward monsters that stray into our territories. How was I supposed to know?"

"You... Forgot to tell us?" It shook its head, dejected.

"Yes, I'll give it the dungeon loot it was supposed to earn."

"What!? For an entire day?"

"I see... You wish for it to safely evolve. Yes, that would be hard to do outside. Very well."

I didn't dare move as I heard this one-sided conversation, but it appeared I had been saved. The Dreadlich cleared its nonexistent throat and looked toward me.

"Syl, I would like to apologize for disrespecting your dungeon challenge. Please forgive me."

I shifted into my elven form to converse, automatically equipping my outfit. It stared at me with intrigue.

"Interesting... A Mimic Slime? Such a rare species, you must have some highly trained skills and traits to fool even me into thinking you were actually that elf from yesterday."

"I... Yes. So you're going to let me live?"

"Yes. The Great One wants you to evolve and speak with him. I've locked the entrance to the dungeon so nobody will be able to disturb you."

Was he talking about Gramps? That was the only one I could think of who knew about me and wanted me to evolve.

"The adventurers might question why I'm missing for an entire day."

"Just say you were trapped when the dungeon closed. It is partially true since I've been told not to let you out until you evolve. I'd suggest doing it soon, as testing his patience is not wise."

"I see. Thank you. I just want to get my traits and skills in order first."

"Ha! I can imagine, although if you've come this far, I don't think any brand-new ones would affect your evolutions."

I nodded at its advice. I'd look now and then see if gaining any new traits or skills changed my options. Perhaps I could even ask the Dreadlich for advice?

I opened up my evolution list and gasped at the amount of options.

Species Evolutions Available:

Mimic Slime (Red)

Mimic Slime (White)

Mimic Slime (Yellow)

Mimic Slime (Pink)

Mimic Slime (Silver)

Mutation Evolutions Available:

Gluttonous Mimic Slime (Blue)

Aquatic Mimic Slime (Blue)

Doppelgänger Slime (Blue)

Alchemic Mimic Slime (Blue)

Predation Mimic Slime (Blue)

Chimeric Mimic Slime (Blue)

Magma Mimic Slime (Blue)

Cloud Mimic Slime (Blue)

Special Evolution Available:

Queen Mimic Slime (Blue)


Chapter sixty-two
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Interesting... So Green and Purple are no longer options, and the Parasite mutation.

<Mimic Slime (Red)

A dangerous member of the slime species, often found near sources of magma or high-rank dungeons.

Its red slime can generate temperatures equivalent to the magma it often inhabits, and even approaching one can be deadly.

Battles with this species are often compared to fighting against a Fire Mage and should be countered with Water or Ice magic.

Their cores are highly desired and sought-after for their usage as Fire Mana Catalysts or inside Dwarven Forges.>

Well, that explains my staff. I've already integrated one, so this is a skip.

<Mimic Slime (White)

A deadly member of the slime species, often found in frosty mountains, icy tundras, frozen lakes, or high-rank dungeons.

Its white slime contains vast amounts of cryo-energy and can cause rapid freezing and damage living tissue on contact.

Battles with this species are often compared to fighting against an Ice Mage and should be countered with Fire or Lava magic.

Their cores are highly desired and sought-after for their usage as Ice Mana Catalysts or for creating frozen storage for alchemical reagents, monster parts, and food.>

Is deadly better or worse than dangerous? I imagine this would give me Ice affinity and likely cold immunity. I wonder if I could purchase or trade for a catalyst. Or travel to an ice region? I wonder how rare they are.

<Mimic Slime (Yellow)

A deadly member of the slime species found almost exclusively in dungeons and rarely on floating islands.

Its yellow slime can generate sparks between its core and outer membrane and even discharge bolts of lightning.

Earth and Nature magic is recommended to counter this slime, and Lightning magic should never be used against it, as it only empowers it.

Avoid using metal or water near this slime, or you will be targeted by it.

Their Cores are highly desired and sought-after for their usage as Lightning Mana Catalysts and experimental Mana-Tech.>

Floating islands? As in unconnected landmass, or do they mean literally floating, like in the sky? If it's the latter, then that sounds like an amazing place to explore. What amazing profiles would I be able to find there? Lightning sounds interesting, although I wonder if it wouldn't directly counter me due to my nature as a blue slime. I'd need to use my stealth skills to ambush one or, if possible, trade for a catalyst.

<Mimic Slime (Pink)

An extremely rare form of slime species coveted by the world as its iconic slime is the primary component in superior Healing potions.

They do not spawn naturally and are only scarcely found, sometimes occupying Healing Fountains inside the largest dungeons.

Their Cores can be utilized as Healing Catalysts or ground down into a vital component in Regeneration Elixirs.

The prize for selling such a slime is untold riches from some of the most powerful nations. Some even consider it a crime to kill such a creature.>

Nope! Never. I don't need more reasons to be harvested. What would this even give me personally? Healing magic like Evan, I suspect. I can't regenerate Mana with my blue slime, so the signs point to pink slime being unable to heal me personally. However, perhaps it would increase my Vitality if my assumptions that [Mana Slime] is partially responsible for my absurd Mana capacity. It seems slimes and dungeons go hand in hand, so seeking them out has great potential for me.

<Mimic Slime (Silver)

A somewhat dangerous and very sturdy slime—a strange characteristic among slime—it is often found deep underground near ore deposits or within dungeons.

This slime can harden its silvery slime into metals similar to the ores it devours and form dangerous blades and spikes to attack and defend itself.

Its sturdy nature means that mundane weapons are completely ineffective, and even enchanted weapons can struggle to damage one.

Like most slimes, it retains its weakness to magic and is one of the only known ways of defeating it. Fire can weaken its form, Ice can slow it down, and Lightning is usually deadly.

Their cores can be utilized as Earth Mana Catalysts, but attempting to pry the liquid metal from the Dwarven Empire is daunting.>

I think this is my first time considering a species' evolution. The benefits sound amazing, and it sounds like it has something similar to [Poison Slime], where I can sample metals. Not to mention Earth affinity, which could mean even more magic. Exploring the Dwarven Empire sounds compelling, and once again, I could go dungeon hunting instead.

Well. That's the end of the species evolutions. The winner is most definitely silver in my eyes, but I wonder what my mutations have to offer.

<Gluttonous Mimic Slime (Blue)

A mutation of an existing slime species, this slime has an endless hunger it constantly seeks to end.

This mutation can efficiently turn anything into a slime mass and grow to tremendous sizes; plants, animals, even rocks—this slime devours all.

Due to their ability to devour an entire ecosystem into a wasteland and lack of subtlety, they are often quickly exterminated.>

This feels more like a comment on my eating habits than being actually worthwhile anymore. I can generate slime with Mana now, so getting slime mass from rocks isn't appealing. The only remaining benefit would be better slime control at a tremendous size, but that's me making assumptions.

<Aquatic Mimic Slime (Blue)

A mutation of an existing slime species, this slime gains the ability to command bodies of water that its slime core is submerged within.

This mutation can freely traverse water and gain greater control over water as it grows.

Extremely destructive when angered, but fragile as water lacks the defensive properties of its own slime.

The largest recorded species took over a lake, and many fear what would happen if one found the ocean depths.>

If I compare this to the bear matriarch, I assume this would have given me [Water Magic]. I already have magic now, and with so much synergy between my slime traits, I don't see regular water cutting it. I can't say I regret skipping it the first time.

<Doppelgänger Slime (Blue)

A direct evolution of a mutation is a rarity beyond measure. It answers a long-standing question: If the primary species can evolve, why not the mutation itself?

The Doppelgänger Slime has gone beyond simple mimicry and now steals the lives it has claimed entirely.

Levels, Class, Race, Emblems, Traits, and Skills—all are copied at the time of the prey's death and form a perfect transformation.

Doppelgänger forms, however, cannot be improved beyond their originals. Who needs to grow when you can take more?

Almost no information is available for this species, and it is rumored to be only a theoretical possibility.>

Fuck! I stared at the description with conflicted feelings, as it sounded immeasurably powerful and was a direct upgrade of my mimic mutation. It felt like my instincts were screaming at me to take this option immediately, others be damned, but something about it irked me.

Did I earn this because I stole Tarz's life? Walked around pretending to be her, fooling all her friends? I questioned, and a dark thought bubbled in my mind.

Or because you're stealing Sylthaeryn's currently?

No! She gave it to me! I screamed my denial. She even marked me with part of her name... I countered and continued to look through the options, praying for something more promising.

<Alchemic Mimic Slime (Blue)

An extremely rare and highly sought-after mutation of slime that is the envy of alchemists worldwide.

Its slime can substitute for almost any alchemical ingredients, and high-level monsters of this species are said to be able to generate complex potions from scratch.

While many alchemists have tried to obtain this slime as a bonded familiar and lab assistant, its mutation condition is not entirely confirmed, and controlling non-intelligent monster evolutions is another challenge in itself—this has led many alchemists to early bankruptcy.>

Why do so many slime options always talk about the value of us? Mana potions, health potions, liquid metal, and now alchemical reagents! I'm sure there are all sorts of crazy things I could do with this, but the risk of serving myself up on a silver platter for some mad alchemist to capture me and bond me. No thanks.

<Predation Mimic Slime (Blue)

A mutation of an existing slime species, this slime targets and hunts prey like a veteran assassin.

This mutation gains unique traits to blend into the environment and eliminate its own sounds and smells, in combination to make it nearly undetectable.

Advanced cases of this species are said to be able to detect lifeforce and conceal their own lifeforce and Mana.>

I really liked this option, and I nearly picked it before. Although now, if I wanted to be an assassin, I could simply pick the class, so I'm not sure if it's still as valuable. If I use mimicry, I can blend in, and [Vanish] at least partially hides my life and Mana. I can't detect lifeforce, but perhaps there's a skill for that? It's like this was a good first evolution option, but it's now sorta outclassed by my other second evolution options.

<Magma Mimic Slime (Blue)

A mutation of an existing slime species, this slime gains the ability to command magma and lava that its slime core is submerged within.

This mutation can freely traverse the molten rock and gain greater control over it as it grows.

Extremely destructive and hard to kill due to being protected by the molten rock, the only saving grace is that they are generally small due to the inherent difficulty of controlling such a powerful element.

Commonly mutated from red slimes, they share the weakness of water and Ice magic, which can trap their core in a rocky obsidian prison.>

Another elemental branch mutation, I assume, just like Aquatic and Earthshaker. It is most likely coming from the red slime core. The question that comes to mind is, where would I even get molten rock from? Would I need to find a volcano? Could I make it myself by just blasting rocks with Fire magic? Like Aquatic, I'd be losing out on slime synergy, so I'm reluctant despite it having added protection.

<Chimeric Mimic Slime (Blue)

A mutation of a mutation is an infrequent but not unheard of occurrence.

The Chimeric Mimic Slime has broken the constraints of its mimicry and learned that one form does not have the adaptability required to survive.

If you cannot find the ideal form, why not create it yourself?

Almost no information is available for this species, and it is rumored to be only a theoretical possibility.>

This is another path from my original mimic choice, although it sounds weaker than Doppelgänger. The option of making my own forms is appealing, which I had tried to do early on. I could likely mix and match parts and possibly even traits.

Unlike Doppelgänger, I didn't feel the urge to pick this. But emotionally, at least, I liked the sound of this more.

But isn't that stupid? Picking a likely inferior option over emotions. I want to survive, after all.

I moved on to look at my final choices.

<Cloud Mimic Slime (Blue)

A mutation of slime that is said to only be found on floating islands.

This slime has the ability to transform and control its slime into a cloud-like substance and slowly fly around.

Its primary form of attack, suffocation, is extremely deadly and feared among careless adventurers.

However, due to its inability to reasonably protect its core, it often dies swiftly.>

Floating islands again? Now I assume they do mean they actually float in the sky with all the mentions of clouds. While flying sounds tempting, swiftly dying is a no-go. I'm guessing my early kill strategy of suffocating boars and [Vaporize Slime] led to this.

<Queen Mimic Slime (Blue)

The apex of a particular slime species, this evolution is the final destination for any slime species as it turns away from self-growth to progeny.

The Queen Slime loses the detriment of decaying slime mass and instead produces new slime mass over time, which is a necessity for its new goal and ability to create entirely new slime cores.

Slime cores birthed by the Queen that become independent slimes become the base slime species, but on rare occasions, can also be born with any of her other mutations.

For this final evolution, the Queen Slime gains a boost to all its attributes and traits.>

As tempting as it sounds, this would be my final evolution choice. I'm unsure when that is, but I'll consider it then.

My thoughts muddled over my options, so I asked the Dreadlich some questions.

"Hey... So... Would you be willing to give me your thoughts on my evolution options?"

"Oh? Slime evolutions. Fascinating. Yes, I'd gladly like to hear what has been presented to you. Your kind don't often live long out in the wild."

I reviewed all my options, and when we reached Alchemic, the light flared inside its skull. Instantly, I was coerced into taking Alchemic and even threatened to choose it until the Dreadlich collapsed to the floor lifelessly again. It picked itself up again, dusting off its robe.

"Well... I've been thoroughly informed to ignore my personal interests."

We continued through the list, and then it started to scratch its chin in contemplation.

"If we ignore Alchemic, then Doppelgänger and Chimeric are the winners. Doppelgänger reminds me of my early necromancy days when I started with weak undead and kept finding more powerful corpses to raise. I'd take that, eat the biggest adventurer in this town, move to the next city, and repeat the process.

"Now Chimeric, on the other hand, reminds me of my later days, when I grew bored of simply resurrecting corpses as is. I started to experiment, mix parts, and create whatever I fancied. I fondly remember my first Bone Hydra with a different monster skull for each head! I think you could have a lot of potential in the future, assuming you survive that long.

"There is one obvious flaw in my thinking. I'm approaching this with reference to my accomplishments and comparing it to necromancy. Doppelgänger does something my necromancy could never do—copy everything. Even if I killed and raised a legendary swordsman, there's some inherent loss, and not all the traits or skills remain, and certainly not the Emblems.

"I would like to say that it is a case of guaranteed power versus potentially greater power, but there are too many unknown factors, especially if you throw creativity into the mix. Anyway. Those are my thoughts. Good luck, little slime."

I gave my thanks and looked at the notification that had appeared at some point during our conversation.

<Proficiency gained. [Enhanced Charisma LV 2] improved to [Enhanced Charisma LV 3].>

I mentally cheered at [Apex Hunter] getting the last level I wanted in Charisma.

<Would you like to Fuse: [Enhanced Intellect LV 3], [Enhanced Willpower LV 3], [Enhanced Charisma LV 3], [Mana Well LV 3]?

Becomes Trait: [Soul Mastery LV 6].

This will cost 1 Trait Point.>

Yes.

<Fused Trait [Soul Mastery LV 6] obtained. 4 Trait Points remaining.>

I was tempted to fuse [Attack Mastery], but I still lacked a level in ranged weapons. The Dreadlich had said any new traits and skills obtained this recently shouldn't affect my evolutions, and I couldn't see any new options since gaining [Soul Mastery].

I also tried Fusing my slime traits, but none of them in any combination led to anything. Perhaps Gramps hasn't thought of any yet? Maybe I can ask him to work on them?

"Thanks for your consultation. I guess I'll evolve now."

"Not a problem. It was a fascinating discussion, and I'm considering raising my own slime pet for research. We can speak a bit more afterward."

I nodded and opened up my menu. I hoped I was making the right choice.


Chapter sixty-three
A Long Overdue Discussion
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<Confirm Chimeric Mimic Slime (Blue) Evolution?

Warning: Evolution will cause the body to go into torpor until complete.>

Not like I have much choice. I'm locked in here with a magical skeleton who can kill me instantly with a wave of a staff... Yes.

<Evolution in progress.>

"Fascinating as always. I wish I still had evolutions left in me..."

I felt my core burning, swelling with power, and the world began to fade.

"I should have offered a bucket or something... My dungeon floor..." were the last words I heard before the void consumed me.
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I found myself once again in the familiar infinite void and placed on a chair. While I knew Gramps could hear my thoughts, I had a neurotic concern that one day, I'd accidentally mess up talking to myself in my head and speak out loud, revealing something slime-related while disguised. So I shifted form, sitting in the chair for real this time.

"Syl, so good to see you again!" the loud and cheerful voice of Gramps erupted.

I opened my mouth to reply but was immediately interrupted, "Before we start, I need to clarify that I am not responsible for creating the elves. I even voted on putting severe population restrictions on the race and for their racial Emblem to be usurpable."

Gramps was evidently displeased about all the badmouthing I had been doing ever since I read their profile.

"Why is their profile so ridiculous? Compared to everything else I've seen so far?"

"It's a long story... But the gist is we adopted a soul from another world as a test to see if bringing otherworldly essence would be profitable. That soul bargained to start as an elf, which used to be a simple race back then. He achieved immeasurable success; he freed the elves from enslavement, stopped a demon incursion, brokered peace among the racial nations, and achieved absolute mastery in the arcane. When we approached him to reward him at the end of it all, he instead turned us down and asked if he could leave behind his legacy to the elves. He spent every Reincarnation Point, every bit of goodwill, every achievement and accomplishment, and the current elf is the result."

"Why don't elves rule the world then? If they used to be enslaved at one point, I'm assuming that not all of them could let bygones be bygones."

"Yes. We had to step in after the fact and set severe restrictions on them. Their race is practically infertile, and the usurping of their Emblem allowed a lot of powerful competition. This did lead to some unfortunate culling of their race, but eventually, another peace treaty was brokered, and the world reached an equilibrium. But enough of a history lesson, I'm sure you have much better things to ask."

"Thanks," I replied, pausing with a big sigh and dropping my largest concern first. "Am I going to lose my mind from evolving?"

"Ha! No, not at all. In fact, this experiment is testing whether we should remove that evolutionary impulse from intelligent monsters."

"That's a relief. So why did I start without a class? It seems intelligent monsters are supposed to start with one."

"That was intentional! I specifically requested it," Gramps casually dropped the bombshell.

I restrained myself from facepalming. "... Why?"

"Tell me, Syl, what do you think of traits compared to skills?"

"I've only recently begun experimenting with skills, but my traits feel superior so far."

"And the rest of the world? The goblins and humans you encountered?"

"They all seemed to think traits are worthless. The goblins even thought evolutions were pointless."

"Exactly! I worked so hard on so many of those traits, and the majority of the world thinks it's useless! I wanted to prove them wrong, show that they are all idiots for changing their experience distribution."

"Huh... I honestly forgot I could change the distribution."

"Well... You can't. I disabled that and nearly set your class distribution to the minimum when you went out of your way to unlock a class. However, I was overruled and told I was interfering with the test results. Bah!"

I silently thanked whoever stopped Gramps.

"Can you blame me? You were so close to your next evolution. You were going to be the first. At first, I questioned why you were protecting those goblins, but then it paid dividends. I thought it was a stroke of genius, then you went and joined the adventurers, made no progress to evolving, and then went and got a class which only further delayed it."

"Sorry... I just felt lost and confused. I had so many unanswered questions; everything was a mystery, and everyone and anything seemed to have a class except me. I didn't even have [Universal Language] till I got bonded."

"That's my fault. I forgot it gets applied to intelligent monsters via their class. And look on the bright side; you may not have been first to reach their second evolution, but you still won a bet for me."

"A bet?"

"You picked the evolution option I created. They accused me of playing favorites again, and someone else created Doppelgänger to tempt you."

"It felt like my instincts were screaming at me to pick it. I very nearly did."

"They certainly did their research. They knew you were desperate for a class and to obtain skills," Gramps said, then paused as I heard him mumbling before he continued, "honestly, maybe the adventurer thing wasn't a bad idea... If you evolved before getting a class, then Chimeric might not have even stood a chance."

"That's... Huh... Yeah... I probably would have thought now's finally my chance."

"And you were also the first to enter and conquer a dungeon. Gave me a real scare when Simon killed you."

"...Is Simon the Dreadlich?"

"Yes, make sure you milk something good from him because if you didn't have [Defy Death], he would have completely ruined our test results. Just further proof how useful traits are."

"Speaking of traits, why can I not purchase [Prodigy]? Every time I try, it says error."

"What!?" Gramps exclaimed and then went silent. I awkwardly shifted in my chair as he began to mumble to himself. I caught a few of his words: cleaned, mistake, soul, and leftover. Unexpectedly, a notification suddenly appeared.

<Trait gained: [Prodigy].>

"There we go, I fixed it for you," he announced. It sounded not entirely true, but at least I had it now.

"Any other questions? It will be a long time till our next meeting, so I will give you a few more."

I had a few questions I wanted to ask out of my own curiosity, but if I was going to be limited, I'd shelve them for now. I'd much prefer to ask questions concerning myself than an explanation of why the adventurers could utilize notifications.

"Are there any slime trait fusions, and if not, would you consider making me some?"

"Good question. Currently, there are two, but both require specific conditions that I'm sure you'll stumble upon," he replied. An image of an old man smirking flashed in my mind. "I'm always considering new traits, so I'd say the future is bright."

"Thanks. I hope you're right. Speaking of traits, are you responsible for the [Sub-Core]?"

"Yes! I'm glad you are finally starting to use its real potential. While using them as independent casters or creating joint spells with them seems obvious, or your defensive orders, what impressed me the most was using one to filter information and another to handle mimicking wounds." There was so much enthusiasm in his voice. If he wasn't a disembodied voice, I bet he would be enthusiastically slapping me on the shoulder.

I honestly felt a bit proud to receive his praise, and I easily imagined a doting grandparent.

"I would like to know if you have any goals for me. When does this experiment end? You keep mentioning others and competition, but I'm stumbling in the dark here."

"Hmm... You're quite the paranoid individual. But very well. The experiment officially ends when you either reach your final evolution or perish. I'm unable to disclose information about the others or the various side bets going on, but you may stumble upon other monsters in a similar position as yourself."

"As for goals..." He paused. An image of an old man giving a sympathetic and reassuring smile flashed in my mind. "Just live a fun life, Syl. Your previous one ended tragically, but you seem to be having quite an adventure already. There's a huge world out there! Raid a labyrinth dungeon, investigate a floating island, and climb a mountain! Meet new races, meet new monsters, and collect slime cores! There's so many possibilities."

I nodded. "Thanks, Gramps."

He gave a friendly chuckle before responding, "Watching your antics has been riveting, and I can't wait to see what you do next."

I was about to open my mouth when the chair disappeared from under me.

"It looks like we're running out of time. Good luck, Syl. I'm rooting for you!"

"Wait! When's my next evolution? How many evolutions do I have left? Can I gain—"

I heard Gramps chuckling as I fell into the void.

"Always so many questions…"
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I woke up to a barrage of notifications. I felt amazing.

<Race Mimic Slime (Blue) LV 20 evolved into Chimeric Mimic Slime (Blue) LV 1.>

<Trait [Shape Slime LV 6] upgraded to [Morph Slime LV 6].>

<Traits [Adhesive Slime], [Elastic Slime], [Slime Density LV 5] subsumed into [Morph Slime LV 7].>

<Trait [Shapeshifting Mimicry LV 5] upgraded to [Chimeric Mimicry LV 5].>

<Trait [Morph Slime LV 7 is being enhanced by [Chimeric Mimicry LV 5].>

<Proficiency gained. [Pseudopod LV 5] improved to [Pseudopod LV 6].>

"Nice joke, Gramps. You could have told me it was going to combine some traits."

<[Morph Slime LV 7] Freely manipulate and change your slime mass into whatever shapes and forms you desire, limited only by your creativity, knowledge, and available slime mass. Furthermore, the characteristics of slime mass are configurable on the fly to change density, adhesion, elasticity, or even texture. Morphing speed and maximum density greatly scale with trait level. Compatible with other slime traits.>

Wow. Talk about an upgrade. Although, this makes me wonder what the purpose of [Pseudopod] is now. Not only did it not combine into this trait, but my evolution also gave it a level up. I guess Gramps must have further plans for it.

<[Chimeric Mimicry LV 5] Enhances an existing trait that allows bodily transformation or manipulation and greatly bolsters shapeshifting into any creatures or objects. This trait level, knowledge of the targets, and practice all affect the accuracy and capabilities of the forms in an additive or substitutive manner. Forms can be freely modified, such as changing size or making other adjustments, and can also be combined, including limitless partial transformations. The combined level of both traits reduces any physical discrepancies between your natural form and shapeshifted forms. While transformed, traits the targets possessed can be mimicked, provided sufficient knowledge about them and any required bodily parts are currently manifested. The maximum level of mimicked traits is capped to [Chimeric Mimicry], but quantity restrictions have been removed and limited with a trait budget. Trait budget: 25.Enhanced trait: [Morph Slime LV 7].>

I had to reread this one a few times, and each subsequent completion left me dumbfounded by the improvements and possibilities. I could combine forms and cherry-pick the best traits from my forms, limited only by a budget that I assumed would grow with the trait level.

I looked around and noticed the floor around me had been elevated to form an impromptu bowl. I noticed my clothing folded into a neat pile outside the bowl. I probably should have deposited that before evolving, and I was glad it had survived the process. I grabbed and deposited my outfit with a tendril.

I shifted into my elven form and sighed with relief when it perfectly matched my original form. I had some bubbling anxiety that my changed traits might have impacted my form. I tried something simple by changing my teeth to the wolves' and successfully mimicked [Enhanced Fangs]. I admired the intimidating set of pearly whites that added a rather horrific quality to my previously elegant elven form.

Since I set [Enhanced Fangs] to the maximum, it took up five points of my budget. Curious about traits without levels, I shifted my fake innards and mimicked [Robust Stomach] from the goblins. I was very pleased when I saw it only cost a single point from my trait budget.

While I was shifting hobgoblin claws to one hand and bear claws to the other, the room began to darken, and a familiar swirl of black shadowy energy erupted, revealing the Dreadlich.

<Blocked; Dreadlich LV 60; Master Necromancer LV 60.>

Gamma remembered my order, and I smiled when I recalled Gramps telling me to milk some recompense.


Chapter sixty-four
Recompense
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Whitney, Kurt, Roderick, and Dewi sat around a small table in the Adventurer’s Guild. There was quite a lot of activity in the building, with people trying to make sense of the situation, rumors and gossip buzzing in the air, and some even making bets.

"It's almost been two days," Whitney said while impatiently tapping her foot.

"Her guild tag says she's still alive. Don't worry so much," Kurt replied. "You should have seen her blasting through the dungeon. I doubt a few undead could stop her."

"Are we sure she's even in the dungeon?" Whitney snapped back.

"The guards said that she entered, and they warned her to stick to the first floor," Roderick answered.

"To think she'd trigger a Dungeon Trial. I didn't even think that was possible in a beginner dungeon," Dewi murmured, scratching his chin. "Clearly, I have an eye for talent if the gods even agree with me."

"I can't believe you're joking about this. She could be dying right now. Why did she go to the dungeon by herself? It's so stupid. Ugh!" Whitney raged and threw her empty mug at the wall, causing some of the other occupants to curse at her.

"Look. Tabby says she's still alive, so have some faith in her. We didn't even take a single injury when we were partied up. She's got a water shield spell, and she can blast those undead to pieces without breaking a sweat," Kurt said, trying to reassure her.

"The guards will report to the guild as soon as the dungeon reopens," Roderick added.

"My theory is that she hit thirty, triggering the trial. And if she followed my advice with her ascension, she could burn her way through the undead," Dewi postulated.

"That reminds me, you said Water was shit. I think all the undead she killed would beg to differ," Kurt said, pointing at Dewi.

"I mean, can you blame me? Evan is the only caster with Water Affinity, and he uses it to fill canteens. Besides, nothing beats a good old fireball."

"I dunno... Those water flails looked really cool."
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"Greetings, Syl. Congratulations on evolving. I hope your talk with the Great One was riveting."

"Thanks, Simon," I replied, and he visibly shuddered.

"Please... Don't call me that," he interrupted, and when I stared at him in confusion, he explained, "fear the mighty Dreadlich Simon. It just doesn't invoke fear. The Great One refuses to allow me to change my profile, says it's too amusing."

"Sorry, I didn't know. I guess that's why you only block your name, which I had no idea was even possible. I can only disguise my profile or block it entirely."

"Oh, that's rather simple. You merely identify yourself and focus on the part you wish to obscure. Since you no doubt have a mimicry-related trait, you can probably manipulate it more than simply blocking it."

I identified myself, which I had no idea I could do.

<Syl [Apex Hunter]; Elf LV 31; Shadowcaster LV 2.>

Then I focused on my name, thinking block.

<Blocked; Elf LV 31; Shadowcaster LV 2.>

"Thanks," I replied, then returned my profile to normal.

"You've been unconscious for just over two days. I'd advise you to keep this in mind for your next evolution and ensure you can find somewhere to seal yourself."

"Two days... Shit. How am I going to explain this to them."

"If I were in your position, I'd just kill them all. But, the Great One says you could claim you received a Dungeon Trial, which is when one of the gods orders us to trap an individual or group inside as either a test or a culling."

Culling!? Gramps is more ruthless than I thought...

"If you don't mind me asking, what is your role?"

"I'm the caretaker of this dungeon. I manage this region's ambient flow of essence and utilize the excess to create monsters and treasures, which the adventurers try to claim."

"But why? I think you could singlehandedly destroy the entire town."

"Indeed, but as a caretaker, I'm prohibited from attacking them directly. I am getting something out of this ordeal that makes the effort worthwhile."

"I see..."

"Yes. Now, about your reward for beating the dungeon and your compensation for... Killing you."

A chest appeared in the room, which I opened and found a bow.

<Longbow of Endless Arrows.>

"Huh."

"Yes... I wasn't sure what to give a slime, but considering you carried a bow, I figured this might be useful. For an insignificant amount of Mana, this bow can generate a nocked arrow when drawn."

"Thanks," I replied, pulling back on the string, and an arrow appeared.

"Unfortunately, I'm limited to what I can spawn. As for your compensation... The Great One suggested I spawn a monster to consume and offer you some skill training. The former, I'm again limited, and the latter, I'm unsure of what I could train you on as I do not sense Death Mana within you."

"Can you spawn any slimes?" I asked enthusiastically.

"I'm limited to nothing above Blue and Green."

"I'll gladly take a green slime. As for skill training, I have an idea."

"Let's hear your idea then."

"Can I shoot arrows at you to raise my proficiency? I have an Emblem that gives me bonus experience when fighting higher-level monsters, and you meet the criteria."

"I see... Unorthodox, but I suppose I can accept that. Those arrows can't harm me."

I spent the next while firing arrows at Simon. He was correct in that they couldn't harm him. I triggered [Slime Conversion] to get some bonus experience and had [Mana Sight], [Lowlight Vision], and [Thermal Vision] all active. I certainly took Gramp's advice to heart and made some considerable gains before Simon lost his patience and ended our training session. I had hoped he would have let me cast [Acid Dart] at him. I looked over my gains.

<Proficiency gained. [Slime Conversion LV 2] improved to [Slime Conversion LV 3].>

<Proficiency gained. [Ranged Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 2] improved to [Ranged Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 3].>

Time to finally fuse them! Having one skill for all my attacks together is much preferred, and since the new trait doesn't differentiate between attacks, I can feel confident it would apply to my slime attacks as well.

<Would you like to Fuse: [Melee Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 3], [Ranged Weapon Proficiency (Lesser) LV 3], [Improved Accuracy (Lesser) LV 3], [Magical Attack Proficiency (Lesser) LV 3]?

Becomes Skill: [Attack Mastery (Lesser) LV 6].

This will cost 1 Skill Point.>

Yes.

<Fused Skill [Attack Mastery (Lesser) LV 6] obtained. 4 Skill Points remaining.>

<Proficiency gained. [Mana Sight LV 3] improved to [Mana Sight LV 4].>

<Trait [??? LV 0] has become [Thermal Vision LV 1].>

Sadly, there wasn't enough time to unlock [Lowlight Vision], and I didn't gain a level for [Chimeric Mimicry]. I hoped I didn't lose my previous progress in the trait from before it upgraded. Finally, Simon summoned a green slime for me.

<Slime (Green) LV 1.>

I quickly ate it and received my updated profile.

<Profile [Slime] updated.>

<Slime (Green) LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Slime (Green) Core absorbed. Trait [Acid Slime] gained.>

<Existing Trait [Acid Slime LV 6] improved to [Acid Slime LV 7].>

I mentally chuckled at effectively gaining an entirely free level in one of my strongest traits. I tried asking if he'd be willing to spawn another, but he said it went against his dungeon's theme and had already greatly bent the rules for me.

"I believe that more than makes up for my mistake," Simon said.

"This will sound extremely weird, but do you think you could cast that spell on me again? The one that nearly killed me. While I can mimic injuries, they could sense my life force, and I think being completely unharmed would be unbelievable."

Simon sighed deeply. "Very well. But this is the very last thing I will do. Having the dungeon sealed for two days has diminished my essence gathering."

I was about to thank him when, abruptly, the black Mana burst from him and penetrated deep into my core. I felt the life inside me suddenly drain away rapidly.

<You've taken critical damage. [Defy Death] has been activated.>

<Proficiency gained. [Defy Death LV 2] improved to [Defy Death LV 3].>

<Proficiency gained. [Enhanced Vitality LV 3] improved to [Enhanced Vitality LV 4].>

Ha! Totally worth it, and the best part was no pain, so much better than bludgeoning my own core.

Alpha had already created plenty of fake injuries to match my current health level; it was great to have such dedicated workers. I ripped, burned, and dirtied my outfit by staining it with some blood-red slime in patches. I hated ruining the outfit Whitney gave me, but it had to be done.

"You should consider finding some enchanted armor. If you have something with self-repair, then you wouldn't need to do this activity. I'd also recommend the size-modification enchantment; it would help keep your equipment intact despite your transformations."

"Thanks! That certainly sounds useful."

"I suggest you promptly leave. I reopened the dungeon when you awoke, and five humans have since entered. I've removed the monsters from the third floor so you can make haste to the second floor, which they are close to reaching."

"Five? That sounds like Roderick's Party."

"I do not know. But please... Don't return to my dungeon. This is supposed to be for beginners."

I chuckled. "Sorry... And thanks for all the help."

Simon waved his hand as if to shoo me away before fading into his cloud of darkness. I swapped to my new [Dungeoneer] Emblem since it would corroborate my story. I could feel slime slowly being drained to heal my slime core.

The third floor was indeed empty, and with [Mapping], I quickly ascended to the second floor. The green slime profile was boring with only [Slime Shot], and unlike blue slimes, which had the hidden gem of [Slime Conversion], they had no special secrets. But looking at how my evolutions had removed it from the list, I could assume it was a much lower tier of slime. I hoped the other slimes I read about during evolution would have much more to offer me.

Before I headed into the next room, I looked over my new status menu.

Name: Syl [Dungeoneer]

Race: Chimeric Mimic Slime (Blue) LV 1

Class: Shadowcaster LV 2

Status: Dying

Mana: Overflowing

Emblems:

[Experiment]

[Apex Hunter]

[Elven Legacy]

[Dungeoneer]*

Traits:

Slime:

[Mana Slime LV MAX]

[Acid Slime LV 7]

[Poison Slime LV 5]

[Blaze Slime LV 4]

[Morph Slime LV 7]

[Pseudopod LV 6]

[Slime Shot LV 5]

[Slime Burst LV 5]

[Vaporize Slime]

Core:

[Core Refinement LV 6]

[Core Storage LV 5]

[Sub-Core Alpha LV 4]

[Sub-Core Beta LV 4]

[Sub-Core Gamma LV 4]

[Consuming Osmosis LV MAX]

Mimic:

[Chimeric Mimicry LV 5]

[Chroma Shift LV MAX]

Mana:

[Mana Circulation LV 5]

[Mana Reinforcement LV 5]

[Slime Conversion LV 3]

Attributes/Other:

[Soul Mastery LV 6]

[Enhanced Vitality LV 4]

[Magic Resistance (Lesser) LV 4]

[Defy Death LV 3]

[Prodigy]

Senses:

[Olfactory Sense]

[Dark Vision LV 3]

[Mana Sight LV 4]

[Thermal Vision LV 1]

Trait Points remaining: 4

Skills:

General:

[Universal Language]

[Equipment Swap]

[Dissection LV 5]

[Mapping LV 3]

[Tracking LV 1]

[Identify LV 3]

[Multitasking LV 1]

Combat:

[Evasion LV 3]

[Attack Mastery (Lesser) LV 6]

[Affliction Master LV 1]

Magic:

[Water Magic LV 3]

[Fire Magic LV 3]

[Corrosion Magic LV 1]

[Mana Manipulation LV 3]

[Mana Suppression]

Sneaky:

[Vanish LV 5]

[Sneak Attack LV 5]

[Identity Block LV 5]

[Acting LV 4]

Skill Points remaining: 4


Chapter sixty-five
Mistaken Identity
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Simon must have been tired of me killing his undead, as the room I entered had only two regular skeletons. We coordinated to empower two [Acid Dart] spells, which immediately destroyed their skulls, causing them to collapse into a pile of inanimate bones.

Surely I should have unlocked [Ritual Casting] by now? The worst part is I don't even see the unknown skill on my profile. Can some things just not be earned at all?

The next room had two zombies, which also went down in one spell each. I was hoping to reach level two in [Corrosion Magic], but if Simon was being frugal, then it wasn't likely. I could hear the sound of some fighting up ahead, so it looked like I would meet up with the group.

I hoped [Acting] was up to the task as I immediately started to fake fatigue and injury, even giving myself a slight limp. When I entered the room, I saw five figures busy finishing off a small group of skeletons.

<Keaton Stanton; Human LV 5; Fencer 13.>

<Nelson; Human LV 5; Rogue LV 11.>

<Conor; Human LV 3; Warrior LV 12.>

<Kad; Human LV 2; Scout LV 8.>

<Edmund; Human LV 7; Knight LV 18.>

One wore a fancy cloak with pristine leather armor and held an ornate-looking rapier, while another was a large man wearing plate armor armed with an equally impressive longsword and buckler. Compared to the first two, the remaining three were practically wearing rags.

Who the hell are these people? Actually, the one guy with the fancy cloak looks a little familiar. I like his choice of weapon.

When they finished killing the last undead, they turned to face me with weapons still drawn. Mister fancy cloak grinned triumphantly.

"You are an idiot thinking you could get away from me. Did you really think changing your name and class was enough to fool me? I'd recognize you anywhere, Sylthaeryn."

Oh, shit. They know her.

"Master, you should deal with her quickly so we can get out before the guild notices the dungeon has reopened," the knight replied, while the other three began to try to flank me as if to prevent my escape.

"Yes, yes, you're right, Edmund," he agreed and flourished his weapon. "I don't know how you survived, but your luck has run out."

"Well, boss, since she shacked up with the adventurers, ya know they have a saying... What happens in the dungeons stays in the dungeons!" one of the thugs mentioned, cackling at his own joke.

I began to laugh, causing all five of them to look a bit startled. I remembered now that this was the guy who was traveling with Sylthaeryn, and now he's just admitted that he was the one who had tried to kill her.

"It looks like the reality of her situation has made her go mad." Keaton chuckled, composing himself.

"No. I'm laughing because of how weak you all are."

"Fucking elf, think you are superior to us, I put you in your place before, and I'll do it again. Grab her!"

Two of the thugs moved in to grab me, and I could only chuckle as it was time to try out what my new evolution could do. Two tendrils burst out from either side toward the approaching men, and at the end of each one was a set of claws from the Venom Barbed Badger, enhanced with the appropriate traits. Their shock and surprise were short-lived as both tendrils disemboweled them before retracting back inside of me. Their lifeless bodies collapsed to the floor.

"What!? Has she sold her soul to become a demon? What was that!?" Keaton screamed, his eyes filled with abject terror.

"Sir, get behind me!" the knight interceded.

"Your first mistake was trying to kill her. Your second mistake was trying to kill me. And your final mistake was assuming I'm an elf." I chuckled. "At least now I can avenge her. So thank you."

Five tendrils emerged from my back, each with a different end, as I decided to maximize my new trait. There were five heads: a wolf, a boar, a bear, a badger, and a panther. It's probably not as cool as Simon's Bone Hydra, but I had limited animal profiles to work with. I figured I'd feed Keaton to the panther tendril, as it was her original companion.

The remaining thug screamed and tried to flee, only for me to gore him to death with the boar's tusks. The knight swung at me, and his blade at first deflected off my defenses, then he seemed to utilize a skill as it shone and passed through me on the second blow. When his blade swung through me, I could see the visible relief appear on his face when blood oozed out of the cut.

You're so dramatic, Alpha.

I smirked when the wolf and badger snaked around to bite at his arms. Unfortunately, even with all my boosts, it appeared his armor was no joke, and I couldn't penetrate it, but I could quite easily restrain him, which I did.

While this happened, I had the panther tendril "sparring" with Keaton. It was hilarious how he thought he could damage the head by stabbing it. I was a little surprised when he cast a rather feeble-looking [Flame Arrow], and even if I didn't have [Blaze Slime], I didn't think it would be enough to penetrate my defenses.

"You call that a spell? This is a spell."

I formed an empowered [Acid Dart] and fired it at him, aiming for his leg. When it struck, there was a horrible sizzling noise, and he collapsed to the ground, screaming in pain.

"Sir!" the knight screamed and struggled from his slimy bonds.

"Fuck! No! I can't die here! I'm a Stanton!" he screamed.

I watched him trying to crawl away. It was honestly pathetic, as I had expected more from Sylthaeryn's killer. The adventurers I fought as a goblin put up more of a fight; they had struggled with their every last breath, yet Keaton had presumably more levels than them and went down from one spell.

"If you let me live, I can give you gold. You'll be rich!"

"I'd rather get experience than gold. Plus, with what you've seen, I can't let you live."

"No! No! No! You can't do this to me, Sylthaeryn! My family will find out!"

I chuckled softly. "What happens in the dungeons stays in the dungeons."

I maneuvered the panther's head toward him and enlarged it, and then, with a satisfying chomp, bit his torso in half. The knight was screaming profanities, all semblance of reason gone, and trying to escape. I started to dissolve his armor away, then began casting [Acid Dart] repeatedly at him. Unlike Keaton, he didn't wail in pain and just cursed me, my family, and the entire elf race until he perished.

I started grabbing all the evidence and consuming them. Meanwhile, I looked through the notifications I had been ignoring.

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Chimeric Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 2.>

<5 Trait Points are now available.>

<Class Experience threshold reached. Shadowcaster is now LV 3.>

<5 Skill Points are now available.>

<Proficiency gained. [Chimeric Mimicry LV 5] improved to [Chimeric Mimicry LV 6].>

That confirms it kept my previous experience when upgrading. Really glad about that. Looks like my new trait budget is 36.

<Proficiency gained. [Corrosion Magic LV 1] improved to [Corrosion Magic LV 2].>

<[Corrosion Magic LV 2] spell [Poison Mist] learned.>

Wait, poison!? I thought this was acid magic?

I immediately cast the spell, and it released a purply cloud that rapidly drifted away from me. I cast it again and captured the mist in my slime but received no notification from [Poison Slime] about a new sample.

Very strange...

<Class Experience threshold reached. Shadowcaster is now LV 4.>

<6 Skill Points are now available.>

<Your class has revealed the following skill: [Perception]>.

So, I gained two class levels and one race level. Not much, if I'm honest. I'll check this skill afterward.

<Profile [Sword] update.>

At least I got a rapier out of this exchange. I'm happy for the profile.

<Profile [Armor] completed.>

<Profile [Armor] updated.>

Oh? Wait... Have I never considered eating armor? It feels stupid in hindsight. Although, I'd just be faking the appearance. But if I can get enchanted armor like Simon mentioned, that would surely be extra protection that my slime can't replicate. Although... If I can get a silver slime core, perhaps that's irrelevant.

I had cleaned up all traces of our scuffle and retaken my injured appearance. I started walking back, and it seemed Simon had no intention of throwing me any more monsters as the walk back was completely undisturbed.

<[Perception] Sense hidden foes or threats around you. Success chance and maximum radius scale with skill level. Sensory traits can increase this skill's success chance.>

Unlike my previous revelation, I think this is an instant purchase. Hopefully, I can ask Whitney about the other one, assuming I'm not emerging from here as public enemy number one.

<Skill [Perception LV 1] obtained. Skill Points remaining 5.>

When I reached the dungeon entrance, I saw it was late afternoon. Shockingly, there were no guards by the entrance and no signs of a confrontation. Keaton must have bribed the guards or thoroughly hid the evidence if he disposed of them.

I cautiously approached the inn, but everything seemed normal beyond a few stares and points from some townsfolk. I arrived at the inn unaccosted, and when I entered, Trevor seemed relieved to see me.

"Gods, I'm glad you're back, Syl!"

"It's certainly been quite an ordeal," I replied, giving my best impression of a fatigued smile.

"I swear, Whitney was about to burn down the dungeon to get to you. Speaking of, why are they not with you? They were waiting for the guards to report the dungeon unsealing."

"There were no guards in sight when I left the dungeon," I replied honestly.

"That's not right... They were under strict order to report to the guild immediately, and even so, someone is supposed to guard the entrance at all times." Trevor frowned deeply.

He sent off one of his staff to call the group and tell them I had arrived at the inn in an absolute mess but safe. Trevor even handed me a Healing potion, practically shoving it down my throat. My core filled with a soothing sensation, and I could tell my unseen wounds were healing.

"Go wash up, you look like shit. I'll leave a huge plate of food for you."

"Thanks, Trevor."

"And congrats on beating your first Dungeon Trial! You earned that Emblem!" he said proudly. He looked like he wanted to slap me on the back but was restraining himself due to my injuries.

I don't think Simon would agree with you. I chuckled internally.


Chapter sixty-six
Reunion
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I went upstairs and cleaned myself off, swapping into a fresh robe. When I returned to my room, there was a large plate of food, water, and what looked like a bottle of wine. I threw my ruined clothes into a corner of the room and quietly ate my food.

I wasn't sure what my next goal was. Gramps had told me to live my life and explore the world. The only thing that came to mind was consuming more slime cores and monster profiles, as my evolution had removed my restrictions. My new Emblem also encouraged me to hunt for more dungeons. There was also my class and progressing through the Adventurer’s Guild. I certainly wasn't starved for options.

I think I'll ask if it's possible to get Ice or Lightning catalysts here and if there are any other dungeons. I wonder how far away the Dwarven Empire is and if traveling to it is an option. Getting my tendrils on a silver slime would be my first choice.

A knock on the door brought me back to reality.

"Come in," I replied, and the door opened to reveal the whole group.

<Roderick; Human LV 11; Fortress Knight 26.>

<Whitney; Human LV 8; Rogue LV 18.>

<Kurt; Human LV 4; Dualblade LV 6.>

<Dewi; Human LV 13; Pyromancer LV 16.>

<Evan; Human LV 5; Cleric LV 12.>

I was surprised at the sudden prompts until I quickly remembered Gamma's orders. I was honestly shocked at Roderick's level and a little afraid. That was a lot of levels in what I could only assume was an advanced class.

Whitney immediately rushed to my side, followed shortly by Evan. I hadn't seen him since the trip back, so I was a bit surprised.

"You're alive! Thank the gods!" Whitney squeezed me tightly.

"At least you're not as bad as last time," Evan noted and began to cast a Healing spell on me.

"Thanks, Evan. Trevor gave me a Healing potion, which helped a lot. I also had a bath and change of clothes."

"Locked in a dungeon for over two days. Lass, the trouble really seems to like you," Roderick said.

"It wasn't so bad. I earned a lot of experience."

"I told you she'd manage. I had full confidence in you, Syl," Kurt said proudly.

"A new class, an ascension, and an Emblem. You surely proved yourself." Roderick nodded.

"Wait, new class?" Dewi suddenly asked before looking at me and frowning. "A hybrid class? Did you not get an intermediate pure caster class?"

"This was the first and only class offered to me so far. I thought it might help and figured I could always swap back if it wasn't ideal. It's been good so far, although it's been offering me some Rogue skills now."

Dewi scratched his chin before asking, "If you don't mind me asking, what's your highest magic level?"

I didn't see the harm in answering. "Three."

"You likely overqualified on one half and underqualified on the other, which is why you were offered a hybrid class," Dewi explained.

"She did qualify for Rogue and Assassin right out of the gate," Whitney replied. "Honestly, I think it's a good thing. You'd be wasting all your previously built-up experience on a pure class."

"Did you at least pick Fire Affinity?" Dewi asked, looking hopeful.

I raised an arm and produced a small flame in my palm, and Dewi looked ecstatic.

"I also can confirm that [Sneak Attack] works with spells. It's likely why I got this class and was pivotal against all the ghosts on the third floor."

Kurt snapped his fingers. "Ghosts! Now I remember."

"Yeah, I had a nasty encounter with a Wraith."

Everyone except Kurt shuddered, who seemed oblivious.

"I got two skills I wasn't sure about, [Ritual Casting] and [Rogue Expertise].

Dewi groaned, but Whitney seemed happy.

"Grab the last one, especially if you plan on doing any future dungeons, as they can be full of traps."

I nodded and turned to Dewi.

"It's a good skill... but extremely limited, and worst of all, like most no-level skills or traits, you can't earn it for free."

"Wait, are you sure? I think I've gotten one before..." I tried to remember.

"Likely an integration skill, you can technically earn [Appraisal] for free, but it's such a hassle it's easier to just buy it," Dewi answered. "Anyway, [Ritual Casting] is good, but you need multiple people who all took the skill. Most groups only have one or two spellcasters and overlapping affinities can be seen as a downside to group versatility. Not to mention, there's also no guarantee your group will stay together. They'd rather spend the point and further advance their own magic."

I nodded along with his explanation. I disagreed with the frugality over a single skill point, but I supposed if you're constantly risking your life as an adventurer, then maybe every point counts. But unlike them, I always had my [Sub-Cores] and eagerly wanted to buy the skill.

"You're healed up physically, but mentally, I think you need to rest and recover. You can talk more in the morning," Evan eventually said, hinting to save our discussions for tomorrow.

Everyone nodded and started saying their farewells and congratulations on surviving the Dungeon Trial. Roderick stopped at the door before closing.

"I just want to confirm with you. There were absolutely no guards outside of the dungeon when you left?"

"None at all. I left the dungeon and came straight back to the inn."

"Thanks, lass. Something reeks. They were under strict orders to immediately inform the guild when the dungeon reopened. Rest well. I'll handle this."

I thanked him and sighed as I sat on my bed.

Keaton must have done something.

I bought my two new skills.

<Skill [Ritual Casting] obtained. Skill Points remaining 4.>

<Skill [Rogue Expertise LV 1] obtained. Skill Points remaining 3.>

After the flood of information washed through my mind, I sighed in relief. While I didn't have that evolution addiction, I certainly was addicted to gaining new skills and traits. It was bizarre to suddenly have a bunch of thievery information inside my head, but I wasn't going to complain if I got to avoid and disarm traps in the future.

I cast [Water Orb] and had Gamma join me in the spell. The ease of our coordination made our previous attempts look like an absolute joke. A regular version of the spell was about the size of an apple, and when I solo enhanced it, it was about the size of a watermelon. With this trait, I wasn't sure if we would even reach a limit, as it was nearing bear size.

I stopped the size increase and then started to compress the water. I was happy to see that I could apply my slime knowledge in such a fashion, and I imagined this version of the spell would have a particularly violent explosion when it hit. When I started noticing the spell construction threatening to unravel, I had Beta join us, and immediately, the spell reinforced itself and was perfectly stable.

I cannot believe they disregard this skill, even if your partner died or left you. Or perhaps it's not as effective between two different individuals? I guess they wouldn't be able to instantly communicate full intent mentally and expect their partners to obey without question or hesitation.

I had Alpha join in, then tried to hand over the spell to my [Sub-Cores] entirely. The spell immediately threatened to collapse, and I quickly rejoined to prevent damaging my room. I didn't realize how much my own mental capacity contributed to the spell. I stared at my remaining trait points. I wanted to keep a small reserve in case I discovered something in a profile.

I can definitely afford to buy one more. Is two too greedy?

After humming and hawing for too long, I bought two more. Gramps had personally made this trait and vouched for its effectiveness, and [Ritual Casting] now further proved its usefulness.

<Trait [Sub-Core Delta LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 4.>

<Trait [Sub-Core Epsilon LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 3.>

I integrated both into the experience link and had them immediately join our spell. I then eased off my contribution to the spell. They struggled to hold it at first, but I held off on rejoining unless it started to dangerously unravel. Thankfully, My intervention was unnecessary, and the five [Sub-Cores] worked together to hold it.

While I left them to maintain the spell, I wanted to see what I could do with [Chimeric Mimicry]. I changed one of my hands to the badger claws—sized down appropriately. I had previously failed to mimic evolved monsters and assumed I just couldn't for some reason. Was this an upgrade from my evolution or due to a higher level in my mimicry trait? I suddenly regretted not trying them again before evolving in hindsight.

I formed the rocky carapace from the Earthshaker Bear along my arms and stared at the tangled mix of thick black fur and rocky protrusions. It was definitely the trait, despite me not having the prerequisite Earth affinity, but it felt considerably weaker.

It's still better than nothing. If I get Earth affinity, will the copied trait have its full power? The Dwarven Empire is sounding more enticing.

I wanted to try mimicking some of the undead traits I had taken from the dungeon, [Undead Resilience] in particular, so I could potentially maneuver amputated body parts. The trait finally applied when I created a fully undead arm. I chopped it off, and it remained under my control, which was fascinating. The unfortunate part was that as soon as I tried to change the arm into anything but an undead arm, the trait immediately ceased, and the limb fell into a puddle of lifeless slime.

I kept experimenting and eventually, with inspiration from the undead wolves, crafted a zombified bear arm, which I could still control once severed. After my success, I felt like I should get some sleep. I looked at the notifications I had ignored while my [Sub-Cores] worked hard.

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core Delta LV 1] improved to [Sub-Core Delta LV 2].>

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core Epsilon LV 1] improved to [Sub-Core Epsilon LV 2].>

Great job. I wonder if that's [Prodigy] at work, although it is five cores working together and three donating all their experience.

After setting up some slime depositing and withdrawing loops between them, I finally lay down to sleep. Despite being unconscious for two days while evolving, I knew it hadn't counted as real rest.

Tomorrow, I hope to get some information about my goals.


Chapter sixty-seven
Hybrids and Ranks
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I woke up feeling refreshed and ready for the day, but it still felt too early to head downstairs, so I decided to experiment a little. Now that I had so many [Sub-Cores], I realized I've never tried to remove one or have one in slime separated from my body. It was stupid, in hindsight, but I had been distracted with everything going on lately. I maneuvered Epsilon toward my hand and plucked it out.

<Connection to [Sub-Core Epsilon] lost.>

I examined it carefully, then put some of my slime mass inside a mug and dropped Epsilon inside of the slime. Nothing happened. I then placed my finger inside the slime.

<Connection to [Sub-Core Epsilon] reclaimed.>

Interesting. Epsilon, I want you to continuously wiggle the slime mass inside of this mug.

The slime mass started to wiggle and writhe in the mug. When I removed my finger, it stopped moving immediately.

Well, shit. I thought perhaps it would retain orders even when separated.

I recovered the slime mass into my one arm, which I shifted into a zombie arm. I severed the arm and retained control over it with [Undead Resilience] but lost my link to Epsilon even though I could still control the arm. It was infuriatingly baffling.

Maybe an evolution or trait will solve this in the future, I thought before reattaching the arm and allowing Epsilon to rejoin again permanently.

The last thing I wanted to do was test how free I was with morphing. I created a Pseudopod and then added bristles to it, stolen from the Venom Barbed Badger.

I'd hate to be hit by that. I chuckled.

I then morphed it into the Blade Wolf's tail, and when I swished it around, it felt near perfect, with both of my traits at a high level. My thoughts immediately turned to trying to get a silver slime so that I could add metal to the tail blade, which would likely improve it even further than the original.

Enough playing around. Let's head down.

It was just Dewi, Whitney, and Kurt at breakfast. Evan had temple duties, and Roderick was assisting the Guild Master. The reason for Evan's devout inclination was it could be difficult and tedious to level up Healing magic, as you'd actually need to heal injuries or ailments and couldn't just cast at targets or monsters. His encounter with Bloodrot had ignited a fire under him to improve his magic. I mentally apologized, as it sounded like Krutz's infamy would live long in this town.

After a spectacular breakfast, we headed to the Adventurer’s Guild. Tabitha was giddy as she congratulated and thanked me repeatedly for passing my Dungeon Trial. I was confused about why I was getting thanked until Kurt pointed out that since Tabitha "recruited" me, my achievements would earn her a bonus.

At least that explains why she's filled her head with so much class and skill knowledge despite using none of it herself.

Tabitha led us to a small office for our discussion, as apparently, the information would be a bit sensitive and might "piss off" some of the regulars.

"With Syl's levels, class options, and now solo dungeon achievement, the guild wants to promote her to Silver rank," Tabitha explained.

"I can see why you wanted to keep this private. That would certainly anger the locals. Some newcomer comes around and suddenly outranks people that have been struggling along." Dewi replied.

"Yeah, I still need to scrape off my rust," Kurt added, "if I hadn't seen Syl in action, I'd be grabbing a pitchfork myself."

"Sorry... Rust? Silver?" I asked, feeling very confused.

"Iron, Bronze, Silver, Gold, Platinum, Diamond—those are the ranks of adventurers," Tabitha explained.

"Scraping off the rust is a bit derogatory... But basically, anyone below Silver is not seen as a real adventurer yet," Whitney added. "You're very limited in what quests you can accept, and non-adventurers tend to look down upon you."

I nodded.

"The only issue is that you've done no quests officially. We could give you credit on some of the extermination quests with your harvested goods. The bounty on the forest king is certainly enough on its own; the issue is nothing is post-joining. The guild wants you to do a quest as a test," Tabitha continued.

"I believe it will be decided soon with the Guild Master, and Roderick will be the evaluator since he wants to join the staff. So it will be for both of your benefits. But that's for you to discuss with them later. Let's talk about your Dungeon Trial and your new class."

I summarized what happened, glossing over some of the slimy details. When I explained the dungeon boss I encountered, they all looked relieved, as sometimes the boss could be very dangerous if you were unlucky. I chuckled at the thought of Simon swapping bosses on a whim. I mentioned picking up Fire Affinity and showed off my [Kindle] spell. I also showed my reward for defeating the boss, to which Dewi complained that even the dungeon was against him.

"So your new class is a hybrid between Mage and Rogue, as you've assuredly discovered. The downside of a hybrid class is your revelations get narrowed down a little. As a Mage, you could have gotten practically any magic revelation. As a Shadowcaster, your revelations will be more limited in scope until a higher level. For example, let's say you could get [Lightning Magic] before level ten as a Sorcerer. As a Shadowcaster, you'd need to be at least thirty," Tabitha explained.

"However, since it's an intermediate job, you've unlocked intermediate skills. No matter how high your level, you'd never get [Lightning Magic] as a Mage," Dewi added. "So later is better than never."

"Why is it later, though?" Kurt asked.

"Lightning doesn't fit the class theme of Shadowcaster. It's like asking why you don't use a greatsword as a Dualblade." Dewi answered.

"So what is its theme?" Whitney asked, "I'm curious how magic would help my class."

"Umbral, Corrosion, and Curse from intermediate and everything from basic," Tabitha answered. "That is how the class hierarchy works. If you got an advanced hybrid class, you'd also qualify for every intermediate magic you had the affinity for."

"Please tell me you got at least one. I have to assume you did, or you wouldn't have had the class offered," Dewi asked.

I felt comfortable sharing this, as I wanted to use my magic to hide my slime abilities if I was in public. "Yes. I got [Corrosion Magic]."

Dewi whistled loudly, impressed. "That's a good one. It has acid and Poison spells. I think it also has a few debuffs, basically anything that corrodes away. It's fitting for a magical assassin."

The three begged me to show off the spell despite Tabitha's protests. Eventually, she relented, and I cast [Acid Dart] on an old book of Dewi's. He was impressed as it melted away.

"Huh... That might explain your lack of Nature Affinity now that I think about it," Tabitha murmured.

"What do you mean?" I asked. Obviously, I knew the truth, but I'd gladly take any extra ammunition for my disguise.

"While Affinities are usually completely separate, there's a theory that it's impossible to be born with opposites. Corrosion is said to be one of the opposites of Nature."

We chatted a bit longer before Tabitha asked the others to leave, mentioning that the Guild Master and Roderick were due shortly to arrive to discuss my quest. When they left, Tabitha turned to me.

"Those three are some of the good ones, so no need to worry, but I'd be a bit more reserved with your personal information in the future. Knowledge can be valuable, and some even trade it. You never know when you find a rare skill or trait, and then you could potentially sell it."

"Thanks for the warning."

"Do you have any questions for me? I'm technically your handler, so I can offer advice or guidance if it's in my best interest."

After thinking about how to approach the subject, I finally said, "I want to get a Lightning and Ice catalyst, preferably one from a slime core. Is that possible here?"

"Wow, Whitney wasn't kidding when she said you had expensive taste. Unfortunately, you won't find them in a small town like this. The only reason there was a Fire catalyst here was the merchant specifically imported it to try to make a fortune from our two resident Fire mages. Unfortunately for him, one is broke, and the other hates catalysts."

"I see... How rare are the two slimes? What if I wanted to collect the cores myself?"

"White slimes are pretty common, and the main issue is reaching their location, while yellow slimes are on the rare side, but you'll occasionally run into one in a dungeon."

"What about on floating islands?"

"Okay. Seriously, Syl, are you a spoiled rich princess or something?" Tabitha looked at me enviously before she sighed. "Floating islands aren't too hard to find since their locations are monitored, and the monsters they spawn can sometimes create problems for us ground folk. And yes, you'd find yellow slimes on them quite easily. The biggest issue is trying to pay for the travel. You could probably buy five catalysts for the price of one trip."

"That much, huh..." I replied, trying to think of a solution. "Are there any other nearby dungeons?"

"Sadly not. And ours isn't ideal. I'm sure you've heard the joke before, but our town would likely collapse if not for the blue slime farm. It's great that the dungeon is regulating the flow of essence so that we have a radius of safety from monster spawns, but if it had a more profitable theme, our little town could have become a city by now."

I must have looked disappointed while I was lost in my own thoughts as Tabitha tried to encourage me.

"Don't look so down, Syl. On the positive side, if you're looking for bigger and better things, you might really like your evaluation quest."

I was about to ask what she meant when there was a knock at the door, followed shortly by Roderick entering the room, followed by a muscular and slightly elderly-looking man I'd not seen before.

<Harris [Guild Master]; Human LV 24; Battle Commander LV 41.>


Chapter sixty-eight
Guild Master
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"Well, well. Seeing is believing," Harris said. "Not that I doubted you, but seeing the actual Emblem on your profile certainly adds to the flair."

I could only assume he was referring to my [Dungeoneer] Emblem. I spoke up, "Nice to meet you?"

"Yes, sorry, where are my manners?" the man said with a friendly smile. "I'm Harris, and I'll be the leader of this branch until Roderick here finally takes over and lets me retire."

"You'll be bored out of your mind as soon as you retire unless you plan on taking up cooking like Trevor?" Roderick said with a grin.

"Cooking? Nah. Maybe smithing or farming. Put my strength to good use."

Tabitha cleared her throat, and the two men stopped their rambling back and forth.

"Right. So. Let's get this out of the way first," Harris said, raising his right hand. A soft light enveloped him, but [Mana Sight] didn't reveal even a hint of magic. "By my authority as Guild Master of Stantondale, the contents of this discussion are not to be revealed to any other Party outside and remain strictly confidential."

I grimaced at the town's name, which I had just found out. As he finished speaking, I noticed my necklace and Roderick's shone brightly. Tabitha also had a hint of a glow around her while Harris spoke.

"I agree," Roderick said, and his necklace dimmed.

"I agree," Tabitha said, the faint aura around her receding.

I looked around confusedly.

"One of the perks of being Guild Master comes with the Emblem," Harris said with a grin before explaining, "if any of us violate this after agreeing, that individual will be immediately expelled from the Adventurer’s Guild and our profile blacklisted and published to all branches."

"By making it official, we hope you'll trust us, Syl," Tabitha said.

I nodded. "I agree."

<Harris, Roderick, Tabitha, and Syl have agreed to the conditions. The Adventurer’s Guild will enforce any breaches.>

"How...?" I murmured at the notification.

"Long ago, a great hero saved the world, and her request from the gods was to make an organization to unite the world, which then became the Adventurer’s Guild," Harris explained. "The gods accepted her request and gave us the Emblems and tools needed. Every now and then, another great hero makes a final request, which gets added to the growing list of benefits."

"This seems oddly specific, though," I questioned.

Harris laughed. "If my memory is still good, I believe there was a dark time in the guild where lawlessness and thuggery were prevalent. Adventurers threatening towns or only offering to help if paid exorbitantly, backroom deals, absolutely disgusting behavior happening behind the scenes. So the request was some way to enforce guild law, so to speak, which led to things such as this."

"Thanks for the explanation."

"No problem. Anyway, let's get down to business," Harris said, taking a seat. "I did some investigating. The guards were bribed and, supposedly, threatened. Although I have my doubts on the latter, we found them piss drunk."

"Bribed to leave their post?" Tabitha asked.

"And inform the Stanton boy when it opened up," Roderick added.

"But why?" Tabitha asked.

"Well. I have my suspicions, but I assume he was after the elven legacy Emblem," Harris replied.

I knew this Emblem would be trouble, I thought bitterly.

Tabitha gasped in shock, staring at me in horror. "But... Oh, gods."

"So, Syl, did Keaton Stanton attack you in the dungeon? I swear, on my honor, as a Guild Master, nothing will happen to you."

I paused before answering, "Yes."

"And you dealt with him and his accomplices?" Harris followed up.

"...Yes."

"Good riddance," Roderick spat.

I looked at them, confused by their attitude to the situation. I was half expecting to have to fight my way out of here, despite Harris’s promise.

Seeing my disturbance, Harris spoke up and explained how they'd been investigating Keaton after I returned. Sylthaeryn had originally entered the town beforehand and interacted with Keaton, only to disappear completely. Worse, he made zero effort to report what had happened, and they suspected foul play. Considering I found her bleeding out and poisoned, that was obvious.

"So what now?" I asked.

"Well, the guild won't hold you responsible; in fact, we want to protect you. We take self-defense very seriously. Our members are out there risking their lives fighting monsters every day, and you're expected to protect yourself. However, we can't say the rest of the Stantons won't cause something, as this is their town. They are already asking what happened to their precious boy," Harris explained.

"As much as I hate to say it, I'd recommend you leave Stantondale," Roderick said, looking apologetic.

"Sorry, Syl, I know you just made friends here," Tabitha said, looking downtrodden.

"Which is where your quest comes in." Harris continued, "You'll be doing a merchant escort to Kaerlin. Which will get you promoted to Silver and get you away from that horrible family."

"Of course, this is just a suggestion. You're free to do whatever you want," Roderick pointed out.

"No. I think it's a good idea. I'd rather not need to worry about constantly watching my back if his family decides to come after me."

"Kaerlin is also a city, not a town, so you might find some of the items you were looking for," Tabitha pointed out.

I nodded. All things considered, this worked out well for me. In a bigger city, I'd have access to more resources and hopefully stand out less.

"We're also paying out the bounty for the Blade Wolf, A.K.A. the forest king. It's been deposited into your guild account. Should you need the funds, you can withdraw it from any guild branch," Harris said.

"That bastard killed many fresh adventurers," Roderick said, looking very grateful.

Tabitha informed me a caravan was going out tomorrow or next week, and I could choose either. I agreed to go tomorrow since I couldn't find any reason to stay in this town anymore. Even the dungeon hardly held anything worth killing for experience, and I didn't want to test Simon's patience.

"Why do all this for me?" I asked before getting ready to leave.

"As I said before, we adventurers look out for each other. One reason for having a worldwide organization is to prevent nobles from throwing their weight around," Roderick responded.

"Besides, if the gods are giving you Dungeon Trials already, clearly, there are big plans for you. I'd rather not face divine judgment so close to retirement," Harris added.

Tabitha just gave a thumbs-up and a friendly smile. I thanked them and headed to the inn, Tabitha joining me to grab a late lunch. During lunch, I was given the details of my quest. A shipment of potions and reagents was being transported to Kaerlin, and I'd need to protect the caravan from bandits or wandering monsters. It wouldn't be just me, but I'd be assigned to the lead caravan. Roderick would help in an emergency, but his duty was to assess me.

After lunch, Tabitha took me shopping for supplies. When I mentioned I didn't have money on me, she laughed and said I'd better make sure I get my Silver promotion. When I reached Silver rank, I'd receive one of the upgraded guild tags, which could make purchase orders with almost all city vendors. Tabitha demonstrated by swiping her own employee tag on a small crystal the shop owner had.

"Your tag keeps your balance, and it'll stop if you try to exceed it. The shop owner then comes to the guild and can withdraw the payment, although we vet purchases to ensure you aren't being scammed."

"Does that happen a lot?"

"Some adventurers are... Special. You try teaching commerce and bartering to a Barbarian or Berserker."

"I'm just glad I don't need to worry about keeping track of money."

"Whitney really wasn't kidding. You are hopeless," Tabitha expressed, dumbfounded.

"Was this another request to the gods?"

"Yes. A dwarf king wanted a better way to facilitate the trade of wealth between nations without needing obscene amounts of security. The Adventurer’s Guild recently adopted it, so the enchantment required is a bit rare and thus only limited to Silver and above members."

I wonder if I can make a request if I pass this experiment, I thought to myself as I was being dragged from shop to shop.
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After Syl and Tabitha left, Roderick and Harris were alone in the office. Harris visibly sighed and seemed to deflate in his chair.

"Do you think she bought it?" Roderick asked.

"Gods, I hope so. The last thing we need is a war between the elves caused by our shitty little town," Harris responded while rubbing his temples.

"You still think she's a noble?"

"With that presence, I'd almost guarantee it. Regardless, someone has their eye on her. Who's ever heard of a Dungeon Trial in a beginner dungeon? I almost think it was a warning for us not to fuck up."

"What I don't understand is why she came back when she knew he'd try to kill her. Or why she didn't tell any of us."

"Maybe she's testing us, seeing if we humans are keeping up the peace treaty? Maybe she's giving us a chance to prove that one bad apple doesn't spoil the bunch. Maybe she wanted revenge on Keaton and knew he'd come after her. Maybe she lost her memory and had no idea who Keaton was until he attacked her in the dungeon. I could make a hundred speculations."

"Maybe I should reconsider trying to become Guild Master of this branch if I have to worry about all this crap. Travel the world, get to Gold rank, kill a dragon. Sounds much more fun," Roderick said with a cheeky grin.

"Ha! I'd recommend it, although your fiancée might leave you if you don't settle down," Harris countered.

"Is there a reason for all your concern, though?"

"My grandfather survived the war, and he'd always tell me the horrors they faced, entire battalions wiped out with a single spell. The forest itself turned against them. All because of greed. I'll be damned if some greedy lesser noble dooms our entire race."

"Heavy..."

"Sorry, Roderick. Forgive a slightly paranoid old man," Harris said, then smiled. "It's not all doom and gloom. If she becomes a successful adventurer, perhaps we can get a foot in the door to get the elves to sign on with the Adventurer’s Guild."

"That's quite an ambition for someone who said he was looking forward to retirement."

They both laughed at that.


Chapter sixty-nine
Leaving Town
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After grabbing all our supplies, we headed back to the inn for a farewell Party, although I found out that the rest of Roderick's team would also be coming to defend the rear caravans, so it wasn't really goodbye yet. There was plenty of drinking, and they convinced me to partake in the fiery beverage. I only relented since I had my partial Fire immunity.

After the Party, I fooled around with my mimicry. I wasn't going to be able to use it much while on this caravan, unfortunately, as I needed to keep up my disguise for a bit longer. I enjoyed the company, and they were fun to be around, helpful, and genuinely kind individuals, but I craved being unrestrained.

For my adventurer disguise, I was happy being basically a pure elf, as it had the most benefits, but there was one trait I wanted from the human profile.

<[Untapped Potential] Greatly increase the speed and ease of learning new traits and skills. This trait has no levels.>

It took a bit of trial and error, and I had to identify myself a few times till I had enough human parts, but my profile still showed my race as an elf. I had high hopes for [Untapped Potential], especially if it worked together with [Prodigy].

<[Prodigy] Receive extra experience toward improving traits and skills. This trait has no levels.>

My final adventurer loadout was the following:

[Elven Reflexes LV 6]

[Elven Marksmanship LV 6]

[Elven Glamour LV 6]

[Nature Commune LV 4]

[Mana Sight LV 6]

[Enhanced Agility LV 6]

[Lowlight Vision]

[Untapped Potential]

I had tried to copy [Mana Well] or [Enhanced Intellect], but both were unavailable. It looks like the fused trait [Soul Mastery] prevented me from doing so. Strangely, I could copy [Enhanced Agility] despite it being somewhat baked into [Elven Reflexes]. I thought I'd keep it for now and see if I noticed any difference.

[Lowlight Vision] was unranked, so potentially, I could not earn it from what Dewi had said, but I thought I'd still try. I threw my leftover trait budget into [Nature Commune] just in case someone asked me to speak to a plant or something to prove I'm an elf. I would have liked to have grabbed [Thick Skin] from hobgoblins, but it was highly noticeable and would ruin my built-up disguise.

Once I've gotten some more practice with custom spells, I'll probably keep some points in reserve for things like [Enhanced Fangs], then channel it through a [Pseudopod] and pretend it is [Water Magic].

Before I went to bed, I made sure to spend [Slime Conversion] and deposit away the slime. My storage felt rather full when I realized I still had an absurd amount of water stored away from my magic practice.

I guess I can't blame Gramps for being forgetful, as I'm guilty myself.

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core Delta LV 2] improved to [Sub-Core Delta LV 3].>

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core Epsilon LV 2] improved to [Sub-Core Epsilon LV 3].>

I woke up to my two newest [Sub-Cores] leveling up together. I was eager for them to catch up and finally progress together.

As great as it is to have more of them, I think I might have gone a little overboard. I probably should hold back on more and focus on quality. I'm sure Alpha is dying to reach level five.

I went downstairs and received a bear hug from Trevor when saying my farewells and thanking him for my room and food. His strength was frightening, and if not for [Mana Reinforcement], I think he might have splattered me. He even gave me a bunch of extra food for the trip, as Kurt had told him I had a storage bag with preservation, and lamented how I had turned our dungeon trip into a picnic.

I decided to head to the guild as that was our meeting spot, and besides Tabitha, there was nobody else there yet. We chatted a bit, and she offered some advice once I got my Silver rank, as it seemed she had full confidence in me.

"Since you have stealth and plenty of hunting experience, I'd suggest extermination quests. They give you a target with a general location, and you head out and kill them. If you combine that with your harvesting potential, you can double dip on income since you'll be paid for the job done and your resources."

"How does the guild keep track of my kills?"

"If it's a quest you've officially accepted, your necklace will keep a tally. If it's something you've killed without a quest, then you can bring back a body part from the monster. Most adventurers don't bother harvesting from weak monsters, so they usually cut off an ear as proof."

"That's certainly convenient."

"Yeah, we really need to thank our predecessors who keep requesting more features. I shudder to think of having to investigate false quest claims."

Tabitha demonstrated by giving me my escort quest.

<Quest accepted: Escort merchant caravan to Kaerlin. Silver rank.>

"Once you reach Kaerlin, you ask the merchant to confirm the quest completion, and your necklace will register it."

"What if he refuses to?"

"It very rarely happens, but if it does, go straight to the guild and report it. We take contract breaches very seriously, and a merchant would be stupid to get blacklisted from posting quests."

I thanked Tabitha for all the advice as we waited for the others to slowly arrive. Roderick was next, and the three of us casually chatted. I learned that Roderick was engaged, and his fiancée wanted him to stop risking his life. Which was why he wanted to take over as Guild Master as one of the highest leveled adventurers in the entire town. I got a few pointers for the escort quest as well.

"Wandering monsters are unlikely, as they tend to avoid large groups. Our main threat will be bandits, which you are to kill on sight," Roderick explained.

"I'm a bit surprised you didn't mention capturing them."

"No. The laws are very strict with banditry. If you did capture any, then they would be executed immediately. Bandits won't hesitate to kill you, so you shouldn't hold back."

"There are sometimes nobles who post quests to capture a bandit leader or deserter so they can make a public execution. But I'd advise against taking those quests with your set of skills," Tabitha added.

Once everyone arrived, we needed to head toward the northern gate to meet with the caravan. Before that, Kurt and Tabitha approached me.

"Guess this is goodbye for now. Good luck, Syl. If you need to contact me for advice or questions, feel free to reach out through a guild branch. Although any guild staff should be willing to answer your questions, especially once you're officially Silver rank," Tabitha said and gave me a big hug.

"Thanks for the help, Tabitha. I'm glad you put up with all my questions."

"Hey, it's the least I can do. I'm going to get a big raise once you reach Silver."

Kurt looked at me and gave me a cheesy grin and a thumbs-up. "I'll catch up and meet you out in the world, Syl! Once I'm Silver, I'm heading out. Try to leave some monsters for me to kill."

I laughed and patted him on the shoulder. "I'll tell them to look out for Dualblade Kurt."

"Damn right!"

The group laughed and also said their farewells. It was a three-day trip, and the group would likely stay in Kaerlin for a bit before returning. When I inquired what we were protecting, I could only groan at the response—slime and Mana potions.

The merchant was a portly-looking man named Darius. He was well-mannered and seemed excited by having his caravan protected by Roderick and a rare elven adventurer. If I had my Chimeric evolution before joining the guild, I could have created an amalgam disguise for myself and avoided a lot of attention.

Well, I can always do that when interacting outside the guild.

"Are bandits really going to want to steal slime?" I asked Roderick, who was seated next to me on one of the wagons.

There were four carriages, with ours at the front. Whitney and Dewi occupied the rear carriage. Evan, being a healer, shared one with one of the merchants in the center. Roderick was handling the horse since I had no experience handling animals.

"You'd be surprised, lass. Mana potions can get pricey if they are high-quality. More Mana means more healing, more spells, more everything. Nobles have their kids chug the things like water so that they can raise their magic skills."

I nodded at the explanation and made sure to keep watch. Perhaps I'd gain some experience with [Perception]?

"Keep your eye out, but I don't think we will see anything until tomorrow. It's too close to town. So you can relax a bit," Roderick said.

It was boring, so I had plenty of time to practice [Mana Manipulation] while looking around. The occasional conversation with Roderick was welcome, and I was looking forward to camp tonight when I could discuss some magic with Dewi.

"So why are you out and about, if you don't mind me asking?"

I couldn't be honest here, but Gramps' suggestion did resonate with me. "I want to explore the world and fight a ton of interesting monsters. Learning more about magic seems interesting, so I might visit the guild that Dewi keeps going on about. I also want to go see the Dwarven Empire."

"That's quite the bucket list you've got there. Sounds like being an adventurer is the ticket to all of that. If you do visit the dwarves, a quick way to get into their good books is to offer them a good drink. The stronger, the better."

"Thanks. I appreciate all the advice you and your group have given me."

"I can't speak for the others, but I like raising new adventurers. It's why when I got asked to dial back on the adventuring, I knew raising the next generation would be my new goal."

"Like Kurt and myself?"

"Yeah, Kurt's getting there. Lad's certainly got the determination. I'd have him join our team officially if we weren't disbanding. Feels like a disservice to have him join only for a few months."

"That's a shame. Your group works well together."

"Yeah, but when we got together, we knew we all had greater ambitions than being adventurers in a small town. Dewi wants to join the Mage’s Guild as if that wasn't obvious. Evan's being recruited by one of the larger temples and wants to spread the healing around. Whitney's plan is private, so you'll have to ask her."

The rest of the day was uneventful, as Roderick had expected. We stopped to make camp. After showing me the supplies Tabitha had purchased for me, Roderick taught me the basics of setting up the small tent. I then had the group explain how they usually did watch rotations during the night to avoid ambushes.

Well, when I'm solo, I'll just melt a hole to hide in. Much safer than all this.


Chapter seventy
Caravanning
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During the evening, I had some magic tutoring with Dewi. I showed him my empowered [Fire Arrow] and [Acid Dart] as well as the modifications I had managed with [Water Whip]. He seemed reluctant to critique my customization of the water spell and was upset that I hadn't given the same love to my Fire spell.

"Empowering a spell is a rather basic customization, and the sheer quantity you maintain without causing the spell to unravel is impressive. I'm just upset you haven't tried to tinker with it in other ways," Dewi bemoaned.

"She only recently got Fire magic, though," Evan countered.

"I know..."

"I'm open to suggestions. When I saw the whip spell, it was relatively simple to come up with the idea of adding a ball of compressed water on the end. I'm basically just adding a [Water Ball] at the tip," I explained.

"Who the hell thinks to compress water?" Dewi asked.

"It's what happened when I empowered the [Water Ball] spell," I answered. Obviously, the real inspiration had come from treating the water like slime and my talents there, but I couldn't admit that.

"Sure, okay. But then, why haven't you tried to make a fire whip?"

"That sounds like a good idea to burn your hands," Evan commented. "Oh... I suddenly realize what happened to your hair and eyebrows when you first gained magic."

"With risk comes rewards." Dewi smirked. "Anyway, you could manifest the spell away from your hands. Or perhaps use that bubble spell to make a flame shield?"

"Oh sure, surround yourself in the magically fueled fire. What could possibly go wrong?" Evan said, dripping with sarcasm.

I pondered a bit, as it wasn't a bad idea. Thanks to the red slime core I had eaten, I was practically immune to fire now. However, it would be a more offensive shield than a defensive one, as I couldn't foresee it blocking any attacks.

"I didn't think I could use a spell from another affinity to construct a new spell. I thought creating a magical whip was something inherently special to Water Magic."

Dewi chuckled before answering, "Sorry, sometimes you're such a prodigy and do things so naturally that it's always surprising when you don't know the basics."

"I'd hardly call custom spells basic..." Evan shook his head.

"Anyway, think of the spells you've learned as patterns. Now, you just need to apply that same pattern to another element. Simple!"

Evan was about to say something before Dewi gagged him by slapping his hand across his mouth. His explanation made sense, and I was willing to try, although not in the way he wanted. I took the "pattern" for [Fire Arrow] in my mind and started to build it with water Mana. After some trial and error and tweaking, eventually, I had a water arrow floating in my palm.

"See, I told you!" Dewi exclaimed triumphantly. "Although I was hoping you'd have made a fire whip."

"I'm not. I'd rather keep my hair," Evan said dryly. "Regardless of what insane expectations this hothead has, that is not a simple thing to do."

"Don't be so dramatic. I tried to do it the second I got my first Air spell." Dewi scoffed. "Besides, it looks like Syl has a decent level in [Mana Manipulation], so I had zero doubt."

Despite Dewi's begging, I didn't attempt the fire whip. If the spell went wrong, I didn't want to explain why I was unharmed by a backfired spell.

I ended up agreeing to take the midnight watch with Whitney, which proved extremely valuable as she gave me some tutoring in [Perception]. However, it brought up some bitter memories of the brief tutoring I received from the goblins. Whitney's skill must have been extremely high, as, by the end of the shift, I had gained a level up in the skill and two of my traits.

<Proficiency gained. [Perception LV 1] improved to [Perception LV 2].>

<Proficiency gained. [Dark Vision LV 3] improved to [Dark Vision LV 4].>

<Proficiency gained. [Thermal Vision LV 1] improved to [Thermal Vision LV 2].>

When I asked her about [Dark Vision] working together with [Perception], she seemed somewhat bitter.

"The final level was a bitch to get, but it was totally worth it," Whitney had said.

"You should also be on the lookout for a trait called [Eagle Vision]. From what I heard, it lets you see further, and if you've reached max level in a trait like [Dark Vision], then they work in conjunction."

"Did nobody at the guild have it?"

"Nope, not in a small town like ours. If you find it before me, you gotta show it to me."

Sadly, none of my profiles had the trait; otherwise, I would have shown it to her and purchased it myself. However, I hadn't eaten any birds since I did the water bath trap back in my early days.

This also made me wonder if I could fly if I ate a bird. I had wings from those pond bugs I could try enlarging, although it would need to wait until I was alone.

"Sure, I don't mind. Although I hope you'll reciprocate."

"Gladly. Frankly, as much as I love the guild, I don't like how some members hoard knowledge of rare traits and skills."

"Does it happen often?"

"Mostly just the companies. Occasionally, there's a Gold ranker who stumbled upon something amazing and flew through the ranks, but I can at least somewhat understand why they'd be reluctant to share their success."

"Companies?"

"They are almost like small guilds, or perhaps large parties would be more appropriate. They form groups among their own, provide private training, some even have their own contracted crafters."

During our watch, I spotted some wolves lurking in the dark, thanks to [Thermal Vision], and easily dispatched them by sniping them with some long-range [Acid Dart] spells. They were low-level and hardly worth the experience, but with them skulking around our camp, they clearly had ill intent.

Wow. Things have changed if I'm considering leaving behind low-level monsters. Past me wouldn't ignore any source of experience or slime mass.

I deposited them and harvested them when I had the privacy of my tent. I had taken each wolf out with a single spell aimed at the head, which ruined most of their fangs.

"Note to self: acid magic is bad if you want to keep harvestable materials."

During breakfast, we all debriefed our watches. Other than the few wolves I had spotted, there was nothing noteworthy.

"With all the death recently, I can imagine the forest is starting to swarm with new life," Roderick had mentioned.

"Should keep the rust ranks busy. Maybe our town will finally have more than ten silvers." Dewi chuckled.

It was about midday when I noticed something blocking the road up ahead. I climbed up to the top of the wagon to get a better vantage point and saw what appeared to be a makeshift barricade. I reported it to Roderick.

"That's rather brazen of them," Roderick commented, looking slightly surprised.

"Should I go ahead of the caravan and destroy the barricade?"

"You could. But it might be a trap to leave the caravan defenseless."

"I guess the other option is to proceed as a group, and I take out anyone approaching."

"More reasonable than leaving the caravan alone. Remember that is your quest goal. Lots of adventurers tend to get hotheaded and rush after glory."

"Actually, I have an idea too. Dewi did say I should practice some custom spells."

During one of our conversations, Dewi mentioned that elemental magic had a benefit over others in that you utilize existing materials to cast your spells. Normally, this was used to save Mana, as it was far cheaper than creating water from scratch.

"Fire and Water is lucky in that it is rather cheap to cast, even if you create it. However, Air is the ultimate in efficiency as it's everywhere. Casting Earth magic from scratch, however, is extremely expensive," Dewi had said.

I planned to create a custom version of the [Bubble] spell on each caravan. Being classified as a buff spell, it would maintain itself until sufficiently damaged or its duration expired. I also still had a stupid quantity of water in my storage, which I now could put to good use. I went to the rear caravan for my first cast, which the rest of the group watched curiously.

I didn't care about the Mana savings and wanted to get rid of the excess water, but it would simplify the spell a little if I could skip the creation portion. As I withdrew the water, I immediately started casting the spell, grabbing my [Sub-Cores] to help with the assistance. The formation flowed effortlessly with the backing of my five helpers, and I even added extra density to the water and some Mana reinforcement since I had so much leeway with the spell. I likely could have made it even more impressive, but I worried about going too far.

The spell snapped into place and formed a clear bubble focused on the caravan, large enough to encompass the entire entity and include the horses. I was honestly very happy with the results. I explained that it would follow the focus point and that projectiles could easily pass outwards. I also explained that in the dungeon, it could easily block skeletons but not zombies, although I wasn't completely sure about the strength of this modification.

"Damn... I was worried about her being corrupted, but I forgot about myself," I overheard Dewi mumbling.

"What do you mean?" Whitney asked.

"Kurt was right. These Water spells are pretty awesome."

"Guess you should swap your experience distribution and get Water Affinity next." Whitney chuckled.

I cast a spell on the remaining two caravans, each now protected by a bubble, before finally going to my caravan and casting it. I didn't want to test whether I could modify the spell to allow entry after casting it, so I just saved ours for last.

"Very impressive spell work there," Roderick commented when I returned, "and good thinking."

"I think I might have accidentally converted Dewi to Water Magic," I said with a chuckle.

"Now that is bloody hilarious."

I took position on top, on the lookout for any approaching danger. Roderick had warned me not to hesitate if anyone approached, and I said I'd melt the barricade once we got close enough.

"I'm just glad you didn't say you'd immediately explode it with a fireball. Dodging burning debris raining down is not fun."


Chapter seventy-one
Bandits
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The caravan continued down the road as the crude blockade approached. Syl stood atop warily, looking around for any approaching hostiles. Roderick almost felt sorry for whatever brigands decided to ambush the merchants, as they likely had no idea what they were dealing with. Roderick had seen an impressive magic cast like this before, so he was no stranger to the wonders possible through enough Mana and dedication, but never had he witnessed it used so casually. When they were within shouting range of the barricade, a lone man stood atop it and yelled at the group.

"Surrender your goods, and we'll let you live!" he demanded.

"Do I offer them surrender?" Syl whispered.

"You can, but they are dead either way. Banditry receives the death penalty, and they know that," Roderick answered.

She seemed to think briefly before nodding and raising her hand. Multiple luminescent green magic darts formed and fired rapidly at the barrier.

"Shit! Fire at will, men!" the man screamed before one of the projectiles struck him.

Arrows began to rain down from behind the barricade, but all the projectiles harmlessly bounced off the bubble spell. Tarps began to lift off, with men hiding in the holes. Roderick overheard Syl muttering a complaint about her [Perception] skill not being high enough. Roderick was ready to intervene but halted when he saw a water ball flying toward one of the holes. Despite its small size, when it collided, it erupted into a massive torrent of water, flinging the bandits across the ground, and one body even bounced off the bubble.

"Gods. So much water in such a tiny ball. No wonder she's tempting Dewi." Roderick chuckled.

Syl cast her spells with brutal efficiency, and Roderick was rapidly beginning to understand why Harris was so concerned. This was one elf who had seemingly never touched magic before. Imagine what a Grand Magus or Archwizard could do.

I'm glad she's on our side.

A few bandits reached one of the bubbles, but their attacks couldn't penetrate the magic defense. Roderick noted that they were barely above level five. Syl took out the ones near the bubbles with arrows from her enchanted bow. Roderick thought the dungeon must have sensed her former archery skills and rewarded her appropriately as the deadly bow easily took life after life.

I bet those archery skills took out the forest king. I'd almost say it's scarier than her magic, with how she hasn't missed a vital point, Roderick thought to himself.

"Come on, Syl, where's the Fire magic?" Dewi shouted nonchalantly.

"I'm worried it might damage the bubbles!" Syl responded, finishing off the last Melee combatant.

The remaining bandits were cowering behind the rapidly melting remains of their barricade.

"We surrender!" one of the men screamed, dropping to his knees.

Syl turned toward Roderick with a questioning look, but he shook his head.

I'm glad she has a conscience, even if it is bandit scum. I hope nobody takes advantage of her goodwill, Roderick thought.

He was also relieved that she took the quickest method to execute them, an arrow to a critical vital. Some adventurers liked to drag it out, which was unfortunately understandable when you'd witnessed some of their more gruesome crimes, and Syl could easily do that with her Corrosion magic.

Once the last of the bandits were dealt with, Syl melted down the last of the barricade and then washed away any remaining acid from the path. Roderick was about to question why she was doing that when he realized it might have harmed the animals or even damaged the caravan.

Well, she's certainly getting full marks, he thought with a chuckle.

"I think that's all of them. I can't sense any others," Syl said, looking around.

"You got all of them. I'm a little sad you didn't notice the tarps covered in dirt. I might have had to intervene if you didn't set up the barriers beforehand," Whitney answered.

Everyone helped loot the bandits and gathered the remains together for a pyre. Syl's fire kept going out unless she maintained it with Mana, so Dewi stepped in and cast a higher-level Fire spell, which scorched the remains into ash.

"If you leave too many corpses, there's a chance they will rise as undead if there's too much essence in an area," Roderick explained when Syl questioned why they were burning the bodies.

The rest of the day's journey was uneventful. Darius and his staff thanked Syl profusely for the protection and watched in awe when she dispelled all four bubbles in a burst of water upward, leaving a small rainbow.

When the coast was looking clear, Dewi even walked alongside the caravan to hound Syl for an explanation of her water explosion spell. The explanation of compressing water went over Roderick's head, but Dewi seemed entranced by the explanation. Dewi proposed that maybe she was raising the water Mana's concentration, but Syl just shrugged and said it felt like compression to her.

Thank the gods I'm not a Mage. Roderick chuckled to himself.

In return, Dewi explained how he had been manipulating Fire Mana and what he'd managed to do so far. Again, the conversation went over his head, but both seemed pleased with the knowledge transfer.

To think she's cooling down our resident hothead when he was trying to convert her to a pyromaniac, Roderick thought.

Syl gladly volunteered for the late watch with Whitney again to get some more [Perception] tutoring. Her diligence was outstanding, and Roderick could only hope that when he joined the guild staff, he'd get such enthused future adventurers.

It was only his Party around the campfire, and he wanted to hear their opinions on the attack. Syl might be able to overhear them, as it was rumored that those pointy ears could hear a pin drop, but he wasn't concerned if she did.

"So. What did everyone think of her job?" Roderick asked, breaking the ice.

"Perfect marks from me. Any fight without a single injury is a blessing," Evan responded honestly.

"The only thing I could knock her on was not spotting the hidden bandits or the scouts that spotted us beforehand. But considering her precaution with the shields, it was irrelevant, and as soon as she gets some more levels in [Perception], it'll be a non-issue," Whitney responded.

"Overwhelming magical superiority," Dewi declared. "The lack of fire was disheartening, but as Syl herself said, it might have disturbed the shielding since they are opposite elements. I'd have no problem dealing with that many bandits, but not so cleanly or quietly."

"I liked that she swapped to a bow when they got too close to the bubble. She didn't want to risk her magic breaking it," Evan added.

"Her bow work was amazing. When we were gathering the dead, I noticed every single hit was a vital shot," Whitney added.

Dewi was about to open his mouth, but she beat him to the punch. "Blah, blah, blah, don't tempt her away from magic," Whitney said with a cheeky smirk. "Her magic shield protected everyone. Nobody is going to try to sway her, but this helps explain how she dealt with so many forest monsters."

"Indeed. This was beyond her demonstration when we were against the wolves," Roderick commented.

"Well. We gave her a junk bow, and she was recently a prisoner. Can't exactly blame her for not being her best," Evan pointed out.

"Kurt said she was looking into skill fusions like Attack Mastery," Whitney answered. "If they fused for a higher rank, it might explain the better performance."

"Ranged, Accuracy, Magic..." Dewi started counting off with his fingers. "Melee?"

"With how much Kurt was bragging about those water flails, no doubt," Whitney answered.

Dewi whistled. "Must be some nice bonuses all added together."

"So you've heard our thoughts. What about you, Roderick?" Evan asked.

Roderick sighed. He wasn't happy because his complaint sounded like nitpicking or attacking her character, but it was true in the harsh world. "My only concern is that she's too naive. When the bandits surrendered, she wanted to give them mercy. I worry that attitude will lead to her being taken advantage of, or worse, a knife to the back."

The group remained silent while they pondered Roderick's words. Evan was the first to break the silence. "I agree. She's probably better off working solo jobs or auxiliary roles in bigger operations than joining a dedicated group."

"Yeah, I can imagine some asshole not sharing the loot with her, and she'd think it was normal. The guild automatically splits quest rewards, but any bonus loot or treasure is unmoderated." Whitney added with a hint of frustration, "Running solo would certainly let her put her stealth skills to use as well."

"And then she doesn't have to worry about collateral damage," Dewi said nonchalantly. "As much as I love you guys, not needing to worry about blast radiuses is so much fun."

That earned him a slap from Whitney, although mostly in jest. They continued to chat throughout the night. About their plans in Kaerlin and teasing Roderick about his upcoming wedding. Until Whitney excused herself to take a nap before her watch was due.
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I woke up eager for my watch duty with Whitney. The day had felt like a bust, and I gained almost nothing from that encounter, so I hoped to salvage something with some [Perception] tutoring. All the bandits put together gave me one class level, and even my customized bubble spell hadn't leveled up my Water Magic. My single class level didn't even give me a revelation.

Well, at least I proved it was possible to improve the spell. And at least the chat with Dewi was fruitful.

Dewi had pointed out that another way to modify a spell was to split it into multiple projectiles. So far, my spell modifications have only conformed to the principle "bigger is better." I would have thought multiple projectiles would have fallen under multicasting. Dewi admitted he also had the same thought until he reached [Fire Magic LV 6] and received the spell [Fireflies], which created hundreds of tiny little flames with a single casting.

"When I first got the spell, I had thought I got scammed," Dewi had admitted. "I mean, the previous level was [Fireball]! I was expecting something with more oomph, but then I realized I was being taught the building blocks of splitting a single spell into multiple projectiles."

He demonstrated this by forming five fire arrows in a single casting. I had tried to replicate it by creating two water orbs, but it was tricky even with me observing it firsthand. Dewi had hoped that by showing it to me early, I'd find some success before one of my learned spells installed the knowledge directly.

Likewise, he couldn't understand compression, as it baffled him, and even when I demonstrated it to him multiple times, he couldn't replicate it. He also said what I was doing seemed physically impossible, but it was happening right before him, so he couldn't deny it. He also theorized that, in reality, I was compressing the water Mana and not the physical water.

It's too bad I couldn't just tell him that I had gotten the inspiration from my old [Slime Density] trait, I thought bitterly.

I did wonder if I'd ever feel comfortable enough revealing my actual race to someone. Would they believe me if I said I wouldn't go evolution crazy? Maybe I could build up a positive reputation in the guild. Or the alternative is to get strong enough that revealing myself wouldn't put me at risk.

Well, that's for future me to worry about.


Chapter seventy-two
Silver Rank
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This time, our evening watch went uninterrupted by wolves, and the night seemed peacefully calm. I graciously received more advice and tutoring from Whitney on my [Perception] skill, and she also said tomorrow, since an attack was unlikely, she would give me some locks and tools to practice [Rogue Expertise] on.

During the last leg of the journey, Roderick agreed to swap seats with Whitney, and I got to work on trying to pick the locks. After succeeding a few times, she handed me a strange metal object, instructed me to dismantle it, and then put it back together. It took a lot of trial and error, but eventually, I was successful and instantly rewarded.

<Proficiency gained. [Rogue Expertise LV 1] improved to [Rogue Expertise LV 2].>

The tutoring bonus was no joke, and after discussing it with Whitney a bit, she also said she was exploiting the first-time bonus.

"Whenever I meet a new smith, I ask them to make a lock and ask if they have any blacksmith puzzles. No matter their skill level, it's triggering the first-time bonus."

I thanked Whitney for the valuable nugget of information, but she brushed it off, saying it was the least she could do after I supplied her with such fine daggers.

Eventually, Kaerlin came into sight, and it was massive. I stared in awe at the city, which seemed circular in design and surrounded by an outer and inner wall. Whitney explained that since Kaerlin didn't have a dungeon to regulate essence flow, there was more monster activity, so the city required much sturdier fortification.

We had to show our guild tags at the gate to gain entry, and unfortunately, I was attracting a lot of unwanted attention. I seriously needed to consider creating a human disguise. Before we left for the guild, Darius and Roderick approached me.

Darius thanked me profusely for protecting his shipment and wondered if I'd be willing to be hired for the return journey in a week. Roderick politely refused for me and said that his group would gladly take the quest. Darius seemed a bit disappointed but eventually marked my job done.

<Quest complete. Payment has been deposited into your account.>

I was surprised that I didn't even need to return to the guild to be paid, although we were still going there to report in and for me to receive my Silver promotion. During the trip, Roderick explained that one of the reasons for the quest system behaving like this was to reward any final heroic deeds. Since your guild savings could be left behind in a will to your next of kin, it could encourage someone to give a last-ditch effort to defeat a disastrous monster.

"Doesn't that encourage people to be suicidal?" I questioned.

"Possibly for some truly desperate. But the intent was that if you were going to die anyway, rather go out in a blaze of glory than a quiet whimper," Roderick said proudly.

Kaerlin was crammed with people—it actually made me feel uncomfortable. I followed the group closely to avoid losing them in the crowd. The Adventurer’s Guild was located against the inner wall, supposedly for the convenience of the city's inner circle inhabitants. The building was massive, easily dwarfing the town's branch. The group chuckled at my surprise.

"This isn't even one of the biggest guilds," Dewi pointed out.

We entered and officially reported our arrival, which was the polite and recommended thing to do when first arriving. Then, the others went to find an inn, leaving only me and Roderick behind. Roderick took me to the second floor, where we sat inside a well-decorated room and waited for a guild staff member to arrive.

Thankfully, we didn't wait long before a tall woman with short raven black hair entered the door. I estimated she was older than Roderick but younger than Harris. Although her armor looked light, it brimmed with Mana, and sheathed at her waist was a long and thin blade. I could see it crackling with a thick and yellow Mana.

<Lisa [Guild Master]; Human LV 28; Thunder Blade LV 50.>

Wow, the guild doesn't joke around if it can crank out high levels like this.

Both she and Roderick immediately cracked smiles at seeing one another and embraced in a friendly hug.

"Roderick, you bastard, good to see you still kicking around!"

"I've still got a few quests left in me before I settle down for my desk job."

"I still think you should at least get to Gold, but I guess slime town doesn't mind."

"Hey, you won't be mocking slime town soon when our Silvers go loose on the world."

"Well, that's certainly one way to increase your Guild Master's salary."

She then turned to me and gave me a lookover.

"And fate dropped an elf on your doorstep. I swear the other guilds will be livid at your luck for getting her to register."

Roderick must have channeled Kurt and Whitney combined as he gave the smug grin before replying, "Oh, you have no idea."

"I'm Lisa. Nice to meet you," she said, offering a handshake.

I got up to shake her hand. "Syl. Nice to meet you, Lisa."

We all reseated ourselves, and Roderick handed over some documentation to Lisa. She took a moment to read it.

"Very nice. You more than qualify for Silver rank, and both Harris and Roderick are backing you," she said. "Also, it's nice to see another hybrid class, as I got a lot of flack for picking one myself. It's always nice to prove others wrong."

"I'm assuming Warrior and Mage rather than Rogue like my own," I questioned.

"Yeah. My parents wanted me to be a Mage since I had Lightning Affinity. But I couldn't meet the expectations of the Mage's Guild, so I became an adventurer. I was always strong and liked swords, so I decided to become a Warrior, and my Party was grooming me to be their tank. One thing led to another, and I ended up unlocking Spellblade. I took it and was kicked out of the Party, did some solo adventuring, built a name for myself, then landed up running this joint."

"Are hybrid classes that hated that you'd be kicked out just for picking one?"

"No, but I was the sixth member and specifically recruited because they expected me to eventually fulfill the tank role. I've never had my class offer me a [Taunt] skill, and even though I could get someone to show it to me, I wouldn't be able to fit the role anymore. I honestly can't blame them for kicking me."

"Yeah, the healer and tank role is crucial in long-term groups. There can be plenty of politics, drama, and poaching," Roderick added. "You're lucky in that regard, lass, although, unfortunately, I can imagine many parties trying to recruit you just for the wow factor of having an elf on their team."

"I can see why Whitney recommended I stay solo for a while," I muttered. Roderick nodded in agreement.

"It worked for me. Considering you also soloed a dungeon, I can easily see it working for you," Lisa said. "Plus, most Rogues hate when they can't sneak past things due to their noisy Party."

Roderick gave a brief rundown of what happened during our trip. Lisa nodded along and then smiled as she reached into her pouch and pulled out a silver chain attached to an ornate-looking crystal.

"Well, I've heard enough. Welcome to Silver rank, Syl. Here's your new tag," she said happily and slammed it down on the table. "Now, pull out your old tag so we can transfer it over."

I pulled out my tag and placed it next to the new one. The cheap coppery chain was easily noticeable compared to the silver, and the crystal was noticeably smaller and lacked any engravings or sigils. With a casual wave of her hand, both crystals shone bright. The old crystal was the first to go dark, followed shortly by the new one.

"And you're officially promoted to Silver," Lisa said, gesturing for me to claim the new tag.

I picked it up and promptly wore it. I also updated my equipment profiles to use the new necklace. Lisa briefly went over the benefits of my latest tag. It could hold up to three quests, be used to make transactions, and, most shockingly, interact with the [Mapping] skill. If my quest had a location or area in particular, I could filter that info into [Mapping]. At my current level, it would only give a sense of direction, but Lisa said later levels of the skill gave a visual map. Likewise, if I were in a Party with other Silver-ranked or above members, they would appear on my [Mapping] skill.

"If this is what I get for Silver, I can't imagine what Gold or Platinum get."

"I won't spoil the surprise," Lisa said with a wink.

Silver also came with other benefits. I would have a higher selection of quests available and be granted entry to any guild-managed higher-level dungeons. I could also access the guild's knowledge library, although some of it was restricted to higher ranks, and make requests from the guild's craftsmen, information brokers, and so forth. The rates were usually cheaper than third parties, but sometimes, you simply had to go elsewhere if you wanted truly unique or specialized services.

"I'm assigning Luke to be your handler while you are here. He's a little on the young side, but he grew up here and is a polite, hard worker. When you come in tomorrow, ask one of the receptionists for him," Lisa said. "Are there any quests in particular you're interested in or specialized in?"

"I'd say monster extermination, especially any with rare or harvestable parts," Roderick informed.

"Oh? Someone actually bothered to learn the [Dissection] skill?" Lisa asked with intrigue.

Roderick laughed heartily. "Lass, you gotta show her. I bet you'll blow her mind."

I shrugged and pulled out a few of the harvested wolf parts and the Gigatoad hide. I wanted to sell my parts anyway so I could potentially buy a slime core. Lisa looked frantically between the materials and stared at me.

"Good prank, Roderick," Lisa said with a chuckle.

"It's no prank. I gave her a carcass, and a few moments later, she popped out with it harvested. She even somehow salvaged the fur."

"A looting skill?" Lisa mumbled to herself.

"Looting skill?" I questioned.

"An extremely rare skill given by the gods. Usually at birth or by doing some major accomplishment," Lisa answered. "It turns monster corpses into treasure, but it can only be done shortly after their death before their essence leaks out."

I shook my head. "That sounds amazing, but I don't have anything like that. I can't give the details, but it involves [Dissection]," I answered.

"I can confirm that, as the corpse I gave her was already starting to rot," Roderick added.

"Why the hell are you even bothering with adventuring?" Lisa answered with utter honesty.

"I want to explore the world. Not to mention the experience," I answered.

"Spoken like a true adventurer." Roderick laughed.

I dumped all my materials onto the table, as Lisa said the guild would pay for it all. I kept the evolved badger and bear parts, as I'd planned to hand those in after doing some questing. Besides the Gigatoad, it was just a few bear, boar, and wolf parts. Lisa said I could expect it to all be deposited into my account promptly.

We finally left the guild and started walking to the nearby inn where we would be staying. Roderick had said it was a little pricier but worth it for the safety and convenient proximity to the guild. Also, much to my disappointment, he admitted that the food was not as good as Trevor's.

Damn...


Chapter seventy-three
Books
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We had a bit of a celebratory dinner at the inn for my promotion. Roderick's retelling of Lisa's reaction was full of amusement, and the rest of his Party laughed along.

Whitney asked if we would be questing together while they were in the city, but Roderick had advised against it. He said that regardless of my actual contributions, it would be seen as their Party babysitting me and would be bad for his and Lisa's reputation for approving my promotion.

I lay down in my bed and sighed. Everything since the goblins had felt like a rush lately, although part of that was my fault for rushing into the dungeon. Part of me wondered if I should try to tell them the truth, Whitney might accept it, as she seemed closer to me than the others for some reason. Dewi was another candidate, as his fascination with magic and knowledge might be enough to sway him. I could even try to bribe him with Mana potions.

<Syl. Silver rank Adventurer.>

Using [Identify] on my tag revealed my name and rank, likely to avoid people faking it by swapping the chain. Progressing through the guild seemed to hold a lot of benefits, and their interactions with the system and skills were fascinating. Could I make myself so reputable that my true origins wouldn't even matter? The counter to that would be that I'd be so valuable I couldn't be allowed to roam free.

When I woke up, I skipped breakfast, as this inn didn't include it with the room. The others hadn't woken up yet, so I headed to the guild to see if I could meet Luke and find an interesting monster to eat. I asked the receptionist to meet him, but apparently, his shift wouldn't start for another hour. I instead asked if I could see the library, and after confirming my Silver rank, they led me to a large room filled with books.

I was introduced to the librarian and stared in shock at the shortest man I'd ever seen. He had a wispy black beard that nearly touched the floor, was stout, and was built like a rock.

<Thern [Guild Staff]; Dwarf LV 24; Glyph Mage LV 28.>

A dwarf! I thought to myself.

"Gods, an actual elf left the bloody forest!" the dwarf interrupted my thoughts. "I thought I had drunk too much when I heard the rumors yesterday."

He slapped himself as if to check that he wasn't still drunk, then blinked a few times, examining me closely.

"Nope. You're real, or I'm dead drunk."

"I'm Syl. Nice to meet you."

"Fuck, and you're polite? Aren't all you tree huggers hoity toity with a twig up your arse?" He slapped himself again.

I could only stare in confusion as the dwarf continued to slap himself. I wasn't sure if beating yourself up could sober you up. I recalled Roderick telling me that dwarves loved alcohol, so I withdrew one of my canteens inside myself and added a hefty amount of ethanol to the contents, then faked withdrawing it from my pouch. I offered the canteen to the dwarf.

"What's this pigwash you're offering me?" he asked, taking a big sniff, and his eyes widened in surprise. "And you know dwarf custom as well? I must be dreaming."

He took a swig and stumbled. I immediately cursed mentally. Did I screw up? I mean, it came from a trait labeled [Poison Slime]. While my mind was frantically going through escape plans and disposing of the evidence, the dwarf corrected himself and looked at me with a big grin plastered on his face.

"Gods, that's a powerful drink, no flavor and pure kick," he said with a hearty chuckle. He took another swig and then slapped his desk repeatedly.

"I feel like a mule just kicked me in the head!" he said, although, despite his words, he seemed pleased.

Who the hell wants a mule to kick them in the head?

"If you're drinking this stuff, I swear you must be a reincarnated dwarf trapped in an elf body." He gave a hearty chuckle. "At first, I didn't like how it sticks to the back of the throat, but I think it's growing on me. Honestly, it's extremely thick, like trying to drink custard. I guess maybe that's why it's so potent."

Oh... I forgot to lower the density of it; I'm so used to compressing my slime automatically now I assume it's my default.

"Glad you liked it."

"Like it? I love it. I think you give this to any dwarf, and as long as they aren't a sissy, they'd love it." He slapped his belly and gave another hearty laugh. "Name’s Thern. Sorry for being rude earlier. I'd never met an elf before, but my pa did and said it was truly unpleasant."

I felt shell-shocked at how quickly his attitude flipped. One minute, he was cursing at me, and after just a few sips, he was still cursing, but now I was like his best friend. I'd need to thank Roderick for his advice.

"Nice to meet you, Thern. You're the first dwarf I've ever met, so I didn't know what to expect. But an adventurer friend advised me to break the ice with alcohol."

"Ha! I'd kiss your friend if I ever met him. Damn good advice. So, what can I do for you?"

"I'm looking for information on slimes. Locations, preferably nearby, so I can hunt them. Also, information on any that can be used as Mana catalysts."

"Slimes, hey? Interesting... They do make good catalysts since they are usually very pure, although killing one while keeping the core intact is tough."

He pulled out a ledger and started going through it. He confirmed my rank and then started marking down books. In the end, he gave me three books. Two seemed to be sort of a bestiary of monsters, and the final book was a rudimentary introduction to Mana catalysts.

"There are more, but sadly, you're limited by your Silver rank."

"Speaking of silver, I heard the slimes can be used to make Earth catalysts."

"Ha! As if anyone would be dumb enough to use them for that." Thern chuckled, then noticed I wasn't joining in on the laughter. "You're serious?"

"Yes. I'd really like to get a silver core."

Thern scratched his beard, "I mean... If it's just a core and not a live slime..." He started murmuring and pulling more and more at his beard, "Maybe if you had barrels and barrels of this alcohol."

"How many barrels," I immediately answered. "I can make it happen."

Thern seemed a bit shocked at my sudden answer. He scratched his beard deep in thought, "At least ten, possibly twenty..."

"Done."

"Calm down, girl! Bloody hells." He shook his head and took another swig. "Look... I'm not exactly high up in the dwarven community, but my pa has some connections. I planned on going home for a vacation in two months, but I could push it back to three months and take you along."

"I'd love to visit the Dwarven Empire," I replied excitedly, "Why push it back, though?"

"Well, if you can make Gold rank in two months, I won't have to."

"Why would I need to be Gold rank, though?"

"The empire doesn't let non-dwarf adventurers enter unless they are at a minimum Gold rank or a non-combat class. Dems the rules. You'll also need to grease a few palms, and being Gold would go a long way to help that."

"I guess I'll have to speak to Luke about that."

"Good plan. Luke's a good kid."

I spent the next while rapidly paging through the books, using all my cores to search for any mention of the word slime. The catalyst book sadly didn't go beyond the basic elements, and Slime catalysts were absent beyond Water and Fire. Us blue slimes could be used as a Water catalyst, but the author lambasted it as extremely wasteful and would harm the Mana potion industry.

The first bestiary dealt with Iron to Bronze rank monsters, and it only mentioned blue, green, and purple slimes. The blue entry included a detailed description of capturing and transporting one safely. I had to resist the urge to destroy the page. For the other book, it mentioned red, white, and yellow. I found it a bit odd it didn't mention silver and pink. I was getting a little disappointed until, near the end, there was a page on orange slime. I eagerly read it.
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“Orange slimes are exclusively found in Silver-rank and above dungeons. They are currently rated an upper Silver-rank threat. Orange slimes do not engage directly and instead lay traps by coating areas of the dungeon in their slime mass, which they can remotely detonate at will. The slime is usually a dull orange when inert and glows brightly when detonation is imminent.

“DO NOT walk over orange slime patches, even if you feel the slime is far away, as they have an innate tremor sense and can feel your steps throughout the dungeon. It is recommended to take another path than walk down a trapped hallway. If you must pass through its territory, then sufficient quantities of water can wash away the slime in an emergency. The ideal solution is using Ice spells, which will render it permanently inert by freezing it.

“Initially, they were considered a Gold-rank threat but were reduced as they don't actively hunt outside their territory and can be entirely avoided with a little common sense. Praise the gods that they do not spawn naturally in the outside world. Currently, there is no known use for their slime or cores.”
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Another slime I had to add to the list, although perhaps only once I had obtained a white slime and presumably Ice magic. Although, if I did encounter one, I could wash it away. I placed the three books back on the desk with Thern.

"I'm surprised there doesn't seem to be a Slime catalyst for air."

"Perhaps from one of the mutations? Maybe one of the slimes on a floating island," Thern replied.

"Are there any floating islands nearby?"

"There is one that can float within a few day's travel of the city. Thankfully, its usual path doesn't float over the city, or we'd have to worry about monsters raining down on us."

He consulted his ledger, went for a stack of scrolls, started looking through one, and then looked at a calendar. "Should be within range in a week or two. It floats to the west of the city. Good luck chartering a flight."

"How does one usually get to one?"

"The magical route is making good friends with an advanced air Mage. Otherwise, a Monster Tamer who's tamed a large enough flying beastie."

Well, I can hopefully just fly myself.

"Assuming I could find a method, are there any restrictions?"

"No, just getting onto one is trouble enough. They are almost like mini-dungeon ecosystems with all the unregulated essence and can be quite dangerous."

"Well. I guess I better start working on getting to Gold. Thanks for the help, Thern."

"Always happy to help someone who shares booze as good as this! I can't wait to tell my pa we might be having an elf visiting. He's gonna lose his shit."

I thanked him and let him keep the canteen. I said I'd bring him a refill when I came next to visit, and the pure joy on his face was quite a sight. I left the library and hoped that Luke was finally in.


Chapter seventy-four
Quests
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I had lost track of time in the library as Luke had arrived for at least an hour or two. I decided I'd ask Luke if there was a skill for keeping track of time, and it would certainly help if I chose to live in a dungeon or cave for a while and eventually return to civilized society. Luke was a short boy, probably no older than fifteen. As if showing the wealth difference between branches, this branch had individual booths engraved with sigils that dampened sounds to prevent eavesdropping. Luke also offered to take me to a private room if I felt the sigils weren't good enough, although he personally vouched for them.

"So Miss Syl, Master Lisa tells me to emphasize jobs with harvestable monsters, but do you have any preferences or a particular fighting style?" Luke asked. "You can be vague if you want, but it helps to prevent sending a Nature Mage against any monsters with fire abilities or warriors against ghosts, for example. I'm sworn to secrecy, on my honor and Master Lisa's."

I blinked slowly at the endless words coming from the boy's mouth. "No problem, Luke. Offensively, I've got Water and Fire magic. I'm also good with sneaking and can use a bow in a pinch."

I decided to keep my Corrosion magic a secret for now. I mostly wanted to see if the other branch has shared that knowledge with this one. Luke took in my words and nodded as he shuffled through some parchment.

"I think I got one that's perfect for your Water Magic... There's a small silver mine nearby, which was invaded by a salamander," Luke began. "Their scales are worth a lot, although they can be tricky to harvest. The only issue is they breathe fire and can be exceptionally deadly. How good are you at dealing with fire?"

I mean, I'm practically immune. I chuckled to myself.

"Not an issue. I can handle some fire."

"Noted, just be careful. I'd even recommend buying a Fire resistance potion if you don't have one already," Luke warned. "But thankfully, they are rather weak in Vitality, and if you can bypass its defensive scales, they go down rather easy. Drowning it with Water Magic is another option."

<Quest accepted: Exterminate Salamander in Kaerlin Mine. Silver rank.>

"Since you are heading in the area, you might as well take a general extermination quest for rock elementals. If you can harvest their Mana crystals, they are worth a lot, and the miners will be thankful." Luke also said, pulling out another piece of parchment, "They are slow, so easy to deal with by any good Mage. Their cores can be a bit fragile, so be careful when you're harvesting."

I couldn't see any reason not to, so I also accepted it. I'd likely kill any monsters whether I had a quest or not, so it was nice to be paid for the effort.

<Quest accepted: Exterminate Rock Elementals (5) in the Kaerlin Mine area. Silver rank.>

After a moment of looking through his documents, he found a final quest for me, "You're not scared of spiders, are you?" he asked, and when I shook my head, he smiled. "Since you have Fire magic, these should be easy for you. You can burn their nests and get quite a few easy kills."

<Quest accepted: Exterminate Spiders (20) in the Kaerlin Mine area. Bronze-Silver rank.>

"Twenty seems like a big jump in numbers compared to the elementals?" I queried.

"Ah yes, this quest is a bit variable; Silver-rank spiders will count as five, Bronze will count as two, and Iron will count as one. Your guild tag will allocate them all automatically, so you don't need to worry about that."

"That's certainly convenient. Thanks a lot for the quest advice, Luke."

He blushed and smiled. "No problem at all, Miss Syl. I'm just doing my job. Do you have any other questions or requests?"

I nodded and asked if there was a skill or trait that helped with keeping track of the time. Luke nodded and fetched an older staff member to show it to me, as since he was so young, he didn't have the points to spare on a utility skill. The skill was simple; it was called [Time Keeper], unranked, and thus likely only available through purchase. The trait felt a little barebone as it told you the current time, and you could also use it to set a timer. I didn't purchase it, but I was glad to have the option now.

For my request, I asked if the guild could find me any Slime Magic catalysts and noted I was looking for Ice and Lightning in particular, although I'd gladly take any that wasn't water. I'd gladly take some free levels in any of my other slime traits. Luke nodded and said he'd check in with the supplies and local stores for me, and it would only cost a minor finders fee. I mentioned that I'd gladly take even a raw slime core, as it might be easier to find than a finished product.

I thanked Luke for his time and hoped he'd be successful. I told him to let Lisa and Roderick know I was heading out if they asked for me. When I was leaving the guild, a few adventurers approached me to ask if I wanted to join them on their quests or if I needed any help on my own. Roderick had warned me that this was very likely, not only due to being an elf but also due to my high levels and unique class.

"Sorry, I'm running solo for a bit until I can establish myself. Thanks for the offers, though. Maybe next time?" I responded, and thankfully, they all seemed to accept that response. Once again, I made a mental note to thank Roderick for his advice. At least I got two skills out of it, although I had started to ignore Gamma's constant notifications and promptly raised the levels on the filters to above twenty.

<Proficiency gained. [Identify LV 3] improved to [Identify LV 4].>

When I activated my [Mapping] skill, I could feel three tugs pulling me northward. Navigating through the city was easier than expected as I continuously walked toward one of the large gates I could see in the distance.

To avoid attention, I used [Vanish] while walking. Whitney had recommended it to me during one of our watchtime conversations as a good way to avoid unwanted attention, as the presence obscuring would work even if I wasn't actively trying to stealth away.

"It makes the average person sort of overlook you—it's very convenient. Although anyone with even a smidgeon of [Perception] will see right through you."

I was just glad to stop having people staring and pointing at me. When I reached the gate, I dropped [Vanish], startling some of the commonfolk, and presented my tag to the guards. My silver tag seemed to cause some recognition among the guards, and they hastened my exit approval. I wondered what their reaction would be if I was Gold rank.

Once I was beyond the wall, I proceeded at a light jog before eventually sprinting toward my quest marker as if it were a glowing beacon in the distance. If I compared this to hunting in the forest and randomly looking for prey, it felt like a joke due to the convenience.

And then they will pay me for doing the job. Not to mention the reward for harvesting it, which I'd do anyway.

Much to my frustration, people were on the road, so I couldn't just drop my disguise. I received some waves and cheers as I ran past, clearly showing the popularity of adventurers. Luke told me I would travel north along the road, which eventually forked toward the mine. If I walked, the total travel distance was about half a day's journey.

I had the benefit of infinite stamina, but I still hoped I'd eventually get Wind affinity for even speedier travel. Although I was already zooming with [Mana Reinforcement] on my legs combined with my mimicked agility traits.

Along the path, I saw a group of travelers assaulted by large grayish creatures. They had snouts and large tusks on their heads but were fat and humanoid-looking. My immediate thought was they were some strange evolution of boars.

<Gurk; Orc LV 5; Barbarian LV 12.>

<Bork; Orc LV 8; Barbarian LV 15.>

<Flurk; Orc LV 4; Shaman LV 8.>

So those are orcs? Strange and hideous creatures.

The two guards were struggling, so I grabbed my bow to aid them. I would have cast a spell, but I was worried about casting into Melee. I quickly nocked an arrow and fired it at the eye of one of the orcs. My shot landed perfectly, although the orc barely shrugged at the wound.

"Oi! Some bastard shot my eye!"

"Shut up, Gurk, you still have one more!"

"Get back! I'll deal with them!" I shouted to the two guards, who seemed relieved at my appearance.

"Look, Bork, it's a pretty lady."

"I can see that, Flurk."

"I can't."

"Use your other eye, you idiot!"

"...Right, sorry."

I tried firing more arrows, but now that they were looking at me, they blocked their vitals with their arms. The arrows still struck, and I could see the blood, but they just seemed to shrug it off.

"She's a feisty one, ain't she?"

"Would make a good wife."

"She's too small for you two, I call dibs."

"You the smallest. You can't call dibs."

The humans had thankfully backed away from the orcs during my distraction. I was feeling quite repulsed by these creatures. It was no wonder the humans didn't trust us monsters if this was what the other intelligent monsters had to offer. The level of intelligence here was highly questionable, though.

The shaman waved his hands and launched a rock at me, which I dodged with a quick sidestep. I then rapidly channeled an empowered [Fire Arrow], aided by my [Sub-Cores], and launched it at the shaman.

"Oi, she's magic too!" the shaman shouted before the fiery bolt pierced into his chest cavity. He staggered backward and was trying to rip the flaming bolt out of his chest. I quickly fired two more, and he went down.

"Ha! Can't call dibs if you dead!" One of the orcs shouted and kicked the smoldering corpse.

"Big talk for such a little guy! Then he goes and dies! Stupid, Flurk!"

"The first one to grab her gets her!" the other orc shouted. His companion grunted in acknowledgment, and they both charged at me.

I broke out of my momentary stunned confusion and ordered all my cores to form [Fire Arrows] in tandem and fire at will. Magical projectiles continued to barrage the orcs, and they didn't even bother trying to dodge or anything. Their mindless lack of self-preservation shocked me, and I could only assume it was due to their lack of feeling pain.

The weaker orc died before reaching me, and the other swung his axe, although with such a slow and easily telegraphed attack, it was simple for me to dodge. I continued to dodge his blows, causing him to scream angrily before he finally fell to a few more flaming arrows.

Honestly, I think that was one of the strangest fights I've ever had...

I doused the flaming corpse before stuffing it into my storage, then proceeded to repeat the process with the remaining two. I'd eat them once I was off the road and away from witnesses.

The humans tried to thank me for the rescue, but I waved them off and continued toward my quests. I'd wasted enough time with this short distraction, and I didn't feel like repeating the same song and dance of them being fascinated by an elf.


Chapter seventy-five
Into the Mine
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I was so eager to get away that I forgot to look at my gains from that fight. I peered over the notifications.

<Proficiency gained. [Evasion LV 3] improved to [Evasion LV 4].>

<Class Experience threshold reached. Shadowcaster is now LV 6.>

<5 Skill Points are now available.>

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core Delta LV 3] improved to [Sub-Core Delta LV 4].>

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core Epsilon LV 3] improved to [Sub-Core Epsilon LV 4].>

I was very pleased with [Evasion] finally gaining a level, and both Delta and Epsilon closed the gap. Only gaining a single level in class felt a little disappointing, especially since it had no new revelations. I was feeling the newfound difficulty of raising my race levels now.

Thankfully, there were no further distractions by the time I reached the mining camp, which looked mostly deserted except for a few rather jumpy-looking guards. I introduced myself and said I was with the guild here to exterminate some monsters. After overcoming their shock, they looked thankful and relieved that someone would finally deal with the monsters.

"Usually, the spiders and elementals get cleaned out pretty regularly, but ever since the salamander moved in, they've been growing in numbers," one of the guards explained.

"No worries. I'll be dealing with it," I said, flashing my Silver tag, which made them look very happy. "Please don't let anyone else come down. I don't want them accidentally getting caught in my magic."

"Of course, Miss Syl, thank you for the warning." They saluted, and after awkwardly copying the gesture, I entered the mine.

My [Dark Vision] immediately kicked in, and I also traded [Nature Commune] for [Thermal Vision]. Once I got a bit deeper, I'd throw away my disguise. I also blanked my name and class, as it felt like as long as I didn't blank everything on my profile, I'd be gaining at least some benefit from my mimicry levels. If my class was more generic, it might have been fine to leave it alone. When I got deeper, I withdrew the orcs and devoured them. Like the other humanoid monsters, [Dissection] was silent in valuable parts, and I only kept a single right ear from each orc to show the Adventurer’s Guild.

<Profile [Orc] complete.>

The orc profile suggested they were on par with a hobgoblin, indicating they spawned naturally as a higher monster tier. I could only assume that was similar to how yellow slime could spawn without originating from the lowest blue slime. I noticed they could not take [Enhanced Intellect] and chuckled to myself a little, as it felt like a severe understatement. The reason for their indifferent attitude to my attacks was they had a racial trait [Pain Suppression], which I had no desire to purchase, but I may borrow it when I decided to work on leveling [Defy Death].

When I entered a larger chamber, I felt like I could finally test out wings. I grabbed the wings from the Blood Bugs, enlarged them, and reinforced them with Mana. When I didn't achieve liftoff, I added an extra pair of wings and reduced my size somewhat. After some trial and error, I managed to get a half-decent hover going. While I was glad to finally have some success with the idea I had so long ago, my gut told me I should seek out stronger wings if I wanted to go higher.

Now that I had satisfied my curiosity with the wings, I turned into the Venom Barbed Badger. I was tempted to use the bear matriarch as the base form, but I felt like I might struggle to fit in the mineshafts, and the badger also opened up digging options. I swapped out the badger nose for a wolf one and added some rocky hide for defense, then spawned two tendrils and formed them into the Blade Wolf tail. I identified myself, curious about what it would even show.

<Blocked; Chimeric Monstrosity LV 33; Blocked.>

Simon had said that I should be able to manipulate it more since I have a mimicry-related trait... He didn't and could already block his name, so I should be able to do more.

I experimented a little while wandering down one of the passages with a scent. My goal was to remove my name, as monsters normally didn't have one, so if I was mimicking one, I should be able to remove it rather than block it. I kept mentally poking and prodding my name while trying to mentally prompt it by thinking thoughts of hiding or removing it. I felt like I was on the verge of something, but maybe I needed a few more levels. One thing I did manage while experimenting with my class was changing its display.

<Blocked; Chimeric Monstrosity LV 33; Mage LV 17.>

Okay, that's not my Mage level. Is it adding my spellcaster levels together or something? Well, it's at least better than showing something obscure like Shadowcaster.

I made a mental note to revisit my name at a later date. Meanwhile, in the caves, it appeared I was following a trail for the spiders as I started to find plenty of webbing. The first spider I encountered was big and hissed at me as I approached it.

<Giant Spider LV 9.>

I launched a [Fire Arrow] at it, causing it and its surrounding web to light up in a blaze. It screeched and flailed as it burned to death. I pulled out my necklace from my storage with a tendril and checked my quest progress.

<Quest Progress: Exterminate Spiders 1/20.>

Okay, so that's an Iron-rank monster, I thought and redeposited my necklace. I was glad it seemed to keep track of my quests despite being in my [Core Storage]. I ate the smoldering remains of the spider, and [Dissection] seemed very disappointed in a lack of harvestable parts.

<Profile [Spider] complete.>

Regrettably, this spider didn't have a new poison or venom for me to sample, despite its profile hinting at it, but I looked forward to whatever the Bronze or Silver-ranked spiders would have. [Wallcrawling] didn't seem all that useful, considering I could already do that by manipulating my slime adhesion, but at least I gained [Web Spinning]. I killed two more spiders before discovering a new one, which looked slightly smaller and more streamlined.

<Jumping Venom-Lobber Spider LV 11.>

Well, that's quite a mouthful of a name.

It was remarkably jittery and bounced between the wall, roof, and floor. I imagined it must have a decent [Evasion] skill. During one of its micro-jumps, it launched a globule of venom at me, which landed directly on my face. I had to give it points for accuracy, but it was for nothing as I consumed it with slime.

<[Neurotoxin] has been sampled. [Poison Slime] updated.>

Another one for the collection.

It kept jumping and spitting at me. I tried firing flaming arrows at it, but my prediction of it having invested in [Evasion] proved true. Eventually, it seemed to think I must have been affected by its ailment as it moved in closer and started hopping at me, then jumping away. I noticed it had little micro legs at the front that unfurled into tiny scythe-like arms and began slicing at me.

I thought of overwhelming it with an oppressive number of flaming arrows but opted to gather Mana and cast [Nova] for its first real offensive use. The spider must have sensed that the attack was coming, as when I completed the spell, it retreated with a jump but was still caught in the blast radius of the empowered spell. It shrieked and flailed on the floor, and I finished it off by grabbing it with tendrils and dragging it into consumption range.

The profile was updated, and looking at my quest counter, I see that this counted as a Bronze rank monster. [Dissection] finally had some work to do and harvested the small little scythe blades from its frontward legs. The evolution path was interesting, as it came from a branch different from the giant spider and further evolved. I also read through the poison's description, which was a nasty piece of work. The simplest way to describe it was a lethal version of my paralysis poison. I would have thought paralyzing an opponent was enough already to leave someone helpless, but apparently, this spider had other plans.

I kept exploring the tunnel when my Mana sight caught something in one of the walls. I finally got to put my digging claws to work and put them to good use, revealing a fist-sized nugget of silver. I gave it a quick identification and appraisal to answer my question.

<Mana-Enriched Silver Ore.>

I had to resist my desire to absorb it, as I was concerned that it wouldn't retroactively apply to the silver slime trait if I got it later. I reluctantly deposited it and continued my journey through the webbing, occasionally burning it away with [Kindle].

I could hear the sounds of combat echoing through the tunnel. I wondered if the different spider species were fighting one another or if it was another monster. The wolves worked together, but I wasn't sure if spiders held that same camaraderie, especially between different species branches.

I shrunk my form to a smaller, stealthier size and let [Vanish] do its work. The first monster I noticed was another jumping spider, lobbing its blobs at something. I also saw the jumping spider's unevolved form; instead of lobbing poison, it similarly fired webs. I slowed my pace and sneaked forward more to notice what they were fighting—a pile of rocks.

<Rock Elemental LV 17.>

So that's a rock elemental. Guess the spiders aren't happy with its presence.

Luke wasn't joking when he said they were slow. By the time it completed swinging its rocky limb, the spiders were nowhere near the point of impact. The strength behind the blow was terrifying, shattering the rocky floor easily. A few giant spiders were hanging from the ceiling and shooting webs at the elemental, seemingly answering my question about them working together.

While they were all distracted, I decided to try an experiment. I lowered the tendrils of slime and snaked my way into the room. While they progressed further in, I started using [Vaporize Slime] and leaking ethanol gas throughout the room. I was tempted to use one of my other poisons, but it would only affect the spiders since the elemental seemed to be shrugging off whatever poisons the spiders were lobbing at it without any care. I kept my tendrils the same color as the floor, which, combined with [Vanish], prevented the spiders or the elemental from noticing me.

I continued to watch the fight with amusement while I laid my trap, only occasionally moving a tendril out of the way of a spider's landing zone. When I felt like the room was primed, I rapidly formed an empowered [Fire Arrow] using all my [Sub-Cores] and flung it to the golem as quickly as possible.

Before I could even think that this might have been a bad idea, the room erupted into an explosion of flame that would've made Dewi drool with envy. If my ears were real, I think they would have burst. The mineshaft trembled, rocks fell to the floor, and I had a moment of panic where I thought I might be burying myself alive, but then I remembered I could dig myself free with [Acid Slime].

<Jumping Spider LV 6 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Jumping Spider LV 9 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Giant Spider LV 5 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Giant Spider LV 8 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Giant Spider LV 4 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Giant Spider LV 4 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Jumping Venom-Lobber Spider LV 13 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Chimeric Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 3.>

<4 Trait Points are now available.>

<Class Experience threshold reached. Shadowcaster is now LV 7.>

<6 Skill Points are now available.>

Notifications flooded my mind as I weathered the blast. I was extremely thankful I wasn't stupid enough to enter the room, as my tendrils directly in the room had been scattered to the winds from the shockwave.


Chapter seventy-six
Afflictions
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Okay, note to self, no explosions underground, I grumbled as I looked at the partially caved-in room.

I turned on my acid and, combined with my claws, quickly freed myself from the slight rubble that had fallen on top of me. The lack of a death notification confirmed that the rock elemental was still alive, and I saw the wreckage consolidating and forming into its vaguely humanoid figure again.

Damn, does it look bigger than before? I wondered to myself.

Fire magic was clearly not the way to go against the rock, which left water and acid, or I could try to eat it with slime. Dewi had said my magic skills were falling behind my Rogue skills, so I was leaning toward getting some more magic practice. While it was slowly freeing its limbs and consolidating the nearby rubble into itself, with my [Sub-Cores], we formed three groups of two and targeted the rocky legs of the elemental with [Acid Dart].

As if sensing my building Mana, it turned to face me as the first barrage of spells blasted against its rocky hide. With [Mana Vision], I noticed that it was trying to reinforce its body by infusing the rock with more Mana that shone brightly from its rock-crystal core. It felt like I was fighting an alternate version of myself in some ways, as it had a fragile core (according to Luke) protected by rock and even used [Mana Reinforcement].

As fast as I could melt its legs, it was reforming them, and I wondered if we would be trapped in a perpetual stalemate. I regretted not asking Luke for more information and wondered if I should ignore trying to preserve the valuable core. Since the creature did not threaten me, I kept this up longer. It took a while, but I noticed it was getting smaller each time it reformed, and some excess rock was sacrificed to reform its legs. [Mana Sight] also revealed that its aura of Mana grew considerably weaker through each reformation.

So I could destroy its resources or wait until it runs out of Mana. Likely, that's how adventurers defeat slimes without damaging their cores. Well, unless they have crazy death magic like Simon.

<Proficiency gained. [Corrosion Magic LV 2] improved to [Corrosion Magic LV 3].>

<[Corrosion Magic LV 3] spell [Erode] learned.>

I cheered as I finally got a new spell. I read over the description while my [Sub-Cores] weakened the rock elemental. The spell was a debuff, and it lowered physical defense. While I wish it had lowered magical defense, I was glad to finally get a spell under the debuff template.

I ordered them to stop attacking the elemental, which was now only the size of a small dog. It had lost almost all available material, and its Mana aura was sputtering out. I cast my new [Erode] spell on it, and much to my surprise, Gamma showed me its [Identify] profile.

<Rock Elemental LV 17.

[Erode] 30%: 4min remaining.>

[Affliction Tracker]! I shouted mentally. I had completely forgotten the skill since it was baked into [Identify]. It didn't help that shortly after getting it, I fought the undead, who were immune to all my afflictions at the time.

When the rock elemental approached me, I grabbed it with a tendril. It tried to squirm, but in its reduced state and with so little Mana, it couldn't resist. I tried eating some of its rock, but it didn't count toward unlocking its profile. Like slimes, it appeared I needed to eat the crystal core. However, I would not eat this one, as I still hadn't solved my issue of killing it without damaging the core. I planned to absorb the next rock elemental I found right from the start, so I wanted to use this one to meet my harvesting goals.

I kept dissolving away at its rock, although the first to give out was its Mana, and the rock encasing it crumbled away into loose debris. With the help of [Dissection], I isolated the valuable crystal core and cleaned off all traces of rock until only a beautiful crystal remained. It looked like a clustered star and was colored like brown-stained glass.

<Rock Elemental LV 17 defeated. Experience gained.>

I deposited the crystal and then harvested what I could from the smoldering remains of the numerous spiders taken out in the explosion. While there was little on offer from the spiders beyond a few fangs and tiny scythe blades, I did gain another skill level.

<Proficiency gained. [Dissection LV 5] improved to [Dissection LV 6].>

I was surprised it took this long, and I could only blame the undead for their lack of resources, which prevented it from being the first skill to reach six. I checked my quest progress and only had a quarter of the way to go with the spiders, although, at the rate I was killing them, I was sure I'd go above my quota.

Especially because I want to try out some afflictions.

I had to dig through some rubble to find the tunnel onwards, which had partially collapsed. Despite numerous webs, I struggled to find more spiders and concluded they must have retreated further from the explosion. I did find another rock elemental, smaller than the one I initially found before I fed it extra rock. The first thing I did was cast [Erode] on it.

<Rock Elemental LV 11.

[Erode] 30%: 4min remaining.>

I cast the spell again on it, each time increasing the duration, but the effect remained at 30 percent. By now, the golem was attacking me, but I gave it a blob of slime so it could harmlessly attack devoid of any cores. With my [Sub-Cores], I cast an empowered [Erode], trying to maximize the spell as much as possible to see if there were any changes.

<Rock Elemental LV 11.

[Erode] 45%: 4min remaining.>

The result was surprising, as it overwrote my original debuff with the new one, but it had a more substantial effect. Repeated castings of this new empowered version boosted the duration like normal, but the percentage remained the same.

Curious to see the effect of its reduced defense, I smacked it with a tendril and was quite shocked to see its rocky form buckle and crack from what I considered a relatively subdued attack. I used one of my blade tails to slice into the rock elemental, avoiding its crystal, and bisected it effortlessly. Using both bladed tendrils, I rapidly cut it apart like gutting a fish, separating its crystal housing from the rest of its materials. Then, I immediately grabbed it with a large Pseudopod and devoured it.

<Profile [Elemental] complete.>

I read through the profile. Their crystal was their being, just like us slimes, but they infused their Mana into a material using the trait [Mana Infusion]. Then, they had a racial trait [Elemental Amalgamation], which let them create their bodies out of a material that matched their affinity as long as it was infused with their Mana.

<[Mana Infusion] Infuse your Mana directly into an object, material, or substance. Infused Mana dissipates at a greatly reduced rate, preventing others from infusing unless they first remove your Mana or greatly overcome it. Unlocks further Traits and Skills related to Mana Infusion. This trait has no levels.>

It sounds cool, but what does it do? I questioned the profile, but sadly, I did not receive an answer.

I tried shifting into the elemental and borrowed both traits. Still, unfortunately, I lacked the required affinity, so when I infused the rocks with my Mana with [Mana Infusion], I couldn't use them with [Elemental Amalgamation]. If I wanted to disguise myself as a rock elemental, I had to create fake rocks out of slime instead. I dumped some water and infused it with Mana, and then I could finally use [Elemental Amalgamation]. I created a watery body, but it felt rather lackluster compared to my slime. Hilariously, [Identify] even called me a water elemental now.

I would have probably gotten [Elemental Amalgamation] if I chose the Aquatic mutation.

I decided to buy the trait. I had quite a few points remaining, and since it had no levels, I'd likely be unable to earn it for free. Another reason I wanted the trait immediately was in case my next class level gave me a revelation now that I had the trait unlocking new skill options.

<Trait [Mana Infusion] obtained. Trait Points remaining 3.>

While winding through caverns, I accidentally returned where I had started before encountering my first spider. I shook my head and consulted my [Mapping] skill to retrace my steps. There must have been a tunnel I missed somewhere. When I finally found an opening that had partially collapsed and dug through, I suddenly received an update.

<Proficiency gained. [Mapping LV 3] improved to [Mapping LV 4].>

When I activated the skill again, a minimap appeared within my vision that showed my immediate surroundings. I could see the tunnel passages, revealing another tunnel that had also partially collapsed.

Tabitha wasn't joking about this being a critical skill for adventurers. While Simon's dungeon was pretty small, navigating a larger one without something like this would be a nightmare.

I finally found another spider; it was low-level but enough to test my afflictions. The first one I wanted to try was [Poison Mist]. While the spider tried and failed to bite and poison me, I cast my spell, surrounding it in the strange purple mist.

<Giant Spider LV 4

[Poison Mist] 20%.>

That description isn't exactly helpful... I complained.

The longer the spider remained in the poison mist, the higher the percentage ticked up. When it reached one hundred, a duration finally appeared.

<[Poison Mist] 100%: 4min remaining.>

When the purple mist started to fade, I recast the spell. As long as the spider was within the mist, the duration did not begin to count down. However, I still wasn't sure what the mist was doing besides that it had vaguely poisoned the spider.

I formed a tendril into a rapier, perfectly copying the one I had eaten from Keaton, and with two quick stabs, injected [Poison Slime] into the spider using paralysis. I watched as the first stab applied 70 percent to the spider, the second reached the maximum, and the spider immediately collapsed and froze.

<Giant Spider LV 4

[Poison Mist] 100%: 4min remaining.

[Paralysis] 100%: 7min remaining.>

In an effort to experiment, I used [Vaporize Slime] on some more Paralytic Poison slime. It slowly added to the duration that was ticking down. While thinking about what to try next, I was interrupted by a sudden notification.

<Giant Spider LV 4 defeated. Experience gained.>

I was frustrated that it had died, and I assumed [Poison Mist] was the culprit, as I had kept the two wounds to inject paralytic slime minimal. I could only conclude that [Poison Mist] did damage over time, although when I dissected the spider, I couldn't exactly see traces of the poison, unlike my paralysis poison. Its organs looked fine, and other than the two stab wounds, it had no visible damage or harm to it.

I mean, it is a magic spell. I guess it just does magical poison damage or something.


Chapter seventy-seven
Debuffs
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While hunting for more spiders, I found a passageway with a highly sulfurous scent, which I figured was the pathway to the salamander. I decided to avoid it for now, as I wanted to experiment with more spiders and still needed to kill three more Earth elementals. With some backtracking and alternate tunnels, I finally found another giant spider.

I trapped it within slime and force-fed it sleep gas until it eventually fell unconscious. What was interesting about it compared to my other afflictions so far was that it had a midway point that inflicted the [Fatigued] condition. I'd have to ask Luke if the guild had a lexicon of status conditions.

Now that I had a valuable test subject, I wanted to experiment with the debuff spell construct. I picked Water Magic for my tests, as I worried both Fire and Corrosion would kill the spider if something went wrong. I didn't want to sound ungrateful, as the defense debuff sounded extremely valuable, but I wanted to reduce magic resistance or perhaps even affliction resistance. Working with my cores, I started dismantling the spell construct for [Erode].

I spent hours trying to combine the debuff construct with water Mana, and I had to reapply sleep poison to the spider to refresh the dwindling duration multiple times. One thing Dewi had not told me about this was that magical backlash sucked big time. When the spell failed to form, it would not only waste the Mana expended entirely but cause it to explode within my core violently. The damage was primarily superficial, likely due to the backlash not being too significant, but the mental strain was taking its toll. I borrowed the orc trait temporarily, but mental damage, or whatever this was, seemed to ignore their pain nullification.

During my hours of spell modification, two more giant spiders came to investigate one by one. The hours of silence and lack of explosions must have made them feel safe to escape whatever hole they crawled into. At least it wasn't much effort to capture them, and now I had a backup in case my first spider met an untimely demise.

Between my tinkering of the spell, I would also cast [Erode] unmodified to examine the spell a little closer and hope to find some hidden insight. Finally, all my trial and error paid off, and I had a new Water debuff. I held the formed spell in place and examined its construct proudly, and all the Corrosion patterns were successfully rewritten with water Mana. I thoroughly memorized the spell pattern before casting it on one of the spiders, and a new debuff appeared.

<[Permeable] 30%: 4min remaining.>

Yes! I cheered before I was flooded with notifications.

<Proficiency gained. [Mana Manipulation LV 3] improved to [Mana Manipulation LV 4].>

<Proficiency gained. [Affliction Mastery LV 1] improved to [Affliction Mastery LV 2].>

<Proficiency gained. [Water Magic LV 3] improved to [Water Magic LV 4].>

<[Water Magic LV 4] spell [Torrent] learned.>

Before I looked over my new spell, I cast [Permeable] again on another spider and cheered at my success. I'd go as far as to say this was my very first official custom spell and not just an enhancement or customization of an existing spell. I was giddy as I looked over [Torrent]; it seemed simple in execution and was a large burst of concussive Water. I cast the spell against one of my [Permeable] spiders and watched its body launch against the cavern wall, where it splatted into its untimely demise. With the spell affecting such a large area, its intended use was likely to get enemies away rather than deal damage.

Perhaps I could focus it down and concentrate it on a more offensive use, I pondered, although I want to finish experimenting with my debuffs before I get sidetracked with customizing another spell.

I cleaned up the remains of the splattered spider before I started my next batch of spell tinkering. I was replacing it with Fire this time, and my tinkering took less than half the time as my first spell. The reason was that, in my first approach, I discovered that I couldn't just replace the entire pattern with Water, as parts of the pattern were the debuff portion. But now I could start tinkering with [Permeable] instead of [Erode] and focus on replacing the Water with Fire.

Once again, I examined the completed spell carefully before I cast it. Compared to the Water one, its formation had some very minor adjustments. It was more complex than simple find-and-replace, much to my disappointment. The ease of making the required minor corrections was likely thanks to my latest level in [Mana Manipulation]. I cast the spell and grinned with glee at the new debuff.

<[Flammable] 30%: 5min remaining.>

I noticed the debuff time differed, perhaps due to the extra level I had gained in [Affliction Mastery]. I cast [Permeable] to see its time.

<[Permeable] 40%: 6min remaining.>

I momentarily stared at the debuff in confusion when I realized I had also gained a level in [Water Magic]. I concluded that the duration was my combined level of [Water Magic] plus [Affliction Mastery], while the strength of the debuff was entirely on the magic portion unless I boosted it. With that out of the way, I cast [Fire Arrow] at the debuffed spider and watched it rapidly burn up far faster than any of the previous spiders.

The last thing I wanted to debuff was resistance to ailments, which was considerably more difficult than expected as I needed to somehow identify the poison part of the Corrosion Mana in the [Poison Mist] spell. Even assisted by my [Sub-Cores], it felt complicated for some reason, but now I was trying to tinker with intermediate magic. The magical backlash was immense, and after three failed attempts with no further progress, I decided to shelve it for now. Perhaps a higher level of [Mana Sight], [Mana Manipulation], or both would let me more easily identify the individual components of the Corrosion Mana.

Working with Fire or Water Mana was much simpler in comparison, which was explained by their basic affinity types. As if proving a point, I had successfully recreated a fire whip spell in only three attempts. I cast [Flammable] on the spider and lashed it with the burning whip; with a fiery crack, the spider perished, its body also rapidly burning up. Double dipping on their weakness by applying [Flammable] certainly felt like cheating.

<Class Experience threshold reached. Shadowcaster is now LV 8.>

<7 Skill Points are now available.>

<Your class has revealed the following skills: [Subtle Afflictions].>

<[Subtle Afflictions] Your afflictions can be affected by [Sneak Attack], bypassing resistances based on skill level. If the resistance is significantly overcome, a greater contagion will be inflicted. Your afflictions have a chance to not notify their target based on your highest stealth-related trait or skill. This skill has no levels.>

Oh... Right. That also explains why the spiders died so easily. I forgot about [Sneak Attack]. This skill sounds great, fitting with the whole magical assassin image.

<Skill [Subtle Afflictions] obtained. Skill Points remaining 6.>

I'm wondering if I'm using my skill points correctly. Perhaps I should consider asking Luke or maybe Whitney. I've never tried using points to level up a skill.

<Would you like to spend 3 Skill Points to upgrade [Corrosion Magic LV 3]?>

No! Damn, that's expensive...

<Would you like to spend 5 Skill Points to upgrade [Vanish LV 5]?>

<Would you like to spend 2 Skill Points to upgrade [Perception LV 2]?>

I tried a few different skills, and the cost scaled directly, which was horrifying. I definitely would need to ask someone about this. Interestingly, when I tried to upgrade [Attack Mastery (Lesser) LV 6], I got an error message.

<Highest earned skill is LV 6. Upgrade cannot be purchased.>

I guess I don't have to worry about that with traits since I have [Mana Slime] at ten. Not that I think I'd ever want to use trait points on buying upgrades.

There were things I still wanted to experiment with, but I was not feeling great mentally from all the magical backlash. I actually considered hiding in a hole and taking a nap. I was concerned that I could be blamed if someone came looking for me or the salamander left the mines. I continued through the remains of the spider tunnel, casting [Flammable] into [Fire Arrow] to swiftly deal with any arachnids I came across.

The effects of [Subtle Afflictions] were remarkably noticeable, as none of the spiders noticed when I debuffed them. The [Sneak Attack] bonus seemed to be applying a 50 percent bonus to my affliction.

<[Flammable] 45%: 5min remaining.>

If I empowered the spell, which also boosted it by half, and combined it with [Sneak Attack], I could effectively double it.

<[Flammable] 60%: 5min remaining.>

Stacking multiple effects together seemed incredible, and I wondered if it could go beyond one hundred percent. Perhaps doing so would allow things to go through immunities? It was definitely a thought worth exploring once I had more levels.

Much to my disappointment, I couldn't find any more Bronze-ranked spiders, so I didn't gain a level when I ran out of the multi-legged nuisance to eradicate. I had completed my spider quota a while ago, but I was beginning to worry because I still needed to kill three more rock elementals, and I couldn't find any. I consulted my map, but the only pathway left was toward the smell of sulfur and likely the salamander.

Well, hopefully, they are down there. They could also be above ground; the quest just says they are in the area.


Chapter seventy-eight
Salamander
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While continuing down the tunnel toward the scent and my ultimate goal, I did manage to come across a single rock elemental. It didn't notice me, and I managed to land a fully boosted [Permeable] on it. Now that it was primed and ready for my assault, I cast and held [Torrent] with Alpha while the rest paired up and held two empowered [Water Orbs].

We coordinated our attack, but the [Torrent] was far faster than anticipated and blasted through the rocky hide of the elemental. Chunks of rock were blasted under the high-velocity water, rapidly eroded into crumbled rock and mud when they struck against the walls. When the orbs hit, what little remained of its body was thoroughly soaked, and the orb's detonation from opposite ends rapidly crumbled what remained of its rocky hide into a muddy slurry.

I could see the elemental trying to reconstitute its form with [Mana Sight] as it desperately tried to flood the earthen slurry with its own Mana. I could see the water interfering with its attempts; it was a rock elemental, not a mud elemental, after all. Combining [Sneak Attack] with a debuff and another attack spell was deadly. It was great to see my skills interacting, bringing back fond memories of when I combined multiple of my slime traits.

Speaking of my slime traits, I regretted hardly using them in this excursion. I had evolved and gained new strengths, but with my low skill levels, I had prioritized them. I could have simply engulfed the rock elemental and assaulted it with [Acid Slime], but then I'd gain experience, further advancing my class without allowing my skills to catch up.

I approached the elemental, rapidly burning through its Mana, grabbed it with a Pseudopod, and began to work on the [Dissection]. Any more spells risked shattering its valuable crystal, and if I wanted to purchase slime cores for myself, I needed all the money I could get.

<Rock Elemental LV 12 defeated. Experience gained.>

Still, I wonder what the salamander is even doing in a silver mine?

Sneaking through, I eventually found a giant red lizard monster lazing on a pile of unrefined silver ore. It was currently snacking on the charred remains of a spider. Blackened bones and a few random weapons and tools surrounded the pile. I noticed four significantly melted remains of an elemental crystal.

<Inferno Salamander LV 5.>

What, do you think you're a dragon or something sleeping on a treasure hoard? I questioned.

The salamander was mainly red except coated in an outer layer of blackened scales that seemed to pulse a deep orange in tune with its breathing. It was about the size of an overgrown horse. Definitely one of the most diminutive evolved monsters I'd ever encountered. I assumed it must be on par with the Earthshaker Bear and myself regarding monster tier, although I also had almost twenty class levels to rely on.

Not to mention, I'm basically immune to fire. I think I'm this thing's worst nightmare.

I'd be taking full advantage of my skills here by starting the fight by laying down all the available debuffs and landing a major [Sneak Attack]. I started off with [Permeable], then [Erode], and finally [Flammable] just for the extra experience.

<[Flammable] resisted.>

Shocked, I cast the spell three more times before it landed successfully. Being such a fire-based creature, I could only assume the world wasn't happy with me trying to lower its fire resistance—not that I planned on actually trying to damage it with [Fire Magic]. Thankfully, despite the salamander resisting the spell, my level in [Vanish] was too high for it to even notice what was going on.

My groundwork prepared, we coordinated three empowered [Water Orb] spells pushed to their maximum. I wanted all three to land simultaneously to ensure [Sneak Attack], and I was a little worried about [Torrent] potentially damaging its scales. With silent precision, we launched our spells at the salamander; it let out a horrendous shriek before it was silenced as its living space was flooded by three massive quantities of water. We immediately started creating another set of spells when I noticed a blinding heat source at the center of the flooded room.

<Proficiency gained. [Thermal Vision LV 2] improved to [Thermal Vision LV 3].>

I had to disable the trait as the white-hot coloring emanating was becoming blinding. The water in the room was rapidly transformed into steam as a fiery inferno burst outwards. We fired our three orbs again at the creature, briefly extinguishing the expanding flame before it reignited and evaporated the water. With all the steam and flame, the room must have felt like a sauna, and I was grateful that I wouldn't have to relive the experience of being boiled alive again.

The salamander, now free from all the water, glared at its assailant, me. Its blackened scales no longer pulsed with an orange glow and instead blazed in a blueish white with hints of the previous orange. It let out a hissing screech full of reptilian rage as it unleashed a torrent of flame at me. The flames blanketed my body, and I could only smirk as they washed over me with no impact at all.

The creature must not have been able to sense what was transpiring under its blanket of flames, as when I snaked a Pseudopod from behind to blast it with more water, it was caught completely unaware. I watched its eyes frantically dart toward where the attack came from. It expected a new foe, but my tendril had already snapped back into my form. I fired another water blast while it was distracted and could visibly see the shock on its face when I was completely unharmed.

Outraged at the transgression, the flames between its scales shone even brighter as it inhaled deeply. I tried firing some water into its mouth directly while presenting such an exploitable opening, but the water turned to vapor when it neared the vicinity of its toothy maw. It was frustrating to see how its flame had defeated my meager level of Water Magic, I had wanted to beat it with magic, but it appeared I'd need to overpower it with slime instead.

Before I could switch to attacking with slime, it completed what it attempted and unleashed another column of flame from its gullet, matching its scales in a gradient of blue-white-orange. The flames crashed into me. I felt no damage to my core, but this time, I could feel it was destroying my slime mass. I rapidly replaced the burned-away slime with fresh slime from the storage and simultaneously triggered [Slime Conversion].

I was about to flee from the flame when I had an epiphany. Instead, I changed my Chimeric monstrosity skin into that of the grayish-green of a hobgoblin and grabbed the [Fire Resistance] trait. The change was immediately noticeable, and the depleting slime mass halted; combining my newly borrowed trait and [Blaze Slime] gave me the Fire immunity required to overcome this blue flame.

I could have attacked again, but I decided to instead wait as [Mana Sight] told me this creature was rapidly using up its natural supply to fuel its flame organ. I could see the Mana flow from its extremities and focus down into a specialized organ inside its chest cavity. This attack was powerful but would cost it significantly, and then I'd strike while it was fatigued. My desire to watch how the creature's Mana flowed gave me insight and led to another skill upgrade.

<Proficiency gained. [Mana Sight LV 4] improved to [Mana Sight LV 5].>

When the flames started dying, I could see the creature almost collapsing to the ground. It had expended far too much energy, but it must have wanted to ensure I was vaporized in its flame and wasn't willing to risk not giving its utmost effort. The molten rock around me had turned to a sort of lava, and the few present ores had turned into slag. Was this really a Silver-rank monster? Or had it evolved recently? I wouldn't have survived the encounter if I wasn't a slime, even if I was actively dodging. I certainly couldn't imagine anyone in Roderick's Party surviving such an encounter, although admittedly, I'd never seen them fight seriously.

When I emerged unharmed from the flame, I could see the despair in the creature's eyes. Its blackened scales were no longer accented by the fiery glow but instead looked like the last coal embers. It tried to retreat, but I was far too fast for it as I promptly blocked off its retreat paths with tendrils. It tried lashing out with its front claws and even biting with its maw, which probably still held some threat to ordinary creatures; I'd give it a personal rating of more potent than the wolves but weaker than badgers.

It was straightforward for me to grab the creature by its limbs and lift it up so it was helpless. It flailed and tried launching some weakened flames, but nothing I couldn't handle. I engulfed the entire creature in slime; its natural body temperature was very high, and in desperation, I could feel it briefly flaring to some extreme temperatures. Compared to its hide, internally, it was fragile, and it died shortly after I invaded and turned up the acid. [Dissection] happily pointed out all the valuable parts.

<Inferno Salamander LV 5 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Quest complete. Payment has been deposited into your account.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Chimeric Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 4.>

<5 Trait Points are now available.>

<Profile [Salamander] complete.>

I was a little disappointed I didn't gain a class level, too, but that was short-lived when I looked over the new profile of the creature. It had two traits that were both juicy targets for mimicry: [Inferno Sac], which was the improved version of [Fire Sac], and [Draconic Scales (Lesser)]. Being able to breathe fire was very impressive, and I couldn't wait to try it out, but the scales were fascinating.

<[Draconic Scales (Lesser)] Provides high defense and minor resistance to most elements, scaling with trait level. Unlike true dragon scales, however, it does not provide magical resistance as your Draconic lineage is far too distant and inadequate.>

I applied the scales to myself and admired them. Most surprising was that I could apply the trait to myself even when in a human or elven form, hinting that both races could have a bloodline with a dragon. I was just happy I had another trait I could use while adventuring without creating some elf-salamander hybrid form.

As for harvested goods, its flame organ, scales, claws, and fangs were all identified as valuable. I could feel [Dissection] proudly showing off the work of the preserved flame organ, which was by far the most valuable part. Despite being extracted, the organ still pulsed with a dangerous level of heat, definitely not for unprotected hands.

After depositing it all, I formed my own organ, filled it with Mana, and let out a small belch of blue flame. While an immediate thought was creating a hydra of salamander heads, all belching fire, my freedom of form meant I could also, in theory, just place the organ in my arm and create my own channels to let it erupt from my hands.

I let my mind wander happily while scavenging what remained of the salamander's small treasure hoard.


Chapter seventy-nine
Quest Complete
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Thanks to [Mapping], I thoroughly searched the rest of the tunnels and pathways and regretfully concluded that I couldn't find the final rock elemental. I was prepared to start heading back to the mine entrance, but first, I wanted to try each of my new forms to claim the first-time and perfection bonuses.

The orc form felt solid and robust. I liked the raw strength it held over a regular human and, in particular, against my frail, by comparison, elven form. Still, I couldn't see myself using it over a bear or some other Chimeric monstrosity form. In theory, I could potentially infiltrate the orcs, but I certainly didn't want to rehash my goblin experience.

I had already tried the elemental forms, so I skipped them and tried out the spiders I could access. Much to my embarrassment, coordinating eight legs took a few attempts, but I was easily skittering up the tunnel walls shortly after. The web creation traits were intriguing because I was only imitating the organ, so it felt strange that I could produce a web. Examining it closely, I discovered that the trait substituted the likeliest available resource to create the phenomenon, which, in my situation, was a pittance of Mana. Unfortunately, the trait alone wasn't enough to give me the instincts and creativity needed to make a proper web, and my best effort was a crude star shape that might trip someone at best. If I ever used this trait, I'd have to stick to spraying it out, although again, I could accomplish so much more if I just used slime with maximum adhesion.

I found the salamander form lacking overall, and if not for the two traits I stole, I'd likely never use it. It was frail, lacked strength, and wasn't that nimble. The only things it had going for it were its impressive scales and extreme firepower, both of which I could borrow without significantly applying its form. It was almost a one-trick pony, which likely brought it far until it met something that directly countered its one trick.

I shifted back into my disguise and practiced adding scales under my robe and experimenting with trying to use the [Inferno Sac]. I discovered that without borrowing [Fire Resistance], I couldn't handle the maximum output of the trait without burning away my slime. I'd need a higher level of [Blaze Slime] to handle it without fusing some Hobgoblin or Salamander into my form, which could take the trait.

I should be thankful that recreating the organ itself is enough for me to borrow the trait; if I had to add even more salamander parts to take it, I'd ruin my disguise.

Speaking of disguise, I thankfully remembered that I needed to remove the [Identity Block] on my profile. I was glad my warning was adhered to, and nobody ventured into the mines that I was aware of. Dealing with the consequences of being discovered was a bridge I hoped I wouldn't be forced to cross any time soon.

I exited the cavern to a late afternoon sun and a few terrified-looking guards, whose expressions were relieved when they saw it was me.

"Thank the gods you survived, ma'am. We all feared the worst when we felt that terrible explosion," one of the guards said.

...Sorry, that was me, I mentally apologized before responding.

"Thanks for the concern. Do you know how long it's been since I entered?"

"Well over a day," he answered. "I pray you were successful?"

That explains my mental fatigue. I worked through an entire night without realizing it.

"The salamander, spiders, and elementals are dealt with. I thoroughly searched the entire mine and couldn't find any more."

The guards’ expressions brightened, and the few miners still in the vicinity cheered at the news. It sounded like the miners didn't get paid unless they worked, which didn't sound fair to me—it wasn't their fault that a monster invaded because it wanted to imitate a dragon badly. I took out the raw ore in my storage, leaving only a single piece and the Mana-enriched piece I had discovered for future sampling.

"The salamander was collecting the ore and nesting on it. This was all I managed to recover. Unfortunately, quite a lot of it melted with the rock."

Shocked, the miners looked at me and began shaking their heads. "We couldn't possibly take this from you. It's your loot from dealing with the monster."

"Don't worry about it. I earned more than enough from the quest payout and the salamander harvesting. If you want to earn it, you could help me find the last rock elemental I need to complete my quest."

After some thought, the miners nodded, and the guards also volunteered to help. My decision to give the ore to the miners was half guilt over taking longer than I should have to deal with the quest due to my experimentation and half laziness with needing to somehow deal with selling the ores after the fact.

According to one of the miners, they could form on the surface because of the overabundance of essence in the area, but they were usually quite docile unless you entered their domain. If one decided to reside in a critical tunnel path, this would obviously be a problem in the mines. It didn't take too long for one of the miners to find one for me; it had taken up residence in the rock dumping area and looked to have only been formed recently, as it was only level one and minuscule.

I cast all my debuffs on it, just for practice, before I began turning its body into mud with some creative [Water Whip] usage. I wrapped it up in the whip and could rapidly erode away at its body by applying some pressure. It wasn't long before I received the notification of its death, and my quest was complete.

<Quest complete. Payment has been deposited into your account.>

I thanked them for their assistance in finding it and said our farewells. They tried convincing me to stay the night at their camp, where they said there would be some minor celebrations. One of the miners even said he was breaking out his emergency alcohol rations to celebrate. Unfortunately, the mental fatigue caught up, and I was worried I'd slip up somewhere. I wanted nothing more than to crawl into a hole somewhere and turn into a formless blob.

I started to wander back toward the city but then took a detour and veered off course until I found a relatively isolated area with a few sparse trees and foliage. I jumped and climbed up the largest tree and extended a tendril from the palm of my hand to burrow away with [Acid Slime]. Once the hole was deep enough, and I made sure my surroundings were clear of any witnesses, I deposited all my items, liquefied my form while I rapidly entered the hole, and continued to dig downward till I was well beyond the tree's roots. When I felt sufficiently deep and safe, I ordered my [Sub-Cores] to keep a lookout before succumbing to the oblivion of sleep.

<Proficiency gained. [Mana Circulation LV 5] improved to [Mana Circulation LV 6].>

<Proficiency gained. [Mana Reinforcement LV 5] improved to [Mana Reinforcement LV 6].>

When I woke up, I felt great, and my mind was cleared of any mental fog. I hadn't realized how important sleep was for my mind until now, I was surprised I could keep going for so long, and I could only assume it was due to my mental stats being off the chart thanks to [Soul Mastery] and [Core Refinement].

While using [Vanish], I exited the tree, and after confirming I was safe with all my available senses, I transformed back into my disguise. Looking at the sun, I judged it was early to mid-morning, which meant I had slept far longer than ever before—not counting evolution time.

I rejoined the road and casually strolled toward the city, revisiting the spell tinkering that had befuddled my fatigued mind. I got some odd stares as I was tinkering with a spell while walking, but nobody stopped me or vocally mentioned it, so I figured I wasn't breaking any law or anything.

It still frustrated me greatly as I couldn't visually see the individual components of the Corrosion Mana. I even borrowed [Mana Sight LV 6] from the elf profile, but the extra level didn't make a difference, and it felt like I was fundamentally missing something. I'd have to pick Dewi's brain to see if he knew a solution to my predicament, as I was sure he'd be more than thrilled I was tinkering with a custom Fire spell.

Thanks to my more casual pace, it was late afternoon by the time I reached the city. My slow, methodical replacement of the spell construct was maybe 30 percent complete at best, and that was with five perfect helpers. Another benefit of getting my [Sub-Cores] to help was that I could get one of them to save my latest modification before the spell unraveled, quickly backing up my process. I would've given up long ago if I had to start from scratch every single time. That made me wonder how a normal human was supposed to accomplish this; I could only assume they would try to obtain a trait or skill to enhance memory—something like eidetic memory, perhaps? Or I was approaching the method incorrectly, but it was the best I could come up with from Dewi's vaguery.

I entered the city without issue and used [Vanish] till I approached the Adventurer’s Guild. I deactivated the skill upon entering and politely requested the receptionist to let Luke know I had returned at his earliest convenience. I didn't have to wait long and was soon ushered to a booth.

"Good to see you again, Miss Syl."

"Hey Luke, all my quests were successful; it was a pretty fun experience."

"There was some concern that something went wrong. We expected you to return sooner; the time between completing your spider extermination and the salamander was significant."

"I may have gone overboard on the spider extermination; I cleared out the entire mine. I was also searching for rock elementals, which proved difficult because the salamander had killed quite a few."

"Huh... That's slightly odd behavior. What level was it?"

"Five. I think it recently evolved."

Luke slammed the table, causing me to flinch in surprise. "Wait, it had evolved?!"

"I believe so. It was an Inferno Salamander. Does that help?"

Rather than helping, Luke seemed to go slightly pale. He began frantically shuffling through papers and muttering to himself; when he found what he was looking for, he read it carefully and then shook his head before finally speaking.

"I double-checked the original request. They definitely said it was a normal salamander. The request wasn't that old; I don't know how it evolved so soon..." He bowed his head. "I'm so sorry, Miss Syl. I put you in danger by recommending this quest."

Confused by the display, I quickly tried to calm him down. "It wasn't that much of an issue. Your advice helped a lot as its insides were extremely weak, and I got a lot of experience and practice with my [Water Magic]."

"No. You don't understand, Miss Syl. This is an upper Silver-rank threat; if it had been at a higher level, it would have been a low Gold rank. Sending a lone, freshly promoted Silver-rank adventurer against something like this is a suicide mission."

"Well, it's good I'm trying to get promoted to Gold as soon as possible," I said with a smirk, hoping to ease his concern.

He sighed at my utter refusal to accept the gravity of the situation. "We might have to if it truly was as easy as you are appearing to make it."

"Anyway, let's get down to business. I got plenty of materials to show you."


Chapter eighty
Loot Dealing
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"Ah! Miss Syl, please don't dump them on my desk; we have a room for this!" Luke frantically said when I piled a few parts on the desk.

I nodded and deposited them away, causing him to look relieved. He led me to another room with plenty of tables and minor shelving. Interestingly, almost no two tables were made from the same material. Some were wood, while others were stone, and even a few were made of metal.

Seeing my curiosity at the various tables, Luke spoke up, "Depending on the monster, their materials can be hazardous; we've had some monsters burn a room down or melt straight through the floor!"

"Oh... Right, if I took out the inferno sac, it'd probably burn your desk, maybe the whole room?" I replied, scratching my chin.

Luke had a complex expression of paled horror and genuine excitement. "Y-you actually managed to harvest its flame gland?" he stammered out.

"Yeah, it's in great condition. Want to see?"

"No! Miss Syl, please wait! I'm going to get Mister Thern. Please wait right here, and please do not take out the organ, no matter what!" Luke shouted frantically and darted off.

I shrugged and started pulling out the various other materials I had harvested. For the most part, I put them on one of the wooden tables, but I laid out the scaled hide on one of the stone tables in case it had any residual heat. By the time Luke arrived with Thern in tow, I had laid out all the spider fangs, spider sickles, Earth crystals, and orc ears.

"Blimey! Someone's been busy. Good to see you again, Syl," Thern said with a cheerful expression.

"Good to see you again, Thern. Yeah, I had a quest to clear out the silver mine."

"Master Lisa wasn't joking when she said you were a harvesting fiend," Luke said before he slapped his mouth shut.

"Ha! That she is, and this is some mighty fine work except for the few melted Earth crystals."

"That was the salamander's work, not me. I recovered them from its nest and wasn't sure if they were still valuable."

"Ha! It sounds like its tiny bit of dragon blood overwhelmed it." Thern chuckled, then ran his hands over the scales. "This is mighty good. You should get some armor from this and replace that cheap robe you're wearing."

"I was considering just selling it, but..."

"Nope! No buts, you're trying to make Gold rank, so you need to start looking like a Gold-rank adventurer! Your pointy ears can only do so much for your appearance; you must look the part, or people will doubt you."

"Mister Thern is right. Image can play an important part in your adventuring career, and is how you can be requested for special quest assignments or receive favors from higher-ups if you're famous enough."

I couldn't argue with any of his points, and fame was one of my ideas of reassurance if I was ever discovered or wanted to reveal myself. Plus, having some extra defense beyond my slime and Mana couldn't hurt.

"Also, if you get it commissioned here, I can do the enchanting. Then I can waive the fee in return for some more of that alcohol," Thern said, followed by a hearty chuckle.

"Enchanted gear... That sounds very useful. I had someone recommend self-repair and size-modification to me."

"Those are some universally good options. Size-modification is great if you ever want to sell it later for an upgrade," Thern replied.

"I didn't know you were an enchanter. Your class sounds like a combat one?"

"Ha! Now that's a story. Aye, I used to be an enchanter. Then, one day, I got this class as a revelation and took it! My ma beat me black and blue, demanding I change back. She was so furious. Luckily, my pa pointed out that I could still use my enchanter skills even if my class changed," Thern said, chuckling as if it was a fond childhood memory.

"That's why I requested Mister Thern's presence. He will temporarily enchant a container to safely hold the organ and prevent it from hurting anyone or damaging anything."

Luke brought out a large metal box, to which Thern held out his finger and started tracing a pattern into the lid. As his finger glided across the surface, he left behind dense lines of golden Mana, which began merging into a complex pattern and into the structure. He then repeated this process on each side of the box, double-checked his work, and nodded approvingly.

"Aye, that should hold it good. I also added some preservation enchantment to it; we don't want to lose something so valuable," Thern said with a nod, then turned to Luke. "You may want to leave the room temporarily, just in case you take damage from the heat before it's contained."

Luke nodded and promptly left, closing the door behind him. Thern opened the box and gestured for me to withdraw the item. My plan to withdraw the inferno sac was to surround it in transparent slime that I had infused with water Mana, making it look like Water Magic and allowing me to avoid touching it directly. I proceeded with my plan, and Thern seemed very impressed when I withdrew the organ held in a tendril of slime water. I carefully placed it in the chest and returned my slime to my palm, which immediately revealed the heat still generated by the organ.

"Blimey, that's impressive," Thern said, stroking his beard. "I'd swear the organ was fake. It's so pristine, and your control over water is most impressive; I can imagine this beastie wasn't happy fighting you."

"Definitely not. I swear it looked outraged," I said with a chuckle, and Thern joined in with a hearty laugh.

Thern drew another magic circle around the box, which seemed to contain the heat, then let Luke come in and see it. Both were fascinated by the organ, and Thern gave Luke a short explanation of how it would absorb raw Mana and turn it into fire.

"So what would they use this for?" I asked.

"Well, it could be transformed into a magic tool, a furnace heart, or a catalyst."

"You should get it turned into a catalyst for yourself, Miss Syl," Luke replied.

"No. I'd rather sell this and buy some Slime catalysts."

Thern laughed so hard he snorted. "Well, I can't even say that's the weirdest adventurer hobby. One of my old buddies collects monster skulls to make into beer mugs."

"Speaking of which, did you find any for me, Luke?"

"I found a red Slime catalyst. I also extended our search since you said you didn't mind if it wasn't a catalyst, and we found a source for a white slime core that's been crafted into a freeze tool."

I immediately cheered. "I'll gladly take both. Assuming I have enough money?"

Thern let out another belly laugh before gesturing around the room. "I think you have the cost covered."

"There's just one issue... The owner of the freeze tool is only willing to sell it under one condition."

"Unless the request is completely unreasonable, I'd still be interested. What is it?"

Luke sighed. "It belongs to one of the nobles here, and he wants you to have dinner with him publicly at Moonsong."

"Oh! Moonsong is the best restaurant in Kaerlin," Thern replied. "Although getting involved with nobles is nasty business, I bet he just wants to raise his own public profile by being seen with an exotic elf."

"Yes... Master Lisa agrees. He's harmless, according to her, but he just wants to use you for social standing."

"I don't really mind. I'm technically using him too, and if I can get my core, I'd consider it a win."

"Aye. Not to mention free food. Although looking at your harvests, you're probably not lacking for coin."

"Very well, Miss Syl. I'll inform Master Lisa to confirm the details. As for your Fire catalyst, I just need you to swipe your tag at the reception here, and then I can give it to you," Luke said, then gestured to all the materials. "So, what are your plans with these harvests? Do you want to keep any or have a request for our crafters?"

"Sell them all, but I'll take up the offer for the enchanted armor."

"Ha! Excellent!" Thern said, giving me a hefty pat on the back. "You can drop off my alcohol in the library when you've got it. It's a pleasure doing business with you!"

Luke took me to a different section of the guild building, which appeared to be where their crafters resided; it was like a mini marketplace with all sorts of trinkets, potions, and items being displayed. The first thing was going to one of the armor crafters, who used a skill to immediately get my measurements and then suggested what type of armor to make once we told him the materials he'd be working with. Ultimately, he recommended a black leather armor design to match the scales and fit more with the rogue theme. He vehemently refused to use Draconic Scales, even lesser ones, to make a robe, and Luke agreed it fit the Shadowcaster theme more to wear something more Rogueish.

With a quick swipe of my guild tag, the deposit was made, and then we made our way to the vendor, which had my catalyst. Unlike the staff I had previously acquired, this one looked less impressive and was a small scepter with a much smaller core. I promptly paid for it and stared at the slime core happily, eager to consume it.

"Would you like to try it out at the training ground, Miss Syl?" Luke asked.

It sounded like a good idea; I had never used a catalyst before, and if I needed to fake one, it would be nice to know the effects. I would even consider getting myself a non-slime core if it turned out to be useful.

"Gladly. Thanks for the suggestion, Luke. I didn't know the guild had one."

"Most city guilds do. Ours even managed to get a golem from Keld to use for training practice."

"Keld?"

"Oh, I'm surprised you've never heard of it. It's an independent city formed by a former adventurer, Keldenar the Golemancer. He retired from adventuring and formed an entire city staffed entirely by golems. The residents who live there have all manual labor taken care of by the golems, so they are free to do research, crafting, or even just live comfortably."

"He just retired and formed his own city? I'm surprised the nobles allowed him to do that."

Luke chuckled. "A lot of them certainly tried to stop him. He took unoccupied land with no dungeon, infested with monsters, conquered it himself, and set up shop. He practically built the entire city in an instant with hundreds of golems. Plenty tried to force him into one of the kingdoms but soon realized their folly in confronting a Diamond-rank adventurer who can create infinite soldiers."

"What did the guild think?"

"Oh, they love it and gave Keld their full backing. Nothing better than having someone who can stand up to even kings or queens and help protect the guild's values."

That's very useful to know... It certainly makes my plan to rank up in the guild to protect myself more viable.


Chapter eighty-one
Damage Test
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Luke led me to an open courtyard at the back of the building, a large open area only cut off when it reached the inner city wall. There were circles lined with glyphs and people inside dueling, a small archery range, and a few wooden training dummies. Up against the wall was a singular humanoid construct. It was a little larger than an orc and had no face; instead, it looked uniformly made from an unknown material.

<Golem (Training) LV 40.>

"It's level forty and only used for training?" I said to Luke, looking somewhat shell-shocked.

"The larger branches have even higher-level ones, multiples, or ones for specific training regiments. This one is mostly generic except for being more durable and providing an excellent damage target."

That was another bombshell. What did he use for himself if these were the ones he would give away? Were other Diamond ranks this strong, or was he an exception? A startling power level made me realize I still had a long way to go.

"Damage test!" a voice shouted.

I looked over to see a swordsman had approached the golem. The golem pulsed, and I watched its body light up with Mana as it rapidly reinforced itself. The swordsman, not to be outdone, also began to emit Mana, which rapidly focused into his falchion. There was a momentary blur as the man leaped forward and swung his blade, which let out a piercing howl as it sliced through the air before crashing against the golem. The golem made no effort to move or block, taking the blow fully. The blade itself shattered, but not before leaving a clean slice about the size of a hand.

Cheers erupted from the few onlookers, but the swordsman was silent. The golem tilted its head as if staring at the swordsman before its Mana flashed, and the small cut seemed to disappear. Then it went dormant again. The swordsman looked upset, and a few other members walked up to reassure him.

"Hey, it's better than last time!"

"Yeah! Don't give up, plus you used a disposable weapon."

I watched them walk off before turning a questioning look to Luke. Before I had the chance to ask, he answered.

"If you can impress the golem, then you get a reward. Usually, it's a small magic item like a ring or something that would provide a minor boost to an up-and-coming adventurer," Luke answered. "You should definitely consider trying it, Miss Syl.'

I paused to consider it. I didn't see the harm in trying it, although a problem came to mind. "Most of my damage comes from [Sneak Attack], though..."

"That's not a problem, Miss Syl, as you can ask the golem to turn around and face the wall. Otherwise, none of our Rogue classes would stand a chance."

"All right then, although I want to test the catalyst first to see which element I should use."

"Magic Practice," Luke uttered to the golem, and it took a different stance before flashing with a different Mana barrier. He then backed off and eagerly waited for me to demonstrate my magic.

I held the small scepter, channeled Fire Mana into it, and formed a simple [Fire Arrow] spell. The simplest way to describe the Mana catalyst was that it was like my [Sub-Cores], except... really stupid. It needed to be handheld through the formation like a lost child before it finally boosted the spell. I cast the empowered spell at the golem and felt rather dismissive of the effort required, once again giving me a vast new appreciation for my [Sub-Cores]. After several more attempts at using the catalyst, I decided against using it, and I also suspected the golem was resistant to fire.

"I think I'm going to go with Water Magic. The catalyst was interesting, thanks Luke."

"Of course, anytime Miss Syl."

"Any rules in particular I should know about with this test?"

"You're only allowed one damaging attack, but any amount of buffs or debuffs before launching the attack."

"Thanks, and how do I get it to turn around?"

"Just mention [Sneak Attack] after declaring the damage test," Luke replied, retaking a safe distance.

"Damage test with [Sneak Attack]!" I declared to the golem.

The golem immediately responded and turned to face the wall before glowing brightly with Mana. Now that I was closer, I saw tiny glyphs and sigils lighting up along its body. Soon, the training ground was filled with murmurs and whispers as onlookers were eager to witness another participant.

I activated [Vanish] and proceeded to cast both [Erode] and [Permeable] with maximum empowerment. I mentally cheered when both landed successfully, and it further confirmed my theory that [Flammable] likely failed on the salamander due to its extreme fire resistance, if not outright immunity. I cast [Flammable] for the free experience, which triggered a notification for me.

<Proficiency gained. [Affliction Mastery LV 2] improved to [Affliction Mastery LV 3].>

Since I was only allowed one attack, I'd go with [Torrent] since it was likely my most powerful individual spell. I formed the spell construct, and almost immediately, there were some comments and snickers from the onlookers disparaging the use of [Water Magic]. I shrugged and grabbed all of my [Sub-Cores] and began rapidly empowering and enhancing the spell while also making a minor modification to lower the area on the spell for a more concentrated burst. Unmodified, the spell construct where the water would emerge had a diameter of about four meters, but I had squashed it down to one, the water Mana highly dense in the tight space. If I pushed more, I could reduce it further, but I was probably already going overboard, as the crowd seemed conflicted on my display; there were some cheers and impressed remarks, but equally, there was disparagement and accusations of wasting time or showboating.

I finalized the spell and cast it; a burst of water surged forward out of the floating magic circle at a dangerous velocity and crashed into the back of the golem. At first, it didn't do much other than spraying water everywhere, and another helpful Mage actually erected some form of barrier around the area to prevent the audience from being caught in the splash zone. While I wondered if I had to respect a time limit for my attempt because I could keep fueling this spell, the golem seemed to lose its footing and was sent plummeting face forward into the wall. There were some shocked shouts and a few cheers, but I quickly halted the spell as I was concerned I may have damaged the wall by sending the golem into it.

I was relieved when the wall was primarily unharmed and saw the golem slowly standing to its feet. The silence was palpable as everyone waited with bated breath for the golem's evaluation. The back of the golem had some erosion damage that was slowly repairing itself. A line appeared on the golem's chest and parted, revealing a chest cavity; it reached inside to retrieve something and approached me. At this point, the onlookers were cheering, although there was still the occasional disgruntlement complaining about special treatment, damned elves, or damned mages.

The golem handed me a small ring and an engraved square token. [Identify] told me the ring was one of lesser Mana regeneration, which I felt was wasted on me, but I placed it on one of my fingers, not wanting to seem ungrateful. A typical Mage would have coveted such an item, so I could see why it was the standard reward. The token, however, was a mystery, and most strange of all was the notification.

<[Identify] and [Appraisal] failed.>

While I was staring at the token, the golem had returned to its original spot and went dormant again. Meanwhile, Luke had approached me.

"Congratulations, Miss Syl, I knew you could do it! I'm betting that was the spell you used to defeat the salamander," he said enthusiastically, then spotted the token I was staring at. "What's that?"

"I'm not sure. The golem handed it to me along with my ring. I have both [Identify] and [Appraisal], but it says they failed."

"Well, the engraving is Keld's coat of arms. But as for its purpose, I'm not sure. Perhaps Master Lisa would know."

"Nobody else has received such a token?"

"If they have, they kept it a secret. Or it's above my pay grade."

I nodded and placed the token in a pouch, as I was concerned about putting the strange object inside my [Core Storage]. Eventually, one of the staff members asked if I could clean up the water, which had partially flooded the area. I agreed and gathered it in one spot using [Water Orb] before depositing it in my storage. My success reinvigorated many other adventurers, and soon, there was a line to challenge the golem.

Since I had nothing more I wanted to do in the training area, Luke suggested we see if Lisa could inform her that I'd accept the noble's request and ask about the token. While on the way there, I withdrew the catalyst inside myself and promptly devoured it.

<Slime (Red) Core absorbed.

Trait [Blaze Slime] gained.

Trait [Slime Burst] gained.

Trait [Thermal Vision] gained.>

<Existing Trait [Blaze Slime LV 4] improved to [Blaze Slime LV 6].>

<Existing Trait [Slime Burst LV 5] improved to [Slime Burst LV 6].>

<Existing Trait [Thermal Vision LV 3] improved to [Thermal Vision LV 4].>

It wasn't a fused core this time, but I still gained quite a lot from it. Surprisingly, this slime must not have earned [Slime Shot], although I was glad to get a boost to thermal vision, which now only needed one more level to reach the maximum. I hoped my new levels in [Blaze Slime] would mean using [Inferno Sac] without burning slime away.

Lisa's secretary told us she could see us in half an hour, so Luke and I chatted briefly. He asked me basic questions about magic, which I answered as best as possible, mainly stealing from my conversations with Dewi. Most of my dealings with magic were based on feeling and experimentation rather than studying, so I had to fall back on his explanations. Luke was undecided about the class he wanted to pursue and was currently level three in Mage, Scout, and Warrior.

"Is there anything in particular you'd like me to look for as potential for your next quest?" Luke asked since it would be at least a day or two before I would head out again.

"I'm looking for something large and flying. I'm unsure if the area has any large bird monsters or the equivalent."

"I hope you're not planning on upgrading from salamander to wyvern or drake next," Luke chuckled. "There are flying monsters, although mostly only when the floating island is nearer, then they like to pluck horses from merchants traveling the road."

"If you can't find a flying monster, try something unique or new. Avoid any monsters from my previous quests, and preferably no orcs."

"Why no orcs?"

"I already dealt with a few on my way to the mine. I did leave their ears in the room with my materials."

"Oh, so that was you? One of the merchants said they were saved from orcs by a random adventurer, but they ran off after killing the orcs. I'll ensure you get the general bounty for dealing with them."

"Thanks, Luke. So I've already fought orcs, so I'd prefer a new monster I haven't encountered if there are no flying ones."

"No problem. I'll keep that in mind."

It wasn't long before the secretary finally let us into Lisa's office.


Chapter eighty-two
Moonsong
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Lisa's office was well-furnished but cluttered. Loose parchment and paper were scattered on every available surface. I looked around in shock and horror and wondered how she could find anything in this shamble. Seeing my reaction, she chuckled.

"Word of advice, Syl. Never become a Guild Master."

"I wonder if I should warn Roderick," I replied, earning a good laugh from Lisa.

"So what can I do for you two? I'd heard you cleared out the silver mine. Thanks for that."

"No problem. I gained a lot of experience and apparently earned a fortune, according to Thern."

"Oh?" Lisa asked inquisitively.

Luke cleared his throat before responding, looking somewhat embarrassed and unsure of how to broach the subject. "The salamander evolved into an Inferno Salamander, and Syl dealt with it and harvested its flame organ perfectly intact, as well as its lesser Draconic Scales."

"It evolved, and you still took it on? I didn't expect you to be so reckless."

"I thought the quest description was generic, like my other quest, which just said to kill spiders. I didn't know the original quest was for a regular salamander."

Lisa and Luke groaned in unison before Lisa said, "You're not exactly wrong. That generally applies to mass kill quests, but the quest description is supposed to be precise if it's for a solo monster."

"I'll keep that in mind in the future, but I dealt with it, I'm unharmed, and the miners get to continue their work. I don't see a problem."

"For you, maybe, but this is going to be a paperwork nightmare when we tell the city their quest was severely out of date or they lied about the submission," Lisa answered, rubbing her temples.

"Not to throw more on your plate, but Syl accepts the noble's dining request," Luke added.

Lisa shrugged, "That's actually not too bad. Johnathan is decent as far as nobles go. I'll let him know, as I expect he will want to take you to dinner tomorrow evening."

She looked me over and paused before asking, "Please tell me that's not your only outfit."

"I had another robe, but it was destroyed in the dungeon, and then I have leather armor."

"Nope! No way! I'm lending you an outfit. You will not be representing the guild dressed like that," Lisa said, gesturing at me.

Luke also seemed flabbergasted at my answer but lightly defended me, "Not that it would be appropriate for dinner, but she is getting a set of armor made from the Draconic Scales."

"Good! If you approached me looking like that, I'd refuse your promotion even if you slayed a dragon. You look like a fresh Iron-ranker when you're a Silver shooting for Gold," Lisa said, exasperated, before continuing, "where's your femininity, Syl? I know you're friends with Whitney, who's quite the tomboy, but even she likes a good outfit."

I could only shrug at the accusations. Maybe I was doing Sylthaeryn's elven form a disservice, but I was a slime and felt very indifferent about it. At least the armor would potentially protect me, so it had a purpose.

"I'll send a dress to your room at the inn tomorrow morning; I have a few enchanted with size-altering, so it won't matter. I would have invited you to pick one, but I think it would be better left in my hands..." Lisa said, to which I hastily agreed.

"Also, I did the golems damage test."

"I was wondering what the commotion downstairs was; that explains it. I'm assuming you passed?"

"I did. But it also handed me this," I replied, pulling out the square token and placing it on her desk.

"Oh, looks like you've been invited to the Keld Kingdom. That's a rare opportunity. You must have really impressed his golem."

"I can't even [Identify] it. How is anyone supposed to know it's an invitation?"

"I don't think anyone but Keldenar himself can. It's a sound system against forgeries, as everyone wants to connect with the man capable of running an entire city singlehandedly. You better keep that very safe."

"I will, although I'm not going to rush over. I had other plans."

"From what I heard, it's an open invitation, so there's no expiration date. You're certainly not the first to be invited, and many promising adventurers have received such a token. Although I'm surprised, our golem even had one, considering we bought the cheapest available."

I nodded and deposited the token in my storage this time since there was likely no safer place. We chatted briefly, during which I shared some details of my quest before Lisa had to excuse herself and get back to work. I thanked them for their time and returned to the inn since I had nothing else on my agenda.

With a swipe of my guild tag, I paid for my room and holed up until dinner, continuing to tinker with my spell. I was half expecting to run into someone from Roderick's Party, but when I asked one of the inn staff, she said they were still in Kaerlin. They must have been out on a quest, so I hastily ate and returned to my room.

When I woke up, I spent the morning idly tinkering away at my spell until there was a knock at my door. One of the staff members handed me a package from Lisa. Inside was a dark blue dress made out of a high-quality fabric. I could see it was faintly glowing with magic, and [Identify] told me it had size-altering and self-repair. I threw the entire outfit into storage, assigned it an equipment profile, and swapped to it briefly to confirm everything was in place before swapping back to my regular attire.

"This skill is probably one of my favorites from a utility perspective. Messing with clothes is such a bother. Thanks again, Yuzz..." I murmured. I hoped she had survived.

I continued tinkering the rest of the day since I had nothing else to do until the evening. I had hoped to run into Whitney or Dewi, but they had yet to return from their quest. When dusk approached, I left my room and waited for my escort to arrive at the inn's common area. A guard eventually arrived, wearing armor significantly different from the gate guards in both embellishments and giving off a weak magic aura. He looked at me questioningly, and I could feel his disapproval of my casual outfit. Before he could complain, I triggered [Equipment Swap] and, in a flash of light, was instantly in the outfit prepared for me.

He nodded approvingly at my attire and escorted me to the inner city gate. I tried conversing, but he was strictly all business and stoically silent. Before entering the gate, he warned me that I would be held accountable if I caused a scene, elf, adventurer, or otherwise. We entered without issue other than a lot of attention from onlookers, and I could immediately see the difference in quality between the inner city and the outer city. The road wasn't just paved but tiled, and the buildings were all of much higher quality, each having more resources also put toward aesthetics rather than just their function. The outer city wasn't necessarily dirty, and compared to Stantondale, it was spotless, but you could effortlessly tell the difference compared to the inner city.

People gawked and stared at me as I was escorted along, openly gossiping and showing no shame or effort to hide it. I could only mentally grumble at Lisa for not picking a more subtle attire. I ensured I had [Elven Glamour] equipped, as I knew I'd be talking this evening and needed all the tools available.

Moonsong was a smaller building than I expected, considering its location in the inner city. I thanked my guard escort and walked to the entrance, and before I could even reach for the door, a friendly-looking staff member opened it.

"Greetings, Miss Syl, we've been expecting you. I shall escort you to your table."

The occupants were startled at my appearance and made no attempts to hide their whispering. Johnathan was certainly getting his money's worth if he wanted the attention of inviting me here, and the dress Lisa loaned me only added fuel to the fire. I just kept thinking of the slime core I'd be getting and the possibilities it would unlock for me.

The ambiance of Moonsong was a sight to behold, as the entire establishment was darkened and illuminated by artificial starlight and a sizable ornamental moon in the center of the building. Unfortunately, [Mana Sight] broke the illusion set up by the establishment, revealing it all as objects with minor enchantments inscribed. I thanked the staff and was led to a table where a well-dressed man was seated. Seeing me, he stood up and gave a short half-bow to greet me.

<Johnathan Green; Human LV 5; Merchant LV 38.>

"Miss Syl, thank you ever so much for accepting my request. I must say, the rumors do not do your appearance justice at all."

"Thank you, Mister Green. I'm glad to have the opportunity to see the inner city and make your acquaintance," I replied, leaning heavily on [Acting] and [Elven Glamour].

"Please, please. Call me Johnathan; the only Mister Green is my father, and until I succeed him, I'm not worthy of it."

"Very well, Johnathan, but please just call me Syl."

"Gladly," he said with a charming smile.

He offered me a seat, and the waiter brought some water before Johnathan ordered proper drinks, which I left up to him since my knowledge of food and drink was limited to consumption only.

"If you don't mind me asking, what brings you out of the forest? We very rarely see elves."

"Adventure, mostly. I want to travel the world, and my current goal is to reach Gold rank."

"Ah yes, the wanderlust and fame of adventure. Sometimes, I regret choosing the merchant life."

"It seems to be doing well for you. You're the highest non-combat job I've ever seen."

"Thank you for the compliment. I can return it by saying you're both the first elf and Shadowcaster I've ever seen, and judging by your purchasing power, you must be extremely successful."

"Purchasing power?"

"Ah, do forgive me. One of my merchant skills gives me an impression of the wealth someone owns and another of how much their potential to earn is, and you are quite frankly off the charts. I'm truly grateful that my instincts told me to part with our magical tool and meet you."

"That's very interesting. I've heard very little about non-combat classes and only met a Chef and Crafter. How do you even level up?"

"Quite a common question, actually. I definitely can't attack monsters with my bank account, not directly anyway," Johnathan replied with a light chuckle, "Depending on the job, we earn experience by partaking in its natural activities. So, as a merchant, I gain experience by earning money, buying or selling goods, establishing trade deals, and even providing customer satisfaction."

"That actually sounds fascinating. If I didn't have to give up my current class, I'd want to try it."

"Well, you could always swap back and forth, but..." In a hushed voice, he leaned forward and said, "Now, you didn't hear this from me, but I've heard it is possible to get a second job, although the details of which seem to be a closely guarded secret."

"That's... wow," I replied, baffled, as I couldn't sense that he was lying, at least not directly. This was going to be a fascinating evening.


Chapter eighty-three
Cryo Slime
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"I'm glad that caught your attention. I wish I had more information to tease you with. Still, the most I managed to suss out myself was that everyone with one of these additional classes is either a Diamond-rank adventurer or closely related to one."

"So adventurers on par with Keldenar?"

"Well... I'd say it's hard to be on par with him, but yes. The rumors say he has an enchanting class with the powerful magical artifacts he exports, not to mention the layers of enchantments on his golems."

I guess I can ask him or Gramps, whichever comes first, I decided.

We continued to chat for a bit while we drank and ate. Johnathan mostly asked me for some stories of my adventures and what monsters I had fought. He was highly pleased to hear that I was responsible for the silver mine being back in operation, as apparently, his family did business with the owners. In return, I was told about some of his most successful trade deals or the famous people he had done business with. Thankfully, Johnathan remained mostly humble, but most of his stories went utterly over my head. The food was a delight and at least on par with Trevor's work, although the portions left a bit to be desired.

"So originally, I was going to sell you our spare freeze tool, but my merchant instincts tell me I should sell you our best one instead," Johnathan said while we were settling down to a light after-dinner drink. "And after such a pleasant evening, I most certainly want to agree with them."

He placed two objects on the table: golden metallic cages with intricate engravings. Housed in the center were two pale turquoise cores. One was notably larger, reminding me of the difference between the two Fire catalysts. Without a doubt, I wanted the larger one, as it was likely another fused core.

"I don't suppose you'd be willing to part with both?" I asked, trying to hide my desire.

"Sadly, I must keep one myself; otherwise, I won't be able to transport large amounts of perishable goods. However, I'd gladly try to source another one for you."

"Please do. And yes, I'd gladly take your best one off your hands if you're willing."

He gestured for me to take the larger one and pulled out a crystal necklace similar to my guild tag. We tapped crystals to complete the purchase. The guild would vet the purchase for me, but I doubted he was willing to scam me at this point. He suddenly went wide-eyed and looked at me in shock.

"Wow. You must have really wanted that. This singular transaction just gave me two merchant levels," Johnathan said, rubbing his chin. He was clearly debating whether to sell me the other one, and even when I prodded, he reluctantly held firm.

"I'm surprised you didn't gain any racial levels, even if you've changed your distribution."

"Ah no, that is a common misconception. The vocation experience is only for the class itself. If I want to earn any racial experience, I'm forced to hire adventurers or mercenaries to slay some monsters with me in a Party," Johnathan explained. "It's quite common in the noble circles, although I just got a few levels to make my daily life easier. But others sometimes pay their way all the way to some absurd levels. Some adventurers earn a fortune being partied with a noble family."

"Can't say that interests me, I wouldn't want to share my experience with anyone not pulling their weight."

"I don't blame you, and my merchant skills tell me that you're earning way more than them anyway." Johnathan chuckled, "I think we should do business in the future, Syl. It will be immensely profitable for both of us. Tell me, what else are you looking for?"

"Originally, I was looking for magical Slime catalysts, but I'd be willing to accept even raw slime cores. I'm currently looking for any cores other than blue slime, although my current preference would be a yellow or orange slime core."

Johnathan went silent for a moment, deep in thought, although I could overhear his slight mutterings thanks to [Perception]. "Magecraft? Alchemy? Enchanting? Or something else...?" He shook his head and smiled. "Sorry for my ramblings. It's a bad habit I've failed to break. Regardless of your intention, I will keep my feelers out for you."

At the end of the evening, Johnathan escorted me back to the gate. It was a surprisingly entertaining evening, and I'd potentially made valuable contact and finally got my tendrils on a new core, with the prospect for more in the future.

"Thank you for a most amazing evening, Syl. Please do send Guild Master Lisa my regards."

"Thank you as well, Johnathan. I'm glad I didn't turn down your request."

We said our farewells, and I headed back to the outer city. Excited about the new core, I made a beeline to the inn. When I got to my room, I withdrew the object and hastily ate the core out of its golden housing, leaving behind a still rather impressive, if empty, frame.

<Compatible core detected. Integrate new core at a penalty?>

Yes.

<Slime (White) Fused Core absorbed.

Trait [Cryo Slime] gained.

Trait [Slime Shot] gained.

Trait [Slime Density] gained.

Trait [Thermal Vision] gained.>

<Trait [Cryo Slime LV 6] reduced to [Cryo Slime LV 4] for integration penalty.>

<Existing Trait [Slime Shot LV 5] improved to [Slime Shot LV 6].>

<Trait [Slime Density] integrated into [Morph Slime LV 7] >

<Existing Trait [Thermal Vision LV 4] improved to [Thermal Vision LV MAX].>

<Profile [Slime] updated.>

Now, that was a haul of traits. It's interesting that [Slime Density] got automatically integrated into [Morph Slime], although more was needed to level it up. Now, let's look at this new trait.

<[Cryo Slime LV 4] This slime has the ability to survive and thrive within extreme cold and can rapidly control the temperature of its slime to generate equivalent outputs that it uses offensively. Minimum temperature levels and modification speed scale with trait level and by outside factors such as compression. This trait adds Ice resistance, which scales with the trait level until eventual immunity at the max level. It also prevents damage from extreme cold and thwarts slime mass from being frozen solid. Compatible with other slime traits.>

I hadn't even considered someone freezing my slime, which sounded absolutely horrific, and I was suddenly quite thankful I hadn't decided to try to go to some frosty region to hunt a white slime myself. I held out a hand and activated [Cryo Slime] and, with [Thermal Vision], watched my arm progress from its red thermal coloring down to a deep dark blue.

I conjured up a [Water Orb] and placed my palm on it. Rapidly, the magical ball of water froze, and when it did, I lost control of the spell, and it fell to the floor, shattering. I had not expected that, and when I repeated the process, this time holding the orb from below and watching with [Mana Vision], I saw my water Mana rapidly transforming into something else, which I could only assume was ice.

It's like when I turned the rock elemental into mud, and it couldn't control it anymore. Perhaps that will change if I get [Ice Magic]?

In theory, I had an Ice affinity now, and to prove it, I borrowed [Elemental Amalgamation] again and seized control of the shards on the floor and the orb in my hand. Since I had created both with my own Mana, I could skip the step of needing to use [Mana Infusion]. With free control over the ice, I formed it into a small ice tree, like my previous slime sculptures.

Now, the question is, how do I get [Ice Magic]? I recall Dewi mentioning needing to be level thirty, which just isn't feasible in a short time span. The real solution would be to unlock a pure caster class. I'll ask Luke or Lisa tomorrow if Dewi is still not back yet.

I looked over the white slime profile while I lay in bed. Sadly, there were no new or hidden traits for me to learn. Unlike red slimes, they came with [Thermal Vision] naturally, which made sense for them to find prey in subzero climates. [Slime Density] and [Slime Shot] were its common traits, while [Pseudopod] and [Slime Burst] were its rare traits. I would have loved to have gotten a free level in [Pseudopod], but sadly, this slime hadn't acquired it.
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The following day, I withdrew the outfit borrowed from Lisa and cleaned it thoroughly by engulfing it entirely in slime and instantly dissolving anything that wasn't the dress. When I removed it, it looked cleaner than I initially got it, and I carefully returned it to its packaging.

Before heading to the guild, however, I asked around for somewhere to purchase barrels, which is how I eventually ended up at a carpenter's, requesting thirty barrels. The owner was baffled at my requested quantity but only had ten in stock. I paid upfront and said I'd collect the rest when he was done, throwing the ten into storage. It was a good thing he didn't have the stock on hand, as it looked like I'd need to level up my storage skill again if I wanted to fit the total amount I requested.

Using [Vanish] and finding a quiet alleyway, I withdrew a barrel and filled it with alcohol slime by placing a hand inside it before resealing it and depositing it again. Then, I finally headed to the guild; before dealing with Luke, I visited Thern and dropped off his barrel for the enchanting work he'd be doing. We exchanged greetings before I dropped the barrel in front of him.

"What's that you got there?"

"Your barrel of alcohol you requested."

"Wait, that's full of the booze you gave me last time?"

"Yes. I'm getting more barrels made as well."

Thern groaned. "I know I said barrel... But what I actually meant was a keg... I didn't expect you to actually get a literal barrel."

"Oh... I didn't know there was a difference," I replied with a shrug.

"Well, the damage is done. I'll just have to put even more effort into my enchanting to be worthy of such a prize!" Thern replied with a hearty chuckle. "What do you want? Elemental resist? Protection? I probably have enough for something like Poison Immunity... Maybe a little attribute boosting?"

"That's... Wow, I didn't expect enchanting to have so many options."

"Aye, although you're limited by the materials available and the piece of equipment. Being made of Draconic scale, yours should be able to handle quite a load, and I have a good supply of materials available from my old job."

"What about magic resistance in general? Or mental protection?"

"Mental protection would work on an accessory or headpiece, not armor. I can do general magic resistance, but it's far less effective than just getting something like fire resistance."

"I'd rather have the broad resistance. I already have traits for individual resistances and immunities."

"Ah! Right, you do have a ton of racial levels; it makes sense you'd grab a lot of defensive traits. I keep thinking of my old human customers who didn't bother with traits... Well, besides the size-altering and self-repair I already planned on doing, a general magic resistance and protection enchantment sounds ideal for you."

"Thanks, Thern, I can't wait to get it."

"If the crafting isn't done already, it should be today. Then I'll need a day or so for enchanting, so you'll get it soon and finally look like a proper adventurer."

"That's some fast work..."

"You'd be surprised how fast someone with a dedicated crafting class can churn out equipment with all the skill bonuses they have available."

"Thanks, Thern. I'm going to look for my next quest. Try not to drink the entire barrel in one sitting!"

"Ha! I think even a dwarf would struggle to survive that much!"


Chapter eighty-four
Charity Quest
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"Good morning, Miss Syl. I hope you had a pleasant evening?"

"Morning, Luke. It was certainly worth my time. I got my prize, and it sounds like Johnathan will try to hunt down some more for me."

"I'm glad it worked out then. Master Lisa did mention that it's very beneficial to have a merchant connection," Luke replied. "So, what can I do for you today?"

"I'm ready for my next quest. However, I'd also like information on an intermediate caster class. I want to potentially get some skill revelations that I believe my hybrid class won't have access to for some time."

"I see. It can be beneficial to round out your build with a dip in another class, and plenty do so. You're lucky that you're dipping into a class you're already part of, so it shouldn't set back your progression at all—if you were asking to dip into something like Warrior, I would have strongly advised against it."

"It's good to know I'm not doing something stupid or taboo. My only issue is that I still need to receive a class revelation for an intermediate caster role. Tabitha mentioned that there were requirements, some of which are known while others are hidden."

"If you're willing to wait a bit, I'll check with one of my coworkers on what knowledge can be shared. Regrettably, I'm not too familiar with many intermediate classes yet."

"Thanks, Luke. Also, I have Lisa's dress to return. I've already cleaned it."

Luke's cheeks reddened slightly before he nodded. "Ah, yes. I'll see that it's given back to her."

I didn't have to wait too long for Luke to return, which I was grateful for, as I had a few others trying to recruit me to join them on their quest. While I was open to the idea eventually, I still had many things I wanted to try out as a slime.

"Sorry for keeping you waiting. The natural progression from Mage would be Sorcerer. Of course, this ignores obscure or specialized classes focusing on a particular element."

"That sounds like what I want; I'm not planning on specializing in an element. Not yet, anyway."

"Right. The most common way to unlock it is to get one of your elements to level five, but others have unlocked it by getting two elements to level four. There are other reported cases of someone unlocking it by getting a magical-related skill to level five rather than an element. More importantly, there's a minimum Mana requirement, although I believe you far exceed that."

I glanced over my status profile. It had been a while since I bothered looking at it, and perhaps I had neglected it lately.

Name: Syl [Dungeoneer]

Race: Chimeric Mimic Slime (Blue) LV 4

Class: Shadowcaster LV 9

Status: Healthy

Mana: Overflowing

Emblems:

[Experiment]

[Apex Hunter]

[Elven Legacy]

[Dungeoneer]*

Traits:

Slime:

[Mana Slime LV MAX]

[Acid Slime LV 7]

[Poison Slime LV 5]

[Blaze Slime LV 6]

[Cryo Slime LV 4]

[Morph Slime LV 7]

[Pseudopod LV 6]

[Slime Shot LV 6]

[Slime Burst LV 6]

[Vaporize Slime]

Core:

[Core Refinement LV 6]

[Core Storage LV 5]

[Sub-Core Alpha LV 4]

[Sub-Core Beta LV 4]

[Sub-Core Gamma LV 4]

[Sub-Core Delta LV 4]

[Sub-Core Epsilon LV 4]

[Consuming Osmosis LV MAX]

Mimic:

[Chimeric Mimicry LV 6]

[Chroma Shift LV MAX]

Mana:

[Mana Circulation LV 6]

[Mana Reinforcement LV 6]

[Mana Infusion]

[Slime Conversion LV 3]

Attributes/Other:

[Soul Mastery LV 6]

[Enhanced Vitality LV 4]

[Magic Resistance (Lesser) LV 4]

[Defy Death LV 3][Prodigy]

Senses:

[Olfactory Sense]

[Dark Vision LV 4]

[Mana Sight LV 5]

[Thermal Vision LV MAX]

Trait Points remaining: 5

Skills:

General:

[Universal Language]

[Equipment Swap]

[Dissection LV 6]

[Mapping LV 4]

[Tracking LV 1]

[Identify LV 4]

[Multitasking LV 1]

[Perception LV 2]

Combat:

[Evasion LV 4]

[Attack Mastery (Lesser) LV 6]

[Affliction Mastery LV 3]

Magic:

[Water Magic LV 4]

[Fire Magic LV 3]

[Corrosion Magic LV 3]

[Mana Manipulation LV 4]

[Mana Suppression]

[Ritual Casting]

Sneaky:

[Vanish LV 5]

[Sneak Attack LV 5]

[Identity Block LV 5]

[Acting LV 4]

[Rogue Expertise LV 2]

[Subtle Afflictions]

Skill Points remaining: 6

The most straightforward solution would be to get [Fire Magic] to level four or [Mana Manipulation] to level five, as I had been rapidly gaining levels through all the spell tinkering I was doing. [Water Magic] leveled shortly before I fought the salamander, so it was unlikely to reach five before my next class level.

"Thanks, Luke. I must redouble my effort before I gain my next class level."

"Not a problem, Miss Syl. I'm happy to be of use," Luke replied with a beaming smile. "As for your next quest, I couldn't find any flying monsters, but they should start coming in within a week as the island approaches."

"That should be fine. Anything else interesting or unique in the meantime?"

"Well... Currently, the biggest request is to deal with the uptick in orc activity. It seems the three you dealt with were not an isolated case, and they've been raiding the roads to the north."

"I'd rather not fight more orcs unless there's nothing else?"

"Some adventurers who witnessed or heard about your display against the training golem have made a personal request about whether you're willing to sell any magical knowledge. The guild doesn't mind whether you accept or deny such requests, and it can certainly be profitable."

"I'm not struggling for coin at the moment. Maybe if it was a Slime catalyst."

"Yes... I can quite comfortably say that you will not struggle for coins anytime soon. There's a bidding war going on over the inferno sac you acquired..."

"Really? I knew it was valuable but didn't expect that much."

"You can thank Mister Thern for that. He mentioned it to his father, and now the dwarves are fighting the local noble over purchasing it. The dwarves want to turn it into a furnace heart, while the noble wants to turn it into a magical catalyst."

"If I get any choice in the matter, I'd rather it go to the dwarves. I plan on visiting them, and it sounds like a good way to earn some favor."

I wonder if I couldn't just trade it for a silver core...

"Sorry, Miss Syl. Once you handed it over to the guild, it became our responsibility. Especially now that it's gone further than the expected sale value due to its rarity. As you may or may not know, the guild takes a small portion of the sale as a handling fee, although since your items came in already harvested, it's much smaller in your case."

"Oh..." I said, disappointed.

"It's not just the guild wanting the income. It's also for the protection of the adventurers. Sometimes, especially if things go to auction, unscrupulous individuals try to bribe or even threaten the adventurer into relinquishing their find to them," Luke explained reassuringly. "On the positive side, I think it will end up with the dwarves in the end. Mister Thern always tells me never to underestimate the stubbornness of a dwarf."

"All right, I guess that makes sense," I reluctantly replied. I already had a plan in place to get my silver core, so it may be better this way, or I'd be throwing any plans Thern made upside down. The boisterous dwarf had seemed quite eager for me to visit them.

"So... As for unique monsters, there is one that came to mind that I think you'd be great for, but..."

"But?"

"The pay is terrible; the farmer can't afford much, and it's been overlooked. A plant monster has taken root in his field and killed all his crops, and if it's left for much longer, the soil will be barren soon. It's a charity case, which makes many adventurers reluctant, but it would be good for your progress to Gold rank."

"Sounds good to me. I'm sure it's harvestable regardless if the pay is bad."

"It could be. The monster is known as a Plant Horror. They start out small and graft any plant, including trees, into their form to grow in size and strength," Luke explained. "Anything they've grafted is basically a super version of what it was normally. Medicinal herbs are now double as potent, fruit is twice as sweet, but you're just as likely to find one that has only grafted weeds or poisonous plants."

"So potentially, it could be extremely valuable or hazardous and worthless."

"Exactly. Not many are willing to risk the luck of the draw, especially for such a low payout."

"Sounds fun, and if it's worthless, I can easily deal with it using [Fire Magic]."

<Quest accepted: Exterminate Plant Horror. Silver rank.>

"Great. The farm is also to the north, so I will give you the orc extermination quest just in case you run into any. There's no set limit or penalty if you come back without killing any, but at least this way, you'll get properly compensated."

"Can't I just bring back the ear?"

"You could, but because orcs have class levels, they could be anywhere between a Bronze and Silver-rank threat. We can't tell that from an ear alone, so you'd be compensated the same if you killed a level two Warrior or a level twenty Barbarian."

"Then I can't see any reason not to. I certainly won't complain about the experience."

<Quest accepted: Exterminate Orcs (∞). Bronze-Silver rank.>

I thanked Luke for his assistance and headed out. Once I broke into the streets, I utilized [Vanish] to head toward the gate. When I arrived at the gate, the guards seemed to recognize me. This time, they saluted me and wished me good luck on my quest. I wondered where the new politeness came from as I walked again down the familiar road.

I immediately broke out my spell construct and started to work on the tinkering. I kept Alpha to assist me while I had the remaining four work on rapidly cycling through casts of [Kindle]. My hope was that either I'd get [Mana Manipulation] to five or my [Sub-Cores] would get [Fire Magic] to four before we encountered a monster.

Walking down the road with four flames flickering around me was quite a sight, causing some fellow pedestrians to mutter complaints about adventurers while others just looked on with curiosity. At least this proved I wasn't the first to focus so heavily on training skills if this was a regular enough occurrence to complain about.

While traveling, I headed toward the quest marker, eventually leading me off the road and into the wilderness. I didn't mind too much since this was leading directly to my destination, and once I was further away from the road, I could settle my curiosity with [Cryo Slime].

I saved my progress with my still incomplete spell tinkering and let Alpha join the others with casting [Kindle]. I cast an unmodified [Torrent] spell toward the wilderness, the water bursting from the magical circle. With [Cryo Slime] at the absolute minimum temperature I could utilize, I thrust my icy hand into the magical circle. Soon, what was just a column of endless water was quickly filled with long shards of ice and the occasional more hefty chunk. Ice fragments were scattered everywhere, and being propelled by the water, the level of destruction was far beyond what I initially imagined.

While combining water with ice seemed obvious, I had yet to consider the potential of using [Torrent] as a delivery mechanism. What if I added [Poison Slime] or [Acid Slime]? Or what if I tried to combine [Torrent] and [Acid Dart]? I felt absolutely giddy with excitement at the possibilities.

I also tried the opposite, utilizing [Blaze Slime] and thrusting my hand again into the circle. Immediately, there was a loud hissing sound, and the water became violently bubbly, with some steam bursting forward.

Overall, I preferred the results from adding ice to the water, but I couldn't imagine anyone or anything being happy being on the receiving end of either. While thinking over my results, a sudden notification halted me in my tracks.

<Proficiency gained. [Fire Magic LV 3] improved to [Fire Magic LV 4].>

<[Fire Magic LV 4] spell [Heat] learned.>


Chapter eighty-five
Plant Horror
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I cheered at the rush of new knowledge filling my mind once again. This time, it looked like [Fire Magic] was teaching me something unexpected—it could not only create destructive fire but also generate heat and warmth. I was immediately reminded of the custom spell Dewi had demonstrated and was shocked that he used a fourth-level spell to do something as simple as drying clothes.

I picked up a rock, cast the spell, and watched it slowly heat up. The heating process would speed up if I increased the Mana flow. However, I couldn't think of any immediate practical applications, and it was vastly inferior to [Blaze Slime]. To confirm this, I picked up another rock. I activated the trait to the maximum, causing the small rock to heat up rapidly, far beyond the spell's capacity, even though this was transmitted through contact while the spell directly affected it.

"I guess they can't all be winners. The next level is [Fireball], so at least I have that to look forward to."

<7 Skill Points are now available.>

"What?" I questioned and looked around.

Nothing.

I checked my profile; everything had stayed the same. I continued looking around frantically and couldn't spot anything. As far as I knew, I had just randomly gained a skill point from... nothing? It couldn't have been from [Apex Hunter] as that gave a prior notification.

Are you screwing with me, Gramps? I questioned, but it remained unanswered.

I even checked my quests; both still needed to be completed, and as great as the guild was, I doubted they had enough privilege to award skill points. By the time I reached the farmland, I still had no clear answer and could only assume Gramps had something to do with it. The farmer and his family were extremely grateful for my presence.

"Thank the gods you're here... We thought no one would take up our quest until our land was sucked dry," the farmer said, leading me to the field in question.

In the center of the field, I could see a large mass of vines, flowers, and corn plants. The field looked almost barren, and the remaining plants were withered and dying. As if whispers on the breeze, I heard quiet sobbing and pleading for the pain to stop. I looked around questioningly and realized it was coming from the field. I had forgotten entirely about the trait [Nature Commune], but the plants must have been truly desperate to reach out like this—not even the tree I had dug into had said a word of protest.

<Plant Horror LV 28.>

Despite its size and level, it left less of an impression on me than the salamander I had just fought. My gut told me this creature was relatively weak.

Does this creature not evolve? I wondered.

Luke had said they grafted plants to themselves and grew in size and ability, which sounded far different from any monster I had fought previously.

"Don't worry, I'll deal with it," I told the farmer and plants.

"Be careful, ma'am. It killed one of my farmhands with a strange spore," the farmer warned, and I nodded, watching him retreat back to his home.

One by one, I cast my debuffs on the creature, who hadn't noticed my presence yet. The obvious solution would be to kill it with fire, but I was vaguely concerned about the collateral damage to the nearby plants, now whispering with hope.

This trait is a little off-putting... I should stop using it unless I need to.

Since [Fire Magic] was out, and [Water Magic] seemed stupid against a plant that left only slime or acid. I directed each core to form the [Acid Dart] spell and launched an opening salvo, hopefully boosted by [Sneak Attack]. The spells struck successfully, causing the plant mass to tremble and rapidly break off any plant segments before rapidly regrowing them.

Vines started thrashing around, revealing a singular trunk in the center as it opened up to attack its surroundings. Not wanting to lead the monster toward the farmer's house or the few surviving plants, I rushed toward it while still keeping up a consistent barrage of spells.

Fighting a monster that couldn't scream or yell at me was odd. I could only feel its outrage through its violent thrashing of vines. The flowers and fungus growing along its trunk started to twitch, and with the aid of its vines, a strange substance was distributed in a relatively large area.

<[Hallucinogen] has been sampled. [Poison Slime] updated.>

I laughed at its attempt to poison me and kept casting spells. Multiple vines approached me, and my [Sub-Cores] started to fire at them to intercept them. The ones that made it through, I managed to nimbly dodge thanks to the combination of [Elven Reflexes] and [Evasion]. Things were going well until suddenly, a root burst out of the ground and wrapped itself around me in a tight squeeze.

Again, I've failed to sense something underground. Whitney is going to be furious, I reprimanded myself before activating [Cryo Slime]. Fire is a no-go, but let's see if you can handle the cold.

Almost immediately, I felt the roots reluctantly trying to let go of me, and they were starting to take on a darkened coloration. But it was too late for the plant, and with a flex of my Mana-reinforced body followed by a horrific cracking sound, I freed myself from the constriction.

"Seems you really don't like the cold. Here, have some more," I taunted the silent creature before firing [Slime Burst] from my palm.

The sticky solution clung to the plant, and with [Thermal Vision], I could see it rapidly stealing away its life-giving warmth. The plant monster knew the source of its pain and quickly was discarding its graftings—only for me to unleash another burst of slime on it.

It still made a few attempts to assault me with vines, but they seemed sluggish, and its main focus was trying to preserve itself. I glanced it over with [Dissection] to see if there was anything worth saving, but the results were on par with basic tusks and fangs from my approximation. The plant that would have had value was the fungi grown on its bark, but they were the first to die from the cold slime.

As I approached it against expectations, I watched it uproot itself and poorly attempt to writhe away while it abandoned most of its body. What remained of the monster was a cluster of living roots and vines wriggling over itself like a colony of worms. I raised a palm and fired a [Slime Shot] that engulfed the plant parasite, and it died shortly after, curling in on itself and darkening.

<Plant Horror LV 28 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Quest complete. Payment has been deposited into your account.>

<Class Experience threshold reached. Shadowcaster is now LV 10.>

<8 Skill Points are now available.>

<[Sorcerer] has been unlocked. Would you like to swap classes?>.

I celebrated my goal of finally meeting the minimum requirements to unlock the class but held off on immediately swapping until I had disposed of the creature's corpse. I enveloped it in slime from my palm and dissolved everything, not wanting to leave anything behind in case it could somehow recover or form a new one. Then, I quickly devoured the frozen ball of root tendrils.

<Profile [Plant Horror] complete.>

I cleaned up whatever acid or cold slime remained where I could, even casting [Heat] on the patches of soil where cold slime had dripped. I could hear the plant whispers celebrating the end of their calamity. On a whim, I decided to help the plants in the area. I withdrew all the water from my consecutive morning deteriorations, which held a form of purity over even water generated from magic, and used [Mana Infusion] to enrich it further. Then, casting [Torrent], I fired the water straight up into the air into a large burst to rain down upon the land.

"Life..."

"So good..."

"Healing..."

"Thank you..."

I heard the whispers of the plant life and then immediately removed the trait from my mimicked profile. While I felt good to do a small good deed, if I was going to constantly hear their voices, I would go insane. I turned to my previous notification

<[Sorcerer] has been unlocked. Would you like to swap classes?>.

Yes.

<Class Shadowcaster LV 10 swapped to Sorcerer LV 1.>

<Your class has revealed the following skill: [Ice Magic]>.

<Your class has revealed the following trait: [Mana Conception]>.

<Spend 1 Trait Point to upgrade [Mana Sight] into [Mana Conception]?>

Wait, you can get trait revelations from your class? I mean, yes!

<Trait [Mana Sight LV 5] upgraded into [Mana Conception LV 5]. Trait Points remaining 4.>

<[Mana Conception LV 5] See the flow of Mana and its underlying complexity throughout the world. Mana conception can see through obstructions based on trait level. Trait level also determines the minimum level of Mana to be detected and the detection range and complexity of Mana formation.>

Does this mean what I think it means? I questioned and immediately formed and held [Poison Mist]. Looking closely, I could identify the individual components of the Corrosion Mana and see the concepts it held, such as poison, duration, and damage. Looking at [Erode], it held the concepts of weaken, duration, and debuff. When I compared it to [Flammable] and saw all the parts I had dug out and replaced with Fire Mana, I could only be shocked at how I had blindly brute-forced myself through what should have been a delicate and careful operation.

Well. I can thank my cores for that. Now let's get that new magic.

<Skill [Ice Magic LV 1] obtained. Skill Points remaining 7.>

<[Ice Magic LV 1] spell [Icicle] learned.>

Like all first-level spells, it was basic in its function. Casting it, it created a long, pointed shard of ice that I could fire. Staring at the spell and its Mana, I recognized it as similar to what contaminated my [Water Orb] when I touched it with [Cryo Slime], which held the concepts of freeze and cold.

The door erupted when I approached the farmhouse, and the farmer and his family looked ecstatic. The harder I tried to brush off their thanks as no big deal, the harder they pressed to thank me. When one of his daughters questioned why it had rained, I explained that I had cast a spell to help the fields recover. The farmer and his wife almost choked up in gratitude, and I had to practically flee the scene before a newfound barrage of praise overwhelmed me.

Looking over the profile of the plant monster proved my earlier theory correct; it did not seem to evolve and instead just existed. Like my slime, it had a bunch of interconnected traits that started with it grafting plants to itself, which led to another trait allowing it to empower grafted plants, mutate grafts, fuse grafts, and eventually procreate grafts. The one I fought must not have gotten further than empowering or mutating its grafts, judging by its lack of available arsenal.

While I could mimic the chain of five traits, I didn't feel the need or want to, as I'd need to keep natural plants and nurture and care for them to see any benefit. I found one trait worth the occasional mimicking, [Solar Rejuvenation], which would increase Vitality and Mana regeneration in direct sunlight. Since elves had their connection to nature, I hoped it would be compatible with my elf form, but sadly it was not. The minimal amount I could get away with was adding vines around my arms and shoulders, like some strange scarf.

Well. It's not like I'm desperate for another form of Mana regeneration.


Chapter eighty-six
Orcs
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While my first thought was to create an Ice debuff, I was too excited to finish tinkering with the [Poison Mist] spell and replace it with fire. [Mana Conception] made my previous efforts feel childish, a success only earned through sheer stubbornness. I was nearing completion of the spell when I overheard voices nearby.

"I'm telling you, I saw lots and lots of Mana go into the sky!"

"Don't think you smart now just because Big Bro taught you a few tricks."

"Smarter than you, at least!"

I looked toward the source and saw two orcs bickering among themselves, heading toward the farm. I cursed under my breath; obviously, what I did would have potentially attracted anyone with [Mana Sight]. I was so distracted by my spell work that by the time I noticed them, it was far too late to try to use [Vanish], not to mention that I currently held a significant amount of Mana between my palms.

"Look, a pretty lady! Lots of Mana. Told you I was right."

"You didn't do anything! It was all thanks to big bros help."

<Murk; Orc LV 6; Barbarian LV 18.>

<Zook; Orc LV 11; Shaman LV 14.>

While I usually overlooked their levels as no big deal, I noticed the shaman was increasing his racial levels, unlike the humans and the goblins. I understood they felt no pain, but blindly attacking humans just seemed suicidal. Now, they had incurred the wrath of the guild and had an unlimited kill quest assigned to them; what were they thinking?

"Honestly, do you orcs want to die? You all seem suicidal..." I asked, my curiosity burning. "You attack the humans relentlessly."

"Pretty lady asking the same question as Big Bro," the shaman commented.

"Answer is simple! Humans give the most levels," the barbarian stated proudly.

It was a surprising answer, but I agreed a little. Monsters didn't usually have classes; an equivalent amount of experience would lead them to evolve, while humans would just progress in their classes. Evolutions seemed like a far more substantial power jump than I had seen from class levels.

"Yes. But humans coordinate together, and you've attacked too many, and now they've set out on a quest to kill you all."

The shaman seemed worried at my response, but the barbarian only gave a guttural and mocking laugh. "Girl, like you try to scare Murk, but Murk is one of the strongest. You are only level one! Weak!"

I knew where this was going; I had three cores cast [Erode], [Flammable], and [Permeable] while the rest joined me in completing the spell. The debuffs landed on the charging barbarian without any issue, and he didn't even notice.

"So many spells..." the shaman muttered, although he made no effort to assist.

I dodged blows from the barbarian's large club while we finalized the spell, and after confirming its completion, I cast the unknown spell at the orc. A red powder erupted from my palms and coated the orc before his body rapidly burst into a conflagration.

<[Burning] 100%: 7min remaining.>

Strange. I've cast Fire spells before, and they've certainly set things on fire, but they've never left an affliction like this.

The duration started to tick down when the powder dissipated, like [Poison Mist]. I tried casting other Fire spells, like [Fire Arrow] and even [Nova], but neither seemed to affect the affliction. I was surprised the shaman was not assisting, especially as I kept dodging in circles around the barbarian. Without much fanfare, the orc eventually succumbed and collapsed unceremoniously to the ground.

<Orc LV 6; Barbarian LV 18. defeated. Experience gained.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Chimeric Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 5.>

<5 Trait Points are now available.>

<Class Experience threshold reached. Sorcerer is now LV 2.>

<8 Skill Points are now available.>

"Murk never listens to anyone... So stupid," the shaman said, shaking his head.

"You're not going to attack me? Isn't he like family or a friend?" I asked curiously.

"Orcs believe strong survive. If you want something, you prove you are stronger and take it. You proved you're stronger than Murk, and he was weak."

"I see..."

"You use magic so good. Like Big Bro," he commented. "Also, you say the same about humans wiping out us orcs for revenge."

"If someone else is saying the same thing, why aren't you listening to him?"

"Big Bro is smart but not strong. Nobody listens to him because he loses fights," the shaman answered. "You should meet Big Bro."

Now, that was undoubtedly an unexpected suggestion. Even if it was a trap, I felt confident I could likely deal with whatever they threw at me. If I used something like the [Inferno Sac], I could wipe all of them out, solving the problem and rewarding myself.

"Sure. I'll meet your big bro," I replied.

"Great! Follow Zook," the shaman said and started leading the way.

I wondered how the orcs hid from the adventurers, as the goblin cave was found rather effortlessly when the extermination quest was issued. But judging by the lack of a location in the quest and its broad nature, the adventurers needed to figure out where the orcs originated.

"Zook never seen an elf before. You look like humans, but you don't attack right away. Did you evolve from a human?"

"No... I didn't."

"I thought maybe you are like Big Bro since you think similar. He is also strange and evolves weirdly."

It took a while, but when his statement sunk in, I thought, Is this possibly someone like me?

When Zook led me to a relatively open location and stopped, I wondered if he was lost until, with a wave of his hand and some minor amount of Earth Mana, an underground tunnel was revealed.

They're living underground... No wonder nobody could find them.

"If anyone asks, I will tell them I claimed you. Then we can get to Big Bro."

"All right..." I agreed skeptically.

I followed closely down the tunnel. It kept heading quite deep until it opened into a large opening and a collection of earthen structures. In the distance, I could see a network of tunnels branching out into other areas.

They've made an entire network down here. Assuming they survive their raids, they can quickly retreat to one of the tunnels. It seems far too organized and unexpected from the orcs I encountered. No wonder the guild can't find them; they were expecting regular orcs.

"Zook made a claim!"

"I can't believe it!"

"Maybe we should start listening to Big Bro more..."

"Yes! It's all thanks to Big Bro," Zook replied, sticking out his chest.

I kept silent but made sure to coat my body and limbs under the robe with Draconic Scales, forming an [Inferno Sac] hidden within my torso. Of the orcs I identified, all their class levels stayed within level twenty, and I didn't see anything I could assume was an advanced class. The vast majority were barbarians or the occasional shaman, and I spotted one hunter. Even the other shamans had low race levels, unlike Zook.

"Zook too weak to claim something this good," one of the barbarians declared and started to approach me. I had already begun to fuel the [Inferno Sac] with Mana when Zook stopped him.

"That would be a bad move, Terk. I'm giving this claim to Big Bro."

There were murmurings from the orcs that overheard that, and the barbarian seemed to ease up.

"Yes... Big Bro deserves something good. Fine, as long as weak Zook isn't keeping the claim."

I had to hold back on my killing intent until we arrived at a stone structure notably taller than the others.

"Big Bro! It's Zook!"

I followed after him, and seated on the floor was a tall and lanky-looking creature. It also had the grayish skin of the orcs, but its limbs looked almost artificially elongated. It was gaunt, and its tusks were notably larger. It held a spell construct of crimson-red Mana I did not recognize between its hands. It looked up with a smile to greet Zook until it spotted me, and its face turned into one of confusion.

<Odark; Troll LV 4; Sanguimancer LV 14.>

"A human? No wait... An elf?" the creature questioned. "How Zook? She's far higher level than you..."

"You misunderstand Big Bro. This one talks like you, also warned us that humans will work together to kill us."

A great look of concern overcame the strange creature.

"I told them to stop... They won't listen."

"If you can't stop them, the Adventurer's Guild will hunt you down until there's none left. I've seen them do the same to an entire goblin tribe."

"Ha! Goblins are weak," Zook swiftly replied.

"Who are you? Why have you come here?" Odark questioned, giving me a questioning glare.

"Does the term [Experiment] mean anything to you?"

Odark was so shocked by the question that the spell he held immediately collapsed, his eyes wide as dinner plates.

"Zook. Can you let me speak to her privately?"

"Sure, Big Bro," Zook replied and left us.

Odark stared at me long and hard before finally speaking. "I knew I wasn't the only one, but how is this fair? Look at me and look at you. How is an elf a monster?"

I couldn't help but laugh at his first question, although I'd probably also complain if I didn't have all the facts.

"I'm not actually an elf if that's what you think. Although I won't reveal the truth for my own safety," I stated. "But if you started as an orc and were surrounded by other orcs, then I think you had a far more forgiving start than I did."

"Being attacked for stepping out of line or beaten for questioning dumb decisions. You're sadly mistaken if you think this is a happy community," he retorted.

"From the very moment I was reborn, I had to fight for myself—alone. I couldn't even speak to anyone. It was kill or be killed." I said, shaking my head, remembering my early days of fighting wolves and boars. "Besides, you're the highest level among the orcs I've seen, not to mention you've evolved. I'm sure you could win and take leadership."

His face contorted into a pained expression. "I could. I did. It wasn't for me. When you're at the top, everyone challenges you to take your place; I had to kill so many, too many, who refused to surrender or back down. I just stepped down and hope they occasionally take my advice."

"I'm guessing this underground tunnel network was your idea?"

"Yes... I knew the humans would come for us; the orcs refused to stop attacking, so I thought at least I could hide us away."

"I don't think hiding away will solve the issue. The adventurers will find you eventually. I'd suggest convincing them to leave or leaving by yourself."

"I can't just leave them... They're basically my family... A really shitty dysfunctional family, but still. There are good ones like Zook."

"Well, anyway. More important for us is discussing Gramps and this experiment."


Chapter eighty-seven
Claims
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"Your stupid slime killed my salamander," a disgruntled youthful boy said scornfully.

"It ate him and harvested him for parts, too. Quite pathetic," a womanly voice, filled with amusement, said with a chuckle.

"Now, now. There were no rules against the experiments killing each other; the only thing was preventing any of us or our staff from directly interfering." An elderly voice replied, trying to defuse the situation.

"It feels unfair that your slime has class levels," the boy complained.

"My demon has class levels," a voice countered.

"My subject does as well," another added.

"Even my moping sack of shit has one. Who cares?"

"You're all so lucky... Mine still hasn't even left the ocean... Just keeps hiding in its shell," a dismayed voice replied.

"Well... Still, you gave it too many traits!" The boy swapped his form of attack.

"Bah! All of those traits existed before it was even born. The only trait I've created since is a simple fusion trait."

"Indeed. I've confirmed as well. There is no foul play," the womanly voice responded.

"Also, with how lost he was to his instincts, adventurers would have dealt with him anyway. At least this way, he got to grow another experiment," the elder pointed out.

"You bastard..." the boy muttered in outrage through gritted teeth.

"Besides, I'd sooner complain about the literal dragon than a little slime," another voice added.

"Don't mock my slime. You should see how much it's got stored away. I'd hardly call it little."

"Yes, yes... I'm sure it's quite the glutton."

"Remind me why we agreed to allow a dragon?" a voice interrupted.

"I believe the argument was that it's starting as a baby, which should be enough of a handicap."

"Really? In adventurer terms, even a baby dragon is a Silver-rank threat. That hardly sounds like a handicap."

There was an awkward silence before someone cleared their throat and finally responded, "In our defense, when we accepted the condition, none of us had worked on dragons before or in a very long time."

"You know... There was a saying in my old world: ignorance of the law excuses not."

After that statement, there was a loud kerfuffle and plenty of shouting and curses before a loud whistle broke the chaos.

"Look. What's done is done," the elderly voice said. "If you want to prevent the likelihood of our experiments killing each other, I believe I have a solution. I believe the mistake was not giving them [Universal Language] at the start. My own subject was extremely upset about that."

"You have a point. We originally excluded it to prevent contamination, but the experiment has been going on long enough that giving it now shouldn't interfere."

"I mean, they could just work to get a class. It doesn't feel right to give the slackers a free skill."

"Do you honestly expect his crab to ever get a class?"

"Hey... I'm sure he will eventually stop collecting shells."

"Look at it this way; it might prevent your subject from becoming dragon food in the future."

"You raise a point... But I still don't think it should be free."

"What if we give the ones who earned it beforehand a skill point?"

"I guess that's fine."

"Agreed."

"Same."

"Likewise."

"Approved."

"I bet my slime will freak out at randomly gaining a skill point."

"Is it really that neurotic?"

"You have no idea…"

[image: image-placeholder]

"Gramps?" Odark asked.

"Yeah, Gramps. The voice that speaks to us when we evolve? Probably asked you to join this experiment?" I asked, curious about his unique experience.

"I didn't know his name was Gramps..."

"Well, I don't know if that's actually his name, but he sounds like a grandfather, so that's what I call him," I stated, my voice filled with a mix of uncertainty and conviction. "He's never corrected it, so I assumed he was happy with it."

"Wait. My voice doesn't sound like a grandfather at all," Odark objected. "If anything, mine sounds like a raging drunk. He's always whining that I'm losing him bets."

"I guess you got a different God. I usually complain about Gramps being cryptic, but judging by your situation, I suppose it could have been worse," I mused, acknowledging the stark contrast in our experiences.

"I'm surprised you can even converse with yours. I just get shouted at," Odark said dejectedly, his subtle demeanor betraying his monstrous appearance.

"Did you get given any instructions or goals? I got told to explore the world."

"It's been a long time since I spoke with him, but he only said I needed to level up quicker."

"Well, if you want to do that, you should try to find a dungeon. That's where I gained the most levels in rapid succession other than finding and fighting a big evolved monster."

"Is that why your race level is so high?" he asked.

"Partially... I was born without a class, and it took ages for me to acquire one."

The shock and surprise on his face were palpable. "That's... wow..." He struggled to find the words, "I'm honestly surprised you even survived. That's like missing half of yourself."

Maybe he was more trusting than me because he opened up after I told him that. He told me how he was born an orc shaman, which was vital in keeping him alive from the other newly spawned orcs trying to prove their worth. Unlike the others, the chieftain couldn't change his experience distribution, so he was forced to gain more race levels than class levels and always felt like he was falling behind the others.

I told him it was due to the experiment and that I couldn't change my distribution either. His reaction to this information was like being forced to swallow horrendous medicine. Since he was forced to gain more race levels than his brethren, he had no choice but to try to train his skills as much as possible manually, as he didn't have the excess skill points from class levels to excessively spend. However, things changed for him when he reached twenty and evolved. He had a few orc mutation options but picked the troll evolution, which, from the description, was a higher-tier species.

His evolution gave him new strength, and when he seized leadership, he entered the period of his most explosive growth. He was constantly challenged and forced to kill, which led to him gaining many levels until he grew tired of it all and forfeited his position. It sounded absolutely barbaric, and he would even be attacked in his sleep by the more conniving orcs. I was staggered by how much he poured out on me; he seemed desperate for someone to vent his frustrations.

"I'm surprised you've stayed with them."

"Where else would I go, looking like this?"

I tried to answer him, but I couldn't think of anything. The best he could maybe do was hope for an evolution or mutation that would allow him to change form, but I didn't know how feasible that was, and I didn't want to give him false hope. Regardless, if he stayed with the orcs or couldn't convince them to leave, the adventurers would slaughter him with them when they were eventually discovered.

The awkward silence was interrupted by screams and wails echoing through the underground tunnel complex. Odark's mood plummeted, and he stared at the ground.

"Oh no... Not more..." he muttered under his breath.

"More what?" I asked.

"Claims..."

I remembered what the orcs said about me and how the ones on the road had tried to capture me. A horrid feeling welled inside me, and I sprinted out the door to the source of the cries.

"Hey! You can't!" Odark tried to protest.

I ran unimpeded through the crowd by either dodging or simply sliding through the gaps with my malleable form. I hoped my gut was wrong, but I couldn't help but feel dread as I got closer and heard sobs and pleading among the cries.

A group of women and children were tied up and looking beaten. [Identify] showed them as merchants or crafters, none of their levels above single digits. A guttural feeling of hatred swelled inside of me. Maybe it was hypocritical since I had killed humans before, but those were adventurers seeking battle. I didn't mind the orcs fighting adventurers, as they would naturally conflict, but these were defenseless noncombatants.

"Hey, it looks like one of the claims escaped!" an orc said and grabbed my shoulder from behind.

I spun around and reflexively transformed my arm into a blade armed with [Acid Slime], [Blaze Slime], [Mana Reinforcement], and the highest compression available. The orc had no time to react as the blade cleaved straight through his neck, sending his head careening through the air. There were gasps, shocks, and even chuckles from the orcs. Some mocked the orc for dying so pathetically.

One of the captured women spotted me and, with tears in her eyes, pleaded, "Please save my children!" before one of the orc capturers backhanded her, and her body crumpled into unconsciousness.

Some of the orcs laughed at her final cry, but I was already churning Mana through the [Inferno Sac]. One of the orcs ordered me captured, although the nearby crowd was already approaching me before the order even arrived, each one with a glint of desire in their bestial eyes. With the roiling flames built up in the organ from my rapidly available Mana, I opened pathways along my torso and limbs and vented the blue flame around me.

The orcs immediately around me were vaporized in the intense flame, while the others nearby were charred lumps. While the orcs didn't have high levels, the startling ease at which they fell to the blue flame made me realize why Luke and Lisa were so worried about me fighting the salamander. Unfortunately, my robe was lost to the attack, revealing the Draconic Scales that coated my form, which, now that they were shown, I spread to cover the rest of any exposed skin.

"Release them, and I'll let the rest of you live!" I demanded, pointing toward the orcs that held the prisoners.

"That's no claim!"

"It's some lizard thing!"

"Kill it!"

The orcs started shouting, completely ignoring my demands. Some threw weapons at me while the shamans cast spells that launched rocks at me. While keeping them distracted with spells and weapons forming in my hands with help from Epsilon, I dedicated Alpha to control tendrils and snake them along the ground to attack the orcs holding the prisoners. Meanwhile, I had Beta, Gamma, and Delta coordinating to empower a [Bubble] spell on the prisoners once the orcs were removed from their vicinity.

When Alpha sent the signal, we all coordinated together. Tendrils grabbed the orcs by the legs and dragged them toward me and away from the prisoners. Ropes and bindings were cut with tiny and well-placed shots of acid slime to prevent the captives from being dragged with them. Then, the water barrier was cast and rapidly formed, the speed and complexity easily overshadowing my work on the caravans. I hoped it would be enough to protect them from any collateral damage, but I dared not go too overboard with the [Inferno Sac] or pull off the explosion I did in the mineshaft. Releasing poison gas through [Vaporize Slime] was another option I considered, but the threat to myself didn't warrant it right now, and I didn't want to gamble [Bubble] being able to stop it or not—even though I was confident it would.

"Stop!" a voice shouted and pleaded throughout the din of battle, "Stop fighting!"

But the orcs just continued attacking. Despite the deaths and the grievous wounds, they all seemed elated and reveled in the thrill of battle. If their weapon broke on my Mana-reinforced scales, they instead used their fists. If their dominant arm was limp and broken, they'd effortlessly swap to the other and continue. If their legs were crippled or severed, they would crawl toward me. Their shamans launched rocks at me, often hitting an orc if I dodged or causing minor lacerations on them from the shrapnel burst from the rock rupturing on contact.

What a terrifying race. Sadly, I don't think this will end no matter how much you shout and beg, Odark.


Chapter eighty-eight
Blood
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As one of the more giant orcs charged at me, I instinctively raised my scaled arm to block. The axe, infused with Mana, flashed with deadly intent. With ferocious speed, the axeblade hurtled down and sliced through my arm. The orcs, sensing victory, cheered out. But I wasn't done yet. I swiftly grabbed the falling arm, temporarily reconnecting to it before triggering [Slime Burst]. The limb burst and spread adhesive acid slime on the nearby orcs. Despite the orcs' resilience to pain, the flesh-melting acid was a testament to my determination, often incapacitating weaker opponents immediately.

With a quick mental calculation, I reformed the arm, now equipped with a mimicked shield. I used it to block an incoming blow, anticipating the orc's move. Then, I countered with acid-laced spikes that emerged from the shield in retaliation. My [Sub-Cores], always at work, filled the air with multiple magic circles, firing multitudes of [Acid Dart] spells. This was my most effective magic against the orcs since any blocked spell would damage or destroy their equipment, further weakening them.

Like a beating heart, a building pulse of Mana began to fill the air. It washed over the entire area, its power palpable. The magic rippled over me, but I seemed unaffected. However, the orcs seemed to freeze in place, their movements halted by an unseen force. Looking toward the epicenter of the spell, I saw Odark leaking a vast quantity of that strange red Mana.

"I said stop!" he screamed.

Odark didn't have an absurd quantity of Mana like myself; in fact, he had less Mana than Dewi or Evan, by my estimation, but when his Mana dimmed, it seemed to pulse back to life abruptly with the rhythm of a beating heart.

"You traitor!" one of the orcs shouted.

"You should be working with us! Kill our enemy!"

What started as a few individual complaints soon took over the collective. Odark seemed shaken but recollected himself.

"I haven't betrayed anyone! I stopped her, too!" he declared, and then, looking at me, he witnessed that I was moving unimpeded. He looked startled. "How did you resist my spell?"

I could only shrug, as I had no idea what he was talking about. One of the most giant orcs I had ever seen seemed to be forcing his way through the crowd, his muscles straining against whatever magical spell Odark had cast.

"Odark! Cease this foolishness at once! You will be banished forever if you don't destroy this foe right now!" he screamed with guttural fury.

"The chief has spoken!"

"Big Bro must fight!"

"Kill our enemy!"

"Kill! Kill! Kill!"

The orcs seemed overcome by the declaration of the orc chief. Odark was frantically rubbernecking at all of them before his gaze landed on me, and he uttered a breathless apology. Whatever spell held the orcs had vanished, and the orcs erupted in elation.

"Big Bro is going to kill you!"

"You're done for!"

"Let the blood flow!"

They all chanted. I readied myself, prepping all my debuff spells. The unknown Mana swirled around Odark, and he thrust his hand forward with a crushing motion and shouted, "[Blood Boil]!"

At the same time, I cast [Erode], [Flammable] and [Permeable]. All three debuffs were successfully applied. His Mana coalesced around me and focused down, I braced for whatever the spell would do, but nothing happened, and the spell suddenly fizzled out. Odark and all the orcs seemed shocked at this predicament.

"How do you keep resisting my spells!?" Odark demanded as he drew a blade across his arm, spilling purplish blood that erupted from his arm and formed into three lances. They momentarily hovered before he thrust his palm forward and then launched at me.

He controls blood! I realized. This explains why his earlier two spells did not affect me—I don't have any! But if he can control the blood of monsters and people, that's terrifying.

His blood lances actually penetrated me; their purpose must have been to invade my body from the inside, but the blood was rapidly dissolved away by my digestive acid slime. This only further unhinged Odark, who kept muttering how repeatedly to himself.

Even if he was currently ineffective, I wouldn't sit around and take it. Odark had picked his side, so I had a job to do. I rushed forward to him and cast my [Burning] affliction spell at him.

<Unnamed custom spell has been cast repeatedly. Please name spell.>

Not now, Gramps! I shouted mentally.

Odark tried to swat the red dust away with his elongated arm, but that only applied the affliction to himself. "[Burning]?" Odark questioned and jumped backward. "That's inconvenient. It's not going away... But it doesn't outdo my [Regenerate]."

I launched [Fire Arrow] spells at him now that he had a weakness to fire from the debuff. He blocked them with his body, and I witnessed how the burned flesh rapidly reconstructed itself in front of my very eyes. Despite how unfazed he was from taking the spell directly, he seemed to have a new caution in his eyes. Perhaps he hadn't expected to take as much damage as he did, as [Flammable] likely was applied through [Subtle Afflictions].

"Brothers! Bleed for me!" he suddenly shouted, and the orcs cheered. They all thrust their arms up into the air and sliced their own flesh. With barely a chant, the blood seemed to pool toward Odark and floated around him like a sentient cloud.

More spells were launched, but now, instead of using his body to block, the floating blood shifted and shaped into a barrier. I could only chuckle as it vaguely reminded me of how I could fight with my slime. Now armed with his arsenal of blood, Odark actually charged toward me and, with a sweeping motion, directed the blood to form a massive scythe-like blade. I tried to jump over it, but I was not fast enough, and it cut through my legs surprisingly easily.

Again, the orcs whooped and hollered like Odark's personal cheering squad. But when I landed on newly formed legs, their jubilations abruptly ended.

"It looks like I'm not the only one with [Regeneration]..." Odark muttered. "You must be some kind of lizard monster pretending to be an elf; those scales are your true form. Judging by your regeneration and camouflage, you're some lizard mix between an axolotl and chameleon."

Should I feel insulted that he thinks I'm a lizard... Is that more believable than being a slime? Well, I could just lean into it; if he attacks anything that isn't my core, it's to my benefit.

"Close!" I said mockingly, building up a collection of blue flames in my chest. "You're forgetting salamander!" Blue flame erupted from my mouth.

Odark shielded himself by forming a wedge of the blood, redirecting most of the flames, and removing some surrounding orcs. Odark's pool of blood was significantly diminished, and he couldn't block all of the fire; his one arm was utterly burned into a charred husk. With a quick mental command, he sliced his own arm off with a blade of blood, and a new, fresh arm erupted from the stump shortly after.

If that's his level of regeneration, it's no wonder he thinks I have something similar.

"Salamander? More like a dragon. How is this fair..." Odark said in disbelief.

"Big Bro you can do it!"

"Take more of our blood!"

"Kill it!"

Again, the orcs sacrificed their blood to replenish Odark's supply. He also cut his own arm again, as well as his torso, to add fresh new blood of his own to the mixture.

If he can keep regenerating his own blood, he's formed quite an exploitative loop with his class and race. My slime is self-synergizing, but my exploitative synergy is that Emblem combined with [Mana Slime].

Unfortunately, once again, my spells seemed insufficient. I had endless Mana, but my lack of skill levels against an opponent who was also built to endure meant that I needed to resort to using my slime.

One thing bugged me: where was Odark getting the Mana from? His aura would diminish and then suddenly flood with more life; surely his regeneration didn't include Mana, too? The lack of his Mana aura being replenished while his wounds were closing finally gave me a clue. Did he have a way to convert blood into Mana? I could convert Mana into slime, so why couldn't he convert blood into Mana? Or perhaps health into Mana? That would explain why he wasn't continuously replenishing his blood weapon pool with his own blood; he needed it primarily to replenish his Mana.

While we traded blows, I considered how to deal with the situation. My immediate thought was to build up enough blue flame to obliterate him in one go. I formed three [Inferno Sacs] inside my chest and started to fuel them with Mana, ensuring my attacks kept him distracted while I built up for my finishing move. Abruptly, I received a prompt that I could not ignore.

<Quest received: Defeat Odark and spare him.>

What? Gramps? Since when can you give me quests? Why should I risk sparing him? I know he's a fellow experiment, but he's trying to kill me.

<Quest received: Defeat Odark and spare him.

Reward: Skill revelation.>

Sure... Twist my arm, why don't you? I'm assuming I only need to spare him, not the orcs. This had better be useful.

<Quest received: Defeat Odark and spare (only) him.

Reward: Skill revelation (useful).>

Fine! I relented, wondering why Gramps was suddenly interfering. I know he prevented Simon from killing me, but that was partially Gramps's fault. This seemed different, and I was surprised he would deny me so much experience and, no doubt, a decent profile, too.

I mimicked [Elemental Amalgamation] and confirmed I could control the blue flame, which was drenched in my Mana. I erupted the blue flame from multiple newly formed exits and formed a ring encircling Odark and myself. The orcs surrounding us were likely quickly dispatched by the intense flame, and any survivors were surely not long for the world. I couldn't imagine many things surviving that. Odark stared at me, a mixture of rage and horror at what I had done.

I need to beat him but not kill him. But he can regenerate like crazy... Don't I have something to stop regeneration? I thought rapidly, then recalled something I had previously forbidden myself from using. Bloodrot!


Chapter eighty-nine
Anger
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"There! I can't believe I agreed to this. He should have just become slime food and expedited the next evolution," a disgruntled elderly voice complained.

"The others would have complained if your subject had ended not one but two others in such a short time, even if it was unguided," a motherly voice replied.

"They left their starting regions; don't blame my slime for their actions," the elderly voice retorted, the disagreement clear in his tone.

"Yes, that's why I've allowed you to compensate it. It's a stroke of luck that it's registered in the adventurer system. Otherwise, we would not have been able to communicate with it without major interference."

"Yes. Masquerading as an adventurer has definitely been an unforeseen boon."

"Besides. I'm curious if this will positively affect the orc subject's growth now that he will be forced out of hiding behind his brethren. If it does, I'm sure you could use the fact to gain a favor or boon."

"Yes, yes. I know. I also know he's one of the few remaining monstrous humanoid subjects, so his data is valuable. That is the real reason I listened to your request. Certainly not to keep the drunk from throwing another tantrum."

"It is strange that most of them died," she said, trying to change the topic of conversation, "The goblin subject, for example, did much worse than an ordinary goblin spawn. The wild goblins your slime lived with were much more impressive in terms of accomplishments."

"Perhaps it's our fault for not cleaning them enough?" he postulated. "Most of those deaths could have been avoided if they weren't so dead set on trying to reintegrate with humanity."

"Too much, and they might as well be wild spawns. Too little, and they get themselves killed by stupidly approaching humans or become mentally unstable with their situation and fail to adapt to their new body. It's a good thing we tried differing amounts among the subjects."

"Indeed. Funny how I'd say the salamander was cleaned too much while the orc was cleaned too little."

"I'd be most interested in seeing what parameters you set on your slime subject."

"Perhaps after the experiment is completed, we can share notes," the elderly voice responded, the tiniest sliver of worry in his voice. "More importantly, I have a new trait I've been working on that I'd love to show you."
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"Y-you killed them all!" Odark shouted, frantically looking around in the burning circle.

"I'm sure they've done much worse, what with their claims," I spat.

Odark was taken aback at that response, staring at the ground in denial. "That may be true... But they didn't deserve this!"

I felt anger building up inside of me that I struggled to suppress. The orcs believed in being strong, and enough strength justified any action. Odark obviously holds some fairytale morals from his previous life, where the strong can resolve problems without any loss of life. I couldn't even call it hypocritical; it was plain stupid. Moments ago, he had decided to kill me to satisfy the orcs so he wouldn't be exiled. Why was my life less than theirs? Less than his? What about the human captives? If I had died, they would have died or worse.

"Didn't deserve this? I can only imagine how many humans the orcs had killed or captured before this, especially to have an unlimited extermination quest against them. I didn't see or hear any captives since my arrival, so I can only imagine why they didn't survive."

"I know that! But still! They were like my family!" he protested.

For some reason, that just angered me more. "So your brother is a murderer, and you let him get away with it because he's family."

Odark was trying to make some responses and excuses, but I wasn't hearing any of it. Blue flames roared inside me; my Mana roiled angrily, fueling the still-formed organs.

<Quest received: Defeat Odark and spare (only) him.

Reward: Skill revelation (useful).>

"Yes! I know!" I screamed at the forced notification, causing Odark to flinch and surround himself with a wall of blood.

I blasted at his floating blood pool rather than him directly; he immediately reacted by shielding himself, thinking it was aimed at him. When the blue flames ran out, I dismissed the organs as it was too tempting to tap into them and turn him into nothing but a scorch mark.

I formed slime bullets armed with Bloodrot and started to fire them rapidly at him. He shifted his diminished blood shield to block them, and what happened was fascinating. I saw the blood Mana corrupted with blackened coloring, similar to how freezing corrupted my water Mana. As the segments of his blood shield blackened, they would droop and fall to the ground, no longer in his control.

"What?" he tried to question and then started trying to counterattack.

He already knew his blood lances were ineffective and stuck only to blades and scythes of blood, trying to dismember me. It was frustrating that despite all my efforts to raise my defense, some things could still get through, so I had my [Sub-Cores] handle dodging and maneuvering themselves and my own core out of any attack's trajectory. At least I knew with each swing of his blood blades, they would be partially eaten away by the acid as they passed through.

When I finally landed some shots into his arm, he quickly noticed the spreading infection, severed his own arm, and threw it at me before casting a spell that exploded the arm into a shower of blood. He now seemed extra cautious in ensuring I didn't land any shots on him.

When his blood pool was sufficiently diminished, I thought he'd give up, but instead, a spire of rock erupted from the ground, attempting to pierce through my torso. [Mana Conception] thankfully gave me enough early warning for the gathering Earth Mana, and I managed to dodge out of the way.

That makes sense... He did say he started as a shaman, and this tunnel system was his idea.

Despite his impressive Earth magic, it was a significant downgrade in power from the blood. He was in for a rude awakening if he hoped to go into a battle of attrition against me. When he raised walls of rock to block my shots, I maneuvered tentacles along the ground, camouflaged as rock, and fired at him from impossible angles, but as soon as he noticed the Bloodrot, he would rip the contaminated flesh from his body. I tried briefly to use paralysis or sleep poison on him, but with [Affliction Tracker], I saw the percentage of infection rapidly tick down before my very eyes.

His regeneration is insane. If he refuses to give up, I need to overtax it with continual damage so he will either run out of Mana or succumb to poison.

I swapped to a mixture of Bloodrot and Paralysis, hoping it would counteract his regeneration. With hidden tendrils spread out across the field, I started rapidly firing at him from any direction. Unable to protect himself entirely with walls of earth, he chose to cover himself in a dome of earth, but that only trapped him in a confined space, and with a tendril invading inside by drilling through with acid, I could release my poison inside with [Vaporize Slime].

When the dome exploded violently, and I saw him in a coughing fit, I could only smile, especially since the paralysis was no longer rapidly ticking down. For the first time ever, when his Mana started to dim, he didn't immediately replenish it. His face was twisted, the horror of his mistake dwelling on him.

He no longer tried to launch rocks at me, trying purely to deflect my hidden poisonous attacks from seemingly nowhere. He was frantically looking around, trying to find the source, but the tendrils were far too well hidden thanks to a combination of [Vanish], [Morph Slime], and [Chroma Shift]. When one of his arms took a series of shots, he ripped it off again as usual when the infection was too much, only this time, the arm was far too slowly regenerating. Seeing his situation, he collapsed to his knees.

"Stop toying with me... Just kill me already!" he demanded.

"Part of me really wants to. But Gramps, or maybe one of the others, has asked me to spare you."

"Why?"

"How should I know? Evolve again and ask your one. It's probably all part of this experiment."

"What am I supposed to do now?" he asked.

"How should I know? But if you continue attacking and capturing humans, expect adventurers to show up and exterminate you."

"I di—"

"Yes, you did! Maybe not directly, but you could have led these orcs, tried to change them, or at least not cooperated with them. You made this entire underground network for them to raid and pillage from. Don't act like your hands are clean."

"...I just wanted them to be safe."

"And they used this safety to attack civilians. You run into an adventurer who tries to kill you? Defend yourself. I don't care. But attacking noncombatants is another whole story."

"I won't attack civilians..." he muttered.

"Good. I suggest heading north and away from civilization. The adventurers will continue searching for orcs, and I will tell them about this underground network, just in case stragglers return."

"I under..." he started and then collapsed. His eyes were wide in confusion as his body refused to move.

"It looks like the paralysis finally took hold. I finally overcame your regeneration," I said, walking over to him. I could feel the fear in his unblinking eyes.

"Stop panicking. I already said I wasn't going to kill you, but I got civilians to get out of here. I will put you to sleep, and when you wake up, I'll be gone. I suggest you immediately leave before the adventurers come. Nothing will stop me if I see you or any orcs here again," I warned.

He tried grunting, but other than his erratic breathing, it was like he was dead. I closed his eyes and covered his mouth and nose with a slime mask emitting the sleep gas. There was evident reluctance from him trying to hold his breath, but he was helpless, and eventually, he was forced to breathe it in. I watched as it overcame his resistance, and eventually, he was unconscious. I covered him in some light dirt and walked away.

<Quest complete. Skill revelation: [Identity Fabrication].>

"Right... I'll look at that later... Along with all the other notifications I've been ignoring," I muttered to myself.

I looked at my state and sighed, equipping my leather outfit. I needed to, at some point, just buy a bunch of clothes to devour for backup outfits. I approached [Bubble] and, momentarily grateful that it held, dismissed it with a light pop. The humans inside were shocked at the sudden dismissal and stared at me with shock. The woman who got struck was still unconscious, but the other was holding the three children tightly. I withdrew one of the health potions I still had and handed it over to the lady.

"It's over. You're safe now..." I said, trying to sound reassuring.

The woman broke down into tears as she accepted the potion; she took a small sip herself before portioning it out to the children and then giving the remainder to the unconscious woman.

The two girls looked terrified, but the boy seemed to have overcome his fear and now had a spark of life in his eyes.

"The Dragon Knight has saved us!" he shouted proudly, smiling through his previously tear-stained face.

Dragon what now?


Chapter ninety
Dragon Knight
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"Honey... Calm down," the woman tried to calm her son down, but now he was practically bouncing.

"But it's the Dragon Knight!" he protested.

"Dragon Knight?" I asked.

"It's a hero in his favorite story..." she answered, looking apologetically.

"Oh? Could you tell me more about this Dragon Knight? I'm curious."

"Because you have the power of the dragon!" he said dramatically. He gestured wildly with his arms and ran his hands down them, making sound effects with his hands before finalizing his performance by pretending to breathe fire.

I was silent. I didn't know how to respond. I had hoped that the barrier and all the orcs would have been enough to block most of what I did from view, but this child saw me using Draconic Scales and erupting in flame.

"Sorry miss... My son is too excitable," the mother apologized, sensing my discomfort.

"No... It's fine," I said, trying to dismiss my discomfort while searching for a solution. As if being thrown a lifeline, I felt my [Acting] skill was prodding me to lean into the Dragon Knight facade.

"I just need you to keep my secret," I said, holding a finger over my mouth. "I need to keep my power as the Dragon Knight hidden from my enemies." I winked and transformed scales over my single finger.

The boy's face lit up with unbridled enthusiasm. "Of course! Otherwise, dragons will come for you if we don't keep your secret," he said as if it were common knowledge. "We will keep your secret just like Squire Clyde and Princess Leanne."

"That's right, Hayden. You girls agree, right?" the mother said. The girls quickly agreed with her, while Hayden went on a little tirade about keeping secrets for the greater good to defeat the evil dragons. Internally, I sighed in relief that the boy was so impressionable.

I carried the unconscious woman on my back while the others followed closely behind me. Thankfully, we escaped the tunnels without any trouble. However, seeing how late it was in the day, I realized we couldn't reach the city before twilight approached.

"I don't think we can make it back in time. While I have some minor camping supplies, I don't know how safe it would be."

"There are some farms nearby. Perhaps one of them would be willing to help us," the mother suggested.

I brightened up at the suggestion. "Excellent idea. I know just the place."

Before heading toward the farm I had helped earlier, I distributed water to all of them. The minor display of magic seemed to brighten up the children a little from their unfortunate situation. About halfway to the destination, the unconscious woman finally awoke and was startled until the other woman settled her down. We took a short pause for water and for her to regain her bearings before we continued the journey. The girls were quiet, but the boy was still enthused and asked many questions about adventuring and some of the monsters I had fought.

While it was a bit tedious, it seemed like a good distraction for the victims, as even the silently crying girls were listening to the tales. I obviously avoided mentioning any orcs when retelling my escapades. By the time we reached the farm, it was well past sundown, and everyone was highly exhausted. One of the farmhands must have spotted us approaching as a group came to investigate, armed with farming tools; when they recognized me, they had a bright smile.

"Good to see you so soon again, ma'am," the farmer replied cheerily before glancing at the rest of my group.

"Orcs captured this group," I explained. "I freed them, but getting them to Kaerlin in their condition wasn't feasible. They had some minor injuries, which a Healing potion fixed up, but they were tired and quite traumatized. I had hoped we could stay for the night so I could return them in the morning."

"Of course, ma'am! You can stay for a whole month if you like! You saved my farm," he replied and bellowed for his wife to help.

When his wife arrived on the scene and was brought up to speed, she immediately got to work organizing food, clean clothes, and sleeping arrangements for everyone. I turned down the offer of a bath, as I said I could clean myself with magic, but I partook in the humble dinner to not trample over their goodwill.

I was given a cot to sleep in, but I excused myself and went outside to clear my head. [Perception] was making it exceedingly awkward for me, as I could hear the quiet sobs of the two widows and children as the reality of their situation was sinking in. I clambered up to the barn's roof, and while lying on my back staring at the stars, I finally opened up the notifications I had been ignoring until now.

<Orc LV 6; Barbarian LV 18. defeated. Experience gained.>

<Orc LV 5; Hunter LV 12. defeated. Experience gained.>

...

<Orc LV 2; Warrior LV 8. defeated. Experience gained.>

<Class Experience threshold reached. Sorcerer is now LV 3.>

<9 Skill Points are now available.>

<Your class has revealed the following skill: [Magic Efficiency]>

...

<Proficiency gained. [Corrosion Magic LV 3] improved to [Corrosion Magic LV 4].>

<[Corrosion Magic LV 4] spell [Decay] learned.>

<Orc LV 11; Shaman LV 14. defeated. Experience gained.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Chimeric Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 6.>

<6 Trait Points are now available.>

...

<Orc LV 18; Warlord LV 4. defeated. Experience gained.>

<Emblem Usurped: [Chieftain].>

<Error. You do not meet the requirements. Emblem Lost.>

...

I scrolled endlessly through the notifications until I finally reached the end and summarized my final gains. I had killed well over thirty orcs, although many were basic classes and relatively low-level. I had gained four race levels and six Sorcerer levels.

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Chimeric Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 9.>

<9 Trait Points are now available.>

<Class Experience threshold reached. Sorcerer is now LV 8.>

<14 Skill Points are now available.>

<Your class has revealed the following skills: [Mana Efficiency], [Meditate], [Multicast].>

I had three new skills revealed to me from my class, and the skill revealed to me for sparing Odark. I'd read their descriptions afterward. Speaking of skills and traits, I gained quite a few proficiency increases.

<Proficiency gained. [Corrosion Magic LV 3] improved to [Corrosion Magic LV 4].>

<[Corrosion Magic LV 4] spell [Decay] learned.>

Between me and my [Sub-Cores], we flung endless [Acid Dart] spells, so this was an obvious increase. The new spell was mesmerizing. It would remove all afflictions on a target and deal Necrotic damage per afflictions removed. The damage inflicted seemed to scale with a combination of remaining duration and infection level.

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core Alpha LV 4] improved to [Sub-Core Alpha LV 5].>

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core Beta LV 4] improved to [Sub-Core Beta LV 5].>

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core Gamma LV 4] improved to [Sub-Core Gamma LV 5].>

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core Delta LV 4] improved to [Sub-Core Delta LV 5].>

<Proficiency gained. [Sub-Core Epsilon LV 4] improved to [Sub-Core Epsilon LV 5].>

My hardworking [Sub-Cores] finally progressed. I mentally apologized to Alpha, who had been stuck at level four for far too long. Speaking of which, I had forgotten to give Delta the new core coloring courtesy of the white slime core, so I gave it the pale turquoise color. Now, I just needed a new color for Epsilon, who was still sporting my glorious crimson coloring. I looked over my final two proficiency gains.

<Proficiency gained. [Poison Slime LV 5] improved to [Poison Slime LV 6].>

<Proficiency gained. [Dark Vision LV 4] improved to [Dark Vision LV MAX].>

Mixing poisons proved more effective than I thought, making me wonder if I put too much concern in the skill description, mentioning mixing reducing overall potency. Also, my [Dark Vision] was finally maxed out thanks to all the underground combat, benefiting my full maximum vision.

<[Magic Efficiency] Spellcasting speed increases by 5% per level. Mana usage is reduced by 2.5% per level.>

Wow... Since when are skill descriptions so specific? Whoever created this must have been bored or tired of writing long-winded descriptions.

<[Meditate] Enter a trance to increase your natural Mana flow and Mana regeneration. Meditation can be used to stave off the effects of sleep deprivation, but it is not a true substitute. Beneficial effects scale exponentially the longer the trance is maintained. This skill has no levels.>

Well... I would have ignored this because I don't need Mana regeneration, but the sleep part is interesting. Could I meditate and have my [Sub-Cores] continue my activities? They already can do work while I sleep.

<[Multicast] Cast and maintain an additional spell per [Multitask] level. Thoroughly complex spells may require more than one level per spell.>

Ugh... I totally forgot about this skill. I don't even try to cast multiple spells alone when all my helpers can easily assist or cast independently. I wonder what counts as a complex spell to take up more than one multicast slot.

<[Identity Fabrication] Allows detailed creation of fake profiles that can greatly obfuscate attempts at identification. The more believable the profile through physical features or closer to reality, the harder it is to pierce, and it is directly aided by traits or skills that provide shapeshifting or illusion. Displaying a mismatching race, an unearned Emblem, or a locked class will lower the success chance of obfuscation. Adjusting levels to higher than earned will also lower obfuscation. Can still be used as the basic [Identity Block].>

I had to reread the description a few times before it finally sank in. Gramps wasn't kidding when he said it would be a useful skill revelation. This was a massive upgrade to [Identity Block], perhaps an upgrade I would have received if I had taken the Doppelgänger mutation or possibly earned through an advanced Rogue class. Finally, I had a solution to a problem: my name.

A typical monster would be unnamed, so a mimic pretending to be something else would go undetected. However, despite my near-perfect disguise, my name would still be shown whenever I transformed. I could block my name, as Simon had shown me, but that still added a level of suspicion in myself that I didn't want. Also, if I tried to pretend to be anyone other than my Syl persona, I would be forced to block my name, which, if someone had a higher level of identification, would immediately rat me out. Of course, I could be wrong; I didn't know how often people blocked their profiles in public, as Simon was the first one I had come across, but asking the Adventurer’s Guild that question wasn't a path I'd like to tread.

The other immediate benefit I could think of was if I manually set my race to elf in my profile, then I could risk being a little more generous with my transformations if I mixed parts. While I didn't expect anyone to constantly have me under [Identify] surveillance, this way, if I slipped up, my race wouldn't suddenly change without my knowledge. Syl the elf suddenly changing into Syl the Chimeric monstrosity because I reflexively borrowed a trait in an emergency would have been horrible.

I decided to buy everything except [Multicast], which I was determined to earn eventually. This still left me with many skill points, making me very tempted to purchase a skill upgrade.

<Skill [Identity Block LV 5] upgraded into [Identity Fabrication LV 5]. Skill Points remaining 13.>

<Skill [Meditate] obtained. Skill Points remaining 12.>

<Skill [Magic Efficiency LV 1] obtained. Skill Points remaining 11.>

Should I try brute force [Water Magic] to level five and immediately upgrade it? Or Should I do the same with [Ice Magic] and bring it to the same levels as my other elements? I pondered. My reluctance to do anything with my points was becoming a rather recurring anxiety about making the right choice.

I'll ask someone at the guild tomorrow. Lisa might be a good option since she's the highest level I've seen. Then there's Thern, who is knowledgeable, and there's Dewi if they are finally back from their quest. Well, let's look at [Identity Fabrication].


Chapter ninety-one
Fabrication
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When I opened my basic profile, I was introduced to a very different interface from the one I was familiar with. I could mentally select a portion of the profile and had the option to edit it directly. I removed my name.

<Elf LV 39; Sorcerer LV 8.>

I changed my name.

<Yuzz [Dungeoneer]; Elf LV 39; Sorcerer LV 8.>

I created an entirely different identity.

<Bob; Human LV 12; Scout LV 15.>

The most fascinating part was that I could instinctively tell when a particular section of my profile aided or hindered the disguise. Changing my name seemed neutral unless I removed it, and then it was a hindrance, but if I morphed into a monster, it was seen as a boon. According to the system, hiding my currently equipped Emblem was seen as neutral, but I knew socially it would be strange for me not to have it equipped—so many people had seen my [Dungeoneer] Emblem.

Driven by a sense of curiosity, I embarked on a journey of experimentation with different Emblems. I tried my hand at faking some, such as [Chieftain], [Guild Master], and [Guild Staff], all of which were classified as massive detriments. The only other Emblem I knew of was [Bonded Companion], which was a penalty until I transformed into a monster, and then it became a benefit.

I could pretend to be a companion. That's interesting. If I was roaming around in a dungeon, it would prevent me from being attacked if I was spotted by another adventurer.

I should try to find out more about companions. Sylthaeryn's class was Tamer, if I recall correctly... I've not run into any in the guilds yet, I continued to ponder before having a small epiphany. Could I pretend to be my own companion?

I reverted my profile to normal but manually set my race to elf. Then, I formed a ball of green slime in my palm and had Alpha maneuver into the blob. Visually, it now looked like I was holding a small green slime. I tried to apply the profile multiple times, but it kept just overwriting my own.

Come on, if it's possible to [Multitask] spells, then surely it's possible to fabricate two profiles... I complained. In hindsight, I should have thought of it sooner, but in a moment of frustration, I shouted at Alpha to use [Identity Fabrication].

<Alpha; Green Slime LV 5.>

Well done, Alpha! Although I think you're being a little too humble by saying you're only level five! I laughed with glee at the success. Actually, can you add [Bonded Companion] too?

<Alpha [Bonded Companion]; Green Slime LV 15.>

Despite it being technically Alpha's profile, I could feel a penalty on the level because it was my skill. Green slimes would evolve at ten, so it made sense why it was complaining about it. I repeated the experiment with my other cores one by one. Beta, disguised as a purple slime, and Gamma, disguised as a red slime, could go up to level twenty without penalty, while Epsilon, as a white slime, could only go up to level nine. At first, I thought something was wrong, but then I recalled that white slimes were technically the same tier monster as myself, which meant that Epsilon was being limited by my own level limits.

Speaking of level limits, I could freely swap between Warrior and Scout up to level eleven without any detriment, which meant that my class qualification was enough to satisfy the system, and it was using my Mage level as the reasonable limit. As if that wasn't enough, whoever created this skill must have also worked on [Equipment Swap] as I could save ready-made profiles for quick application. All my experimentation even increased my skill level, much to my satisfaction.

<Proficiency gained. [Identity Fabrication LV 5] improved to [Identity Fabrication LV 6].>

I was feeling rather shitty about the situation after Odark, but this definitely brightened my mood. Everyone was asleep when I silently returned to my cot and quickly joined them in slumber.
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The following day, it was decided that the owner and some farmhands would travel to the city proper to get tools and hire additional hands for the replanting of the fields. This meant the two widows and children could be carried in a cart pulled by a donkey, and I offered to escort them just in case.

To keep myself occupied, I worked on creating a new debuff spell with my newly acquired [Ice Magic]. Due to [Mana Conception], this was far simpler than ever before despite the much more complex Mana. I was a little hands-off on the spell creation and left it primarily to my [Sub-Cores], which allowed them to flex their new level and processing power. This allowed me to instead entertain the children with [Kindle] and [Water Orb] by shaping both into various patterns or shapes.

While the children laughed and giggled at the silly shapes, they had no idea about the intense mental battle I was having to try to actively hold more than a single spell. Thankfully, by the time we reached the city gate, problem-free, I still hadn't received the [Multicasting] upgrade and instead gained a different prompt that caused me significant emotional damage.

<Proficiency gained. [Multitasking LV 1] improved to [Multitasking LV 2].>

The worst part was that this new skill level gave me no benefit or ease in holding my two individual spells. I had to fight my inner demons to not just buy the upgrade then and there out of spite, and I wondered if Dewi had pranked me about telling me not to buy it. After a quick explanation to the guards, I parted ways with the group to head toward the Adventurer's Guild and report on the situation. Before I left, there was a tug on my clothing, and I saw the boy giving a friendly smile.

"Thank you for saving us. You're a hero! When I grow up, I also want to be an adventurer," he said, trying to give his best dazzling smile. He then placed his finger over his lips and winked. It seemed like he was more than happy to keep my secret.

I returned his smile, giving him a quick ruffle on his head. "If you do, I'd recommend the Stantondale branch. That's where I started my adventuring career."

The boy nodded excitedly, and after some thanks from the mothers, I finally left them. I hastened to the guild and requested to speak to Luke upon entering. I noticed more odd looks and glances than usual, and only when I overheard some murmurings did I realize why.

"What the hell is she wearing? Is she going to swap to a Barbarian or Hunter class?"

"She's a Sorcerer now."

"That's a lot of levels. What quest did she go on?"

I ignored the rumor-mongering and patiently waited, although I felt a tinge of anger at the disparaging remarks made against the armor Yuzz had made for me. Although I had to admit it starkly contrasted my simple robe. The wait wasn't long before I sat at our familiar booth.

"Good to see you again, Miss Syl," he replied, then scratched his cheek nervously. "I hate to ask, but what exactly are you wearing?"

"Hey, Luke. It's my backup armor. My robe, unfortunately, was burned to cinders while I was fighting orcs."

"So you did run into orcs..."

"A lot of orcs. I found their underground lair, killed a bunch, and took down their warlord chieftain," I answered. Luke's eyes were as wide as saucers, and when I noticed he wasn't going to interject, I continued, "I also rescued two women and three children from capture; they are currently with the gate guards. Oh, and I did kill the Plant Horror, but unfortunately, it didn't have anything harvestable."

"I..." Luke stammered.

"Sorry, it must be disappointing that I didn't bring back any materials."

"I-I need to contact Master Lisa!" Luke blurted out and left me sitting speechless at the table.

After awkwardly waiting, Lisa's secretary eventually came to fetch me, and I was ushered to her office. I wondered if I would get scolded again, like with the salamander quest, but they had explicitly said mass extermination quests were generic. To my surprise, Lisa had a big smile on her face instead.

"Thank the gods you didn't wear that to your dinner!" Lisa said, almost bursting out in laughter. She eventually calmed down from her laughter and continued speaking.

"Well done, Syl. We just confirmed over thirty dead orcs from the quest tracker. The majority were low-level but confirmed that a warlord was among them."

"No problem. The underground lair was to their detriment; if it had been an open area and they had been spread out, I wouldn't have been so lucky."

"Speaking of which," Lisa said, pulling out a map of the local area, "can you point to the entrance you discovered? Then we can confirm it's cleared out and destroyed; perhaps deal with any stragglers."

I nodded and, using my own mental map, pointed to the entrance I had used. I also encircled the area where the main complex was situated.

"Sneaky bastards, no wonder we couldn't find them. I'd expect this level of cunning from goblins or kobolds, but not orcs."

"Kobolds?"

"They are little lizard monsters, like a goblin mixed with a dragon. They mostly live underground; if you go with Thern, you'll see plenty," Lisa replied, rolling up the map and handing it to her secretary. "Send a team of scouts to confirm."

"I must say your successes are remarkable. I know all adventurers hide a trick or two, but you keep overachieving. You've also gained many levels rapidly, exploiting the risk bonus factor to the maximum."

"Yes, although the downside is that my skills are falling behind my class levels, or at least that's what it feels like. I'm tempted to change my experience distribution."

Lisa frowned. "I would say I don't do that, although I know we humans are biased because we don't have many good traits to choose from. I know dwarves have some enviable traits, and I can only imagine what elves get."

"I hope you'll mind the frankness of my question, but how do you spend your skill points? I've saved a large amount in case I want to purchase a lot of skills, and I've never touched upgrading."

"Never?" Astonished, Lisa replied, "I know some diehards do that and try to earn every skill proficiency, but the gods gave us these points to spend; it feels foolish not to."

"My concern was buying the wrong thing, especially if I knew I could upgrade it with some effort."

"That's a good mentality, but what if having an extra level is the difference between life and death? Especially, as a spellcaster, getting another new level opens many doors to new spells or components."

"That's a really good point. Then do you recommend prioritizing my highest skill or bringing up my lower skills to match?"

Lisa sighed with great exaggeration and rubbed her temples. "Now that is the question everyone asks, and nobody knows the right answer. Raising your minimums gives you more flexibility and could unexpectedly save your life while raising your maximums gives you trump cards that could solve a situation effortlessly."

"Now you understand why I didn't want to spend any," I replied, frustrated.

Lisa laughed, giving a knowing smile. "Fine, fine. I'll tell you what I did, maybe that will give you some ideas. I focused on my highest skill where possible unless I unlocked a vastly more powerful skill. For a relatable example to you as a spellcaster, I focused a lot on my [Air Magic], but I immediately swapped my focus when I unlocked [Lightning Magic]. It was a higher tier of magic, and I felt it had more opportunity."

"That sounds like a very reasonable approach."

"It worked out pretty well for me," Lisa said with a smirk. "However, you'll need to tailor it to your specific situation. Undoubtedly, you have at least one form of experience boosting, and some skills are easier to level than others if you can easily exploit bonuses like risk or first time."

I nodded. "I'm also reluctant to upgrade a skill unless it had just leveled up manually or was brand-new. Although... Even with new skills, I'd feel reluctant to do it; it seems like level two is so simple for almost all of them."

"I think you'd struggle to find anyone who wants to buy an upgrade midway unless you were sure you hadn't progressed it in some way. There are no refunds, and if you were more than halfway to gaining the level manually, you'd be losing a skill point!"

"Glad to hear I'm not the only one a bit panicky about spending my points."

"If you're just starting out, it can be terrifying. Also, while yours is a little extreme, it's not even the worst I've seen; Luke can't even decide on a class and keeps flip-flopping between the three starters."

Her secretary returned with refreshments, and Lisa invited me to settle down. It seemed like we still had much to talk about.


Chapter ninety-two
Goals and Armor
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"So what made you swap to Sorcerer?" Lisa asked, sipping at her tea.

"I wanted to see what magic skills I might miss out on. I had Tabitha drill into me about the theme of my class and how it would potentially limit me." I responded.

"And? Get anything good?"

"And? Did you discover anything interesting?" Lisa asked eagerly. I responded with a mischievous grin and cast [Icicle] floating above my palm.

"[Ice Magic]... Very impressive." With a pleased grin, Lisa said, "And I'm assuming you didn't spend an ascension on that?"

"Nope. I got it as soon as I swapped to Sorcerer. If not for running into the orcs, I would have practiced it a bit more."

"Honestly, I wish I could promote you to Gold already," Lisa said with a sigh. "You're punching far above your weight class. Hell, you're one level from another ascension. I can only imagine you'll pick another element."

"I was actually thinking of picking Lightning if it's available."

"Ha! Trying to butter me up?"

"Only if it gets you to show me [Lightning Magic]."

Lisa paused momentarily before nodding, "Sure, I don't mind. But why not wait for your revelation?"

"I want to swap back to Shadowcaster, which means I won't get the revelation until thirty. Also, it would be a sneak peek to see if I don't have it already."

Lisa nodded and showed me the skill, but I got the same missing affinity prompt when I tried to buy it. But now I didn't have to stay locked to the Sorcerer class and had the flexibility to return to Shadowcaster, which I hoped would lead to more exciting traits like [Subtle Afflictions].

"Nope. Missing affinity," I said, shaking my head.

"That's a shame. Well, hopefully, it'll be among your selections at 40. Otherwise, you can try again at 50. I'm glad you aren't abandoning your hybrid class; I'm eager to see what you unlock once you get an advanced class."

"Speaking of classes, how come I've not seen any humans with the Tamer class?"

"That's a pretty sour spot." Lisa chuckled. "The main reason is that the time investment isn't worth it, especially if your bonded monster dies; you're immediately set back massively. It's also hard to unlock unless you're willing to pay money to buy a raised wolf or something to meet the requirement.

"Why would you buy a wolf? There's plenty in the forest."

Lisa laughed out of nowhere, almost spilling her drink. "Convincing a wild monster to assist you without the bonding skill is not easy. I have no idea how you elves do it."

"Oh, I can actually answer that," I replied, showing the [Nature Commune] trait.

"Shit. That's not fair," Lisa immediately replied, obviously reading the trait. "I guess this is why you're still dumping so much experience into racial levels rather than focusing on your class."

"Some are more practical than others. While this one can be useful, you didn't have a field of corn thanking you for fighting a Plant Horror."

"Oh gods, the corn spoke to you?" Lisa replied, laughing hysterically.

"I guess that explains how you can easily unlock Monster Tamer. You just go find a wolf or something and overpower it with your trait to help you," Lisa stated after recovering from her laughter. "Wait. Is that why you're asking Luke to look for flying monsters? And Thern, about the floating island? Are you trying to hitch a ride on a tamed monster?"

"I guess the cat is out of the bag," I said with a shrug.

"If you're successful and you get up there, make sure to bring proof of kills. While I don't think we can give you an official quest, none that would be tracked successfully anyway, it would go a long way to speeding up your promotion."

"And earn a lot of money, I suppose."

"Oh yes. Although after that salamander, you could retire for life."

"Retire? Sounds horribly boring."

"Yeah, it's hard to give up the adventurer life." Lisa nodded along.

"What do I need to do to qualify for Gold rank?" I asked.

After a pregnant pause, Lisa answered, "Well. If you are successful on your island escapade, the only outstanding requirement would be to prove you can work in a team and follow orders. I know you're mostly a solo adventure, but unfortunately, it's a requirement for Gold and up."

"I don't mind doing some teamwork. Would I just join a group doing quests or what?"

"You could, although you'd need to do quite a few. The quickest way would be to join a group and complete a dungeon—a real one that groups recruit for."

"I figured the one in Stantondale wouldn't count."

"Nope. No beginner dungeons; it has to be the real thing. You even benefit from being recruited as a Mage or Rogue—assuming you can pick locks and disable traps."

"I have the skill up to two, but I could probably get it to three if I do some shopping."

"Good. Do that. The nearest real dungeon is a week's travel away, but assuming you can hitch a ride with your flying monster plan, you could probably get there in two days. It doesn't have a city, but there is an outpost and a small guild branch. If you're up for it, I'll write you a letter explaining the situation and vouching for you."

"Thanks, Lisa, I'd appreciate it."

"No problem. It is my job, and I must one-up Harris and Roderick somehow. If I can say I got you your Gold rank, then they can't claim all the credit for recruiting you."

When our small talk ended and I was getting ready to leave, Lisa turned to me with a rather serious expression.

"Keep doing good work, Syl. You've helped and saved lives."

I wasn't prepared for that and awkwardly stammered my farewell before leaving. I ran into Luke on my way downstairs; he must have been waiting for me to finish speaking with Lisa.

"Miss Syl, your armor is finished being commissioned. Would you like to go get it?"

"Yes, please. I feel like I need to buy a bunch of backup clothes."

Luke nodded, and we headed toward the crafting section of the guild. Luke was very upfront with his praise of me saving the woman and children from the orcs, and he seemed to be enthralled with the idea of heroic adventurers saving the day.

"Luke, have you ever heard of the Dragon Knight?" I asked.

"Of course!" Luke looked at me with such joy I could swear his eyes startled to sparkle. He must have soon realized his reaction as he seemed to choke on nothing and blushed wildly. "I mean... Yes, I have. I'm surprised you've heard of him, Miss Syl."

"The child I saved mentioned him. His mother said it was his favorite story."

"It's not just a story," Luke interrupted. "The Dragon Knight was a true hero from before the Adventurer’s Guild was a worldwide organization. The records prove it, and he practically saved an entire kingdom."

"Sounds like you're a fan. Did he really have the power of a dragon?"

"He had Draconic ancestry. Dragon blood is powerful and can have long-lasting impacts on an entire lineage," Luke explained. "Although not everyone related awakens to the Draconic bloodline, those who do gain scales, sometimes wings, and flame breath."

"Sounds like a guarantee for success and fame."

"Yes and no. Ever since the Dragon Knight, anyone with the bloodline has been viciously hunted by dragons—they refuse to allow a lesser race to steal their power. Or so they claim."

"Steal their power? Really?" I questioned; it sounded absurd.

"Yes. The kingdom used to have two dragon rulers, but the Dragon Knight grew mighty enough to slay them both and free everyone. This caused a scare among the other dragons, and they started slaughtering anyone holding their blood," Luke said, looking rather sad. "It's why the children's story tells people to keep it a secret; it's a warning to stem a slaughter. You never know when someone will awaken it, and if they do and the dragons find out, then an entire village could be torched from the sky."

"That's terrifying..."

"Yes. It's why the general consensus is never to get involved with dragons. Even some of the Diamond ranks still avoid them."

Well. At least this gives me some more reassurance the kid will keep my secret, I thought happily.

Surprisingly, we didn't head to the armor crafter but to a small locked room filled with boxes. When we reached our destination, Luke pulled out a large locked box.

"Your completed product is sealed in this box; you just need to place your guild tag on it to complete the purchase and claim it," he said.

I nodded and placed the necklace against the box. Both objects shone briefly, and the chest unlocked with a clicking noise.

"Impressive."

"Another innovation from the Merchant’s Guild that we're copying," Luke explained.

I opened the chest, and inside was the blackened leather armor crafted from the salamander's hide and scales. I lifted it and couldn't help but be beyond impressed, and despite being lightweight, I could tell it was far sturdier than its appearance suggested. When I used [Mana Conception], I could only gasp as I saw the intricate runes and sigils housed within the armor. It was like a tapestry of epic proportion, far beyond my knowledge, and I couldn't even dream of how Thern had layered this into the armor.

<[Draconic Shadow Armor] Protection, Magic Resist, Silent, Self-Repairing, Size-Modification.>

"I think Thern went a little overboard," I murmured, beyond impressed.

"I sat in on some of his work. He said he was brimming with energy, so he kept going," Luke commented, then walked toward the door. "I'll give you some privacy to change. I'm sure you're dying to wear it."

I placed the full set of equipment in my storage and started allocating it to a new equipment profile, then swapped to it. Upon equipping it, I could immediately feel its enchantments magically reinforcing me. I moved around in it and noted that the armor didn't make any noise, which explained the Silent enchantment, and even my bodily sounds were minorly subdued. I enlarged one of my arms and noticed the armor effortlessly adapted, always fitting perfectly.

If I ever run into Simon again, I must thank him for recommending that enchantment. This armor is amazing; the only downside I can see is that it's limiting easy access to slime; I'm now limited to my hands and head, I thought while admiring it. Perhaps I should forgo boots or create fake boots from slime.

I removed the boots and noted that they didn't affect the enchantment at all. The primary source of the enchantment seemed to be incorporated within the torso portion of the armor. Seeing that the boots weren't required, I decided to devour them on the spot. [Dissection] seemed to be screaming at my decision to destroy such precious resources, and it took far longer than I thought it would—showing the strength of the scales, craftsmanship, and enchantments. Then, I perfectly replicated the boots and smiled in satisfaction.


Chapter ninety-three
Aftermath
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Slowly, Odark regained consciousness. He clambered to his feet, dirt falling from his torso, and looked to see that his arm had regrown. Their underground cavern was eerily quiet, and he looked around at the massacre. Despite being healed, his body felt sluggish, a clear sign of low Mana, so he activated [Blood Conversion] to burn Vitality into Mana and then nearly collapsed.

"Shit... I'm still infected by whatever she did to me."

He didn't understand what power she had used against him, but it drastically interfered with his [Regenerate] trait. He had dumped almost all of his trait points into improving the skill when he got it and then relentlessly trained it whenever possible, and it was currently sitting at level eight. But despite that, the poison stopped him. He cut a small gash into his arm and noticed his normal purplish blood was oozing a blackish substance.

He had thought himself invincible, [Blood Magic] combined with [Regenerate] created what he thought was an exploit to infinite Mana, and never in his wildest ruminations did he ever consider something could directly stop his regeneration trait.

"I even confirmed that fire and cauterizing the wound wouldn't majorly interfere with my regeneration. What the hell did she do to me?" he asked himself. It was one of the first things he checked to ensure he didn't end up like the famous hydra story he could vaguely recall.

He started walking toward his hut to grab his few possessions and scarce food supply. He threw all of it into the storage bag he was given, looted from a dead adventurer. He considered going to the butcher room and claiming what was there, but he knew the source of that meat—humans. It was a line he still had yet to cross due to the brief flashes of memory he still had of his past dull and ordinary life and his family that he couldn't even recall the faces of anymore.

"What the hell was she? [Identify] said she was an elf, but surely elves don't have scales, regeneration, and fire breathing. Even if this is a fantasy world, that's far too unbelievable. She even admitted to not really being an elf, so it must be some counter to [Identify], just like she countered my [Regenerate]." He started to question and ponder out loud. He always had better luck piecing things together when he used rubberducking.

He continued to throw whatever he could salvage into the bag, then started to head toward the exit. He looked back at the home he had helped create with feelings of regret and guilt. He wanted to vomit but managed to hold it back. Thoughts of revenge briefly entered his mind, but he dismissed it when he recalled Syl's genuine threat.

"Sounds like an excellent way to become charcoal. Salamander, huh? I'm guessing that's the fantasy version, not the amphibian. She's like an amalgamation of multiple things; I said chameleon because she hid her scales, and axolotl would explain regeneration, salamander for fire, and then she had poison, too. Something like a Komodo dragon or Gila monster?"

He sighed and started heading north. While he was upset at losing his family, if you could even call it that, at the moment, all he cared about was surviving another day. He knew south would lead to the city, and she had warned him that the adventurers were out for blood. He deeply regretted his decision, and ever since being reborn into this world, he felt like he had made one mistake after another. He had chosen the orcs because he knew they would have had his back and continued to look up to him, even if they disagreed with his morality. Syl was an unknown factor, and he had no assurances that she wouldn't just leave him to live or die by himself, so he had thought the orcs a safer option, but he had severely underestimated her.

"Hindsight is a bitch... I lost a possible ally because I was worried about being isolated, and now I'm truly alone."
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"So? What do you think?" I asked Luke as I exited the room and showed off my newly donned armor.

"Amazing!" Luke exclaimed, eyes wide. "The best armor I've ever seen was made of Mythril, and this is my first time seeing Draconic armor."

"Lesser Draconic," I corrected.

"Even lesser Draconic is superior, in my opinion," Luke said, frowning slightly at my nitpick. "Mythril is probably slightly more durable, and they are both relatively equal in weight, but you'd lose out on the flexibility, and being from a monster, it has much higher natural Mana retention."

"Mana retention... Right. I got a skill for that."

"Yes, that is one of the main benefits of getting enchanted equipment. You can strengthen the enchantment by reinforcing it with your Mana, and it should prevent hostile Mana from affecting it until it overpowers your own."

I trickled my Mana into the armor itself, and after overcoming a small barrier, it suddenly drank in my Mana like parched earth. I had to assume the barrier was either Thern's Mana or the crafters, who were likely testing the armor before finalizing the product. Finally, I had found a use for [Mana Infusion] other than when I pretended to be an elemental.

"I have got to thank Thern for this," I said proudly.

"You'll have to come tomorrow. Today's his day off."

"Huh... I wonder what he does on his days off."

"Mister Thern usually goes on some small quests. He says fighting monsters gets his blood pumping after sitting still for so long reading and enchanting."

"That explains why he quit his enchanting job and joined the guild." I chuckled.

Luke returned to his duties after confirming that I no longer needed his help. I decided to head toward the crafting section and start buying one of everything for mimicry purposes. The crafters were confused but wouldn't complain about a paying customer. I purchased various sets of adventuring equipment, from robes to leathers to even some plate armor. I also asked every smith and metalworker if they had any puzzles or locks and bought one from each of them. A few were curious, while the higher-level ones gave a knowing smile.

After that and avoiding recruiting adventuring parties, I finally headed toward the inn. Upon entering, I noticed a loud group of familiar faces seated at a table.

"Never again! That was the most boring experience of my life," Dewi said, taking a long swig of his drink.

"Boring, but the pay was good, at least." Whitney chuckled.

I approached the table and smiled. "Good to see you're finally back."

"There's our wandering elf!" Whitney said happily.

"You've certainly been busy. Is that enchanted armor you're wearing?" Roderick asked curiously.

"Yeah, I had a quest to kill a salamander, and Thern and Luke convinced me to have it made into a set of armor."

"Ah! I wanted to do that quest..." Dewi complained. "It would have been an epic battle of fire versus fire!"

"Sorry, Dewi, but I think that thing was outright immune to fire." I chuckled. "I had a tough time even fighting it with [Water Magic], which I was told was its weakness."

"Well, not with that attitude. I'm sure I could have found a way," Dewi grumbled.

"I'm sorry. He's annoyed that he hasn't gotten to explode anything for days," Roderick apologized.

I chuckled and joined the group for their late lunch.

"So, what have you been up to?" Whitney asked curiously. "I can see you've progressed rapidly as usual."

"While you were gone, I cleaned out a mine of spiders, elementals, and the salamander. After that, I took on a quest to kill a Plant Horror, which led to me finding an underground orc burrow and killing their chieftain."

My brief explanation clearly was insufficient, and soon after, I was pressed to give more details. I entertained the group by providing a more detailed retelling of the events and what happened. Obviously, I glossed over anything slime-related and avoided mentioning Odark.

"Now that is the adventurer's life," Roderick said enviously.

"Regretting your future desk job before it's even started?" I teased.

"You've been hanging around Lisa too much," Roderick said with a chuckle.

"So, where have you been?" I asked.

"Destroying an entire smuggling ring," Whitney said with a grin. "Remember those bandits that attacked us on the way here?"

I nodded, and Whitney continued the story.

"Well, it turns out there's been a substantial uptick in banditry, but only in the south as if they are targeting only this one trade route."

"But, not only was it this one route, but only specific merchants as well," Roderick added.

"That's suspicious," I commented.

"Indeed. Which is why we investigated and uncovered a large smuggling operation for Mana potions," Whitney continued.

"It was so boring!" Dewi interrupted. "The single moment of fun I had was burning down their hideout..."

"Other than the battle against the leader and his goons, it was probably something Whitney should have done alone, to be fair..." Evan pointed out.

"So? What happened?" I asked.

"Well, a particular family from our hometown wanted to monopolize the trade. If you weren't distributing through them, you'd find your goods stolen and sold on the black market," Roderick continued.

"It was a long job, but we managed to find their hideout, claim a lot of incriminating evidence, and destroy their operation." Whitney grinned. "These guys will be returning home, but I'll be sticking around to finalize some more details and eventually heading toward the capital to investigate further under an official request from the Merchant’s Guild."

"Yeah, Whitney has entered the big leagues with this request," Evan said, and Roderick nodded along.

"Congratulations! I hope you'll let me buy a round of drinks to celebrate?"

"Gladly!" Whitney beamed, and Roderick placed the order.

"Wait, when did you become a Sorcerer?" Dewi suddenly blurted out.

"Ha! I was waiting for you to notice, but you kept sulking." Whitney mocked.

"I wanted to see if I was missing out on anything from a pure caster class, but I plan to swap back."

"No," Dewi said, frowning. "Well, you can, but at least get Sorcerer to ten before you do. Trust me on this."

"All right. I'm guessing you're going to be cryptic again about it."

"Of course. Why ruin the surprise?" He grinned. "So, did you get anything cool from Sorcerer?"

"So far, the best thing I got was [Mana Conception]."

"So early? You must really be tinkering with your spells a lot," Dewi said, rubbing his chin.

"I also got this," I said, casting [Icicle] above my open palm.

"Now that is cool!" Dewi said with a grin. "Pun, fully intended!"

Everyone at the table groaned.


Chapter ninety-four
Catching Up
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"Okay, okay. Jokes aside, [Ice Magic] is impressive, and you're close to your next ascension point," Dewi said, faking an apology over his terrible pun.

"Yes. If I'm lucky, I hope to get [Lightning Magic] next."

Dewi whistled through his teeth. "You and me both... Probably one of the few ones that matches my fiery personality. Although I'll probably pick up [Water Magic] if [Lightning Magic] isn't on my list and hope it's there if I ever get to thirty."

I nodded along. I had already pieced this together from prior conversations without asking it directly, and this confirmed my theory that you couldn't control your choice of ascension perks. On one hand, it made sense; otherwise, you'd have everyone picking something crazy like Lightning Affinity as soon as they reached level ten. While I could understand the gods wanting to add an element of randomness to it, it only further dissuaded humans from picking race levels as they weren't even sure if they'd get what they wanted reaching those ascension milestones.

I wonder if I should take notes of my thoughts to give to Gramp next time, although perhaps he's already reading them.

"Please, no magic talk at the table," Whitney grumbled.

We continued to catch up and conversed about my promotion to Gold.

"It sucks we are seen as your sponsors. Otherwise, we could have done a dungeon together," Whitney lamented.

"Yeah, that would have been fun. Although no reason we can't do one together afterward." Roderick added, "But the guild needs proof that you can work on an impromptu team. There are huge expectations for Golds, such as getting recruited to repel nation-level threats."

"Makes sense, and I'd gladly do some dungeons with you guys," I replied.

"Are you going as a Caster or a Rogue?" Whitney asked.

"Caster, surely. You'd greatly impress your evaluators if you can get your [Ice Magic] up to a decent level beforehand," Dewi said.

"Lisa suggested I go as both, truly flexing my hybrid role."

"That's good advice, although I think you're leaning more heavily on magic right now, right?" Roderick asked.

"I bought some locks and puzzles to level up [Rogue Expertise], and I've also banked quite a lot of skill points."

"Good girl." Whitney grinned. "Perhaps we could do some [Perception] training. Hell, if your [Stealth] skill is high enough, you could even help me get some valuable experience."

"We've got to do some magic practice as well. I want to see what you've been tinkering with to have earned [Mana Conception] already."

"You're making me feel left out. The best I could offer is some first-aid training since you don't have a holy affinity," the usually quiet Evan said with a chuckle.

"You can join me in feeling left out." Roderick laughed. "The best I could offer is some basic cooking or Party leadership, and the latter could get her in trouble with whichever Party she joins if she questions the Party leader's judgment with my sensibilities."

"And the former could lead to her giving them food poisoning if she doesn't invest the points in it," Dewi joked.

"Yeah, I prefer eating rather than cooking. Also, I'm already potentially fulfilling two roles; adding more to my plate would make me stand out even more than I already am."

"Why wouldn't you want to stand out?" Dewi asked.

"All the attention can be a little grating... Especially all the stares."

"Right..." Evan nodded. "Elves are basically a mystery to most of us; I can't even imagine all the unwanted attention."

"And it's not like you can just hide your ears, that's gotta suck," Whitney said.

"Well, assuming you ever go to the capital, it should tone down a lot."

"I'll add it to my list of places to visit. Right after visiting the dwarves and then Keld."

"That's quite the list of holiday destinations. It sounds like the adventurer life suits you well," Roderick said.

"Definitely!" I cheered, raising my mug.

After finally retiring to my room, I wasn't ready for bed yet, so I pulled out all the puzzles and locks I had purchased and worked through them. I put the ones I couldn't solve aside and marked them while I devoured the ones I solved without issue. I'd planned to keep the hardest ones for repeated practice. Creating mimicked tools worked out spectacularly for lockpicking, as I could feel the sensation of the lock, and it gave an unforeseen bonus that real tools wouldn't.

When I woke up and finished my standard routine, I traveled downstairs and sat at a table, continuing my practice while waiting for Whitney to rise. The first-time bonus was no joke; I had even gained a level when Whitney finally came down. I theorized I was likely even getting some perfection bonuses thanks to the advantage of my unique tools.

<Proficiency gained. [Rogue Expertise LV 2] improved to [Rogue Expertise LV 3].>

Whitney nodded in approval of my technique after slowly recovering from her hangover with some food. The rest of the gang eventually came down, and Dewi grumbled about my choice of roguery over wizardry. I promised him some of my time tomorrow, which caused him to relent.

Before we started our training, Whitney took me to a few of the smiths outside the guild, where I could purchase a few extra locks and puzzles. Then she explained how we would be training, which sounded like a more intense game of hide and seek. We would be using rooftops and alleyways to sneak up on one another and try to steal a small bell tied to the back of our belts. As a handicap, Whitney had to steal two bells from me. The goal was to train [Perception], [Vanish], and [Rogue Expertise] all at once.

While Whitney wouldn't gain much experience in [Stealth] due to my low level in [Perception], my high levels in [Vanish] would help her with [Perception], which was her real goal. It was becoming challenging for her to train it reliably in this region, as she would need to seek out more dangerous monsters.

Our rogue battle was undoubtedly interesting, and I had to admit I was finding it fun. Although Whitney had a mischievous streak that was making itself apparent in her flaunting skills, she would often poke my side or give me small pinches before absolutely vanishing. When I finally caught her unaware, I returned this cheeky endeavor by giving her a poke with a cold but not dangerous level of [Cryo Slime]. She yelped in surprise, causing a bunch of unaware civilians to stare at her outburst, and her face flushed red. My prank had clearly gone too far as she chased me with a malevolent glare.

<Proficiency gained. [Perception LV 2] improved to [Perception LV 3].>

"That armor is very nice. It's actually making me have to work to notice you." During our lunch break, Whitney commented, "I might need to consider getting myself something with the enchantment."

"With how hard it already is for me to detect you, I can't say I think you need the extra help," I replied honestly.

"Yeah, but some monsters have some weird, extraordinary senses. It never hurts to be extra careful; I actually have a skill to minimize my smell, as it's one of the most common ways for monsters to detect you."

"Let me guess, Air Affinity?"

"Yeah. Otherwise, I would have recommended it to you, although, to be honest, if not for your armor, I would swear you have no scent at all, and even that's extremely hard for me to pick out unless I'm right up against you."

We slimes are probably the cleanest things ever, and since I can spotlessly clean my armor by giving it a dissolving slime bath, I bet nothing could be cleaner, I thought to myself.

We continued our training game until late into the evening when I suddenly failed to spot Whitney a single time. Even trying to use [Thermal Vision] gave me nothing; it was like she didn't exist at all. After numerous defeats, she finally revealed that she had been hiding her cards a little and that, like me, she also had an upgraded version of [Stealth] called [Shadow Stealth].

"It's a bit more conditional than yours. As long as I'm in shadows or the cover of darkness, I get massive boosts to stealth, and it practically eliminates my presence."

"Eliminating your presence is certainly a good way to describe it."

"Unfortunately, I can't turn it off now, so let's finish this with some traps," Whitney suggested, and I nodded.

This was where I learned that Whitney had some trapmaking skills. She set up some relatively harmless traps for me to train with in disarming and spotting. Once she was satisfied with my progress, she led me to her room, where she pulled out a large storage bag and an ornate gilded chest.

"This is the reason most dungeon groups fail," Whitney said while gesturing to the chest.

"Is this a metaphor for greed or something?" I asked.

"Ha! That's a good one. Why don't you examine this one closely? But do not open it."

I carefully examined it, and after some intense concentration, I finally noticed some oddities along the chest opening and hinges.

"I think it's trapped?" I asked expectantly, pointing out my two observations.

"Correct, and this is how we Rogues earn our keep in dungeons," Whitney said with a smile. "The dungeons will prey on our natural greed and expectation of riches and often trap chests; it's your duty to identify them and either disarm them or determine if it is safe to bring the chest along if it's too difficult to disarm yourself."

"Rather nasty and insidious," I commented.

"They really can be, so it pays to be safe rather than sorry. This one used to release poison gas, but I've removed the canister, so it's good for practice since it rearms itself upon closing," she explained, giving a pat on the chest lid. "I've unfortunately long outgrown it, so I'm probably going to donate it to the guild so Tabitha can have any aspiring Rogues train with it."

Whitney was a great person, willing to share knowledge and help her fellow adventurers. I hoped I'd be able to find a monster with the [Eagle Vision] trait she wanted on the floating island, then show it to her and hopefully repay some of her generosity. I at least offered to buy her dinner and drinks for now; it was the least I could do for such a kind person.

She spent the last moments of the evening giving me a thorough rundown on spotting and disarming the traps for the chest. While I didn't gain any skill levels despite her tutoring bonus, I felt I was on the verge of achieving another in both very shortly.

Today was a great day.


Chapter ninety-five
Combust
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"You created a spell that makes things easier to burn?" Dewi exclaimed in shock.

We were seated at the inn enjoying brunch after he had demanded some of my time to talk magic. I had been discussing with him some of my progress since we last spoke and all my spell tinkering. The rest of his Party had vacated long ago.

"I think it can even overcome fire resistance with enough level and effort," I answered.

"Prove it," Dewi's voice was firm, his demand clear.

"On what?"

"On me."

I stared at him dumbfounded. "You want me to cast a debuff on you?"

He simply nodded and stared at me, unblinking. I sighed and reluctantly started casting the spell. As the spell was constructed, I saw him trying his utmost to glean as much knowledge as possible. His eyes were focused with deadly intensity as if he was trying to get the spell to break under the pressure and reveal its secrets. I even held it for a while to give him some more time with it before finally unleashing it upon him.

"Flammable! I'm flammable, Syl! This is amazing!" he cried joyfully, causing the other patrons to look at him with concern or annoyance.

He immediately cast [Kindle], thrust his other hand into it, and retreated it shortly after.

"That burned me! I can't believe it," he replied, chuckling like a lunatic.

"Yes... Fire burns." I replied deadpan.

"Of course, my beautiful protégée, but I have [Fire Resistance] after numerous cases of self-immolation." He explained, "Now, with enough power, you can overcome resistances, but this... this is elegant, something I didn't even know was possible."

"So far, only one thing has resisted it initially: the salamander. But after some trial and error, it eventually took the debuff."

Dewi pondered momentarily before responding. "The salamander probably had [Fire Immunity]... That's brilliant. I swear I could kiss you right now."

"No thanks." I immediately rejected his offer. "I also created a sort of poison... fire... It keeps telling me to name it when I cast it."

"That means your spell was truly unique!" Dewi smiled, then frowned, "You haven't named it yet... Then how do you keep casting it?"

"What do you mean? I just replicate the same constructed form."

Dewi facepalmed and groaned. "I don't know whether to call you brilliant or stupid. You're casting your spell completely unaided by the system. If you name the spell, it will be like any other you've learned through levels, and you should be able to call upon it through its name effortlessly."

"So that's why sometimes people call out their spells. I had wondered what the reason was. Originally, I had thought it was a requirement to cast a spell, but I've never had to shout [Water Orb] or anything like that."

Dewi looked distraught and sat in silence while he mentally recovered. "Okay." After taking a deep breath, he continued, "First, saying your spell aloud can help your mental recollection of the spell and call upon the system to aid you. This is especially useful for custom spells."

He paused, staring at me expectantly, and only continued when I nodded.

"Saying it mentally works as well, but if you haven't been doing even that, I can only assume you have amazing processing power between those pointy ears of yours." He took a deep drink before continuing, "The second reason is for Party dynamics, which I can understand you not knowing due to being solo. Kurt was rather lucky you didn't have any devastating spells when you partied up with him. Now imagine Roderick is in a group of enemies, and I just fling a [Fireball] out of nowhere. He's likely to get caught in the blast, but if I call out my spell, he knows it's coming and can raise his shield to protect his handsome mug."

"That makes sense." I nodded. "Although it would ruin my [Sneak Attack] and [Subtle Afflictions], not to mention likely break my [Vanish]."

Dewi paused to scratch his head. "Well, that would definitely suck. But it should be fine if you aren't casting giant spells that explode. Just let your Party know that you cast silently so they don't panic when magic arrows of fire and acid are flung around."

"Well, I'm unlikely to cast [Nova]. I guess [Torrent] is my only real concern until I gain another level and unlock [Fireball]."

"Once you get it, you'll wonder how you got by without it. Your previous spells will feel like wet paper," Dewi said, grinning. "You'll likely unlock Pyromancer with it, which is a great option to swap if you want to specialize more."

"What's the benefit of it over Sorcerer or Shadowcaster? I already have [Fire Magic], so it's not like I'd be receiving a new revelation."

"Now that is a good question. I'm surprised you didn't notice a difference when you swapped Sorcerer, but perhaps it's a little harder to notice with Rogue skills."

"What do you mean?"

"Well, when you are not the preferred class, your other skills are slightly less effective. The most notable difference is if you pick a specialized class like Pyromancer—you receive massive boosts to all Fire spells; they are faster, cheaper, and stronger. However, anything unrelated receives small penalties, so my Air spells are slightly downgraded. I overcome this by combining Air and Fire, which makes the system treat it as if it were still my preferred spell type."

"I didn't know this... I certainly didn't notice any difference in my Rogue skills. Although, I can't say I was paying particular attention. Are there any other things I should know about with classes?"

"Swapping away from a caster role entirely can negatively impact your Mana capacity and regeneration, and you'd be losing some of the spell potency bonuses. Let's say a spell does ten damage; as a Mage, it would deal twelve damage; as a Sorcerer, it would deal fifteen. So it's not really a penalty, but losing a bonus." Dewi paused briefly before continuing. "It's hard to confirm, but it feels like skills are easier to upgrade and earn if you are in the correct class. However, the benefit is so small that most people don't believe it's more than a gut feeling."

I was about to thank him for explaining before he continued, "There is one other benefit, which you've already taken advantage of. It can lead to unlocking a class progression early. Since I specialize in [Fire Magic], I will likely unlock Arch Pyromancer earlier than normal."

"I see... Thanks, Dewi. After I get Sorcerer to ten, I'll likely stick to Shadowcaster and whatever it progresses. I don't think I'd want to specialize in one element when I can access multiple."

"That's unfortunately true. While I would have loved for you to have followed the path of Pyromancy, you'll have to spread your flames in other ways." He abruptly stood up. "Now, let's go outside so you can cast your Fire spell on me. I want to experience it now that this flammable debuff has expired."

"What? The debuff is one thing, but I'm not casting a damage spell on you!"

"Pfft. I've got so much [Fire Resistance] that it won't be much of a tickle. I've even got multiple health potions in case of emergencies."

"No way. Everyone will kill me if something happens to you, and it's my fault."

"I'll even detonate a [Fireball] in my face to prove it. How else do you think I trained my [Fire Resistance] so high?"

"You seriously cast spells on yourself to raise your resistance? That sounds—"

"Brilliant? Ingenious? Innovative?" Dewi interrupted.

"Insane."

"Bah! I'm hardly the only one who does it. Otherwise, you have to spend so many trait points," Dewi said, shaking his head. "Come now, let's go to the training ground so I can [Fireball] myself, and then you can show me your unique spell, and then you need to name it!"

I was dragged straight to the training ground, where we ended up in one of the unoccupied shielded areas. Dewi told me to stand back, and then he cast [Fireball], which was point blank, right at the ground where he stood. I could only stare in shock and awe as the area erupted into a fiery explosion. When the smoke cleared, there was a grinning Dewi with slightly singed hair and slight smoldering.

"See! I'm basically fireproof at this point. Hell, my clothes are actually fireproof. It was the best investment I ever made," Dewi said, laughing maniacally.

"You've got to be joking..." I said, shaking my head.

"No jokes. The public indecency fines were getting out of hand." Dewi laughed again. "Now cast your custom spell on me."

I cast the spell with extreme reluctance, ensuring it was completely unempowered.

"Are you absolutely sure?" I asked again.

"Yes!" Dewi shouted.

I sighed, finalized the casting, and saw the burning affliction appear on Dewi's profile.

<Unnamed custom spell has been cast repeatedly. Please name spell.>

"Combust."

<[Combust] spell has been registered.>

"That's a good name!" Dewi said, grinning despite being visibly on fire. "This is a very interesting spell. It's a bit of a slow burn, but this duration would be amazing for boss fights."

"Aren't you in pain?" I asked, concerned.

"It's not comfortable, but I wouldn't say pain exactly. It's sort of like rubbing nettles against your skin." Dewi uncorked a potion bottle and took a small sip. "Now, I just feel uncomfortably warm, like being trapped in a sauna."

I could only sigh. I was starting to question all the previous advice he had given me. I knew he was a pyromaniac, but this was surely beyond reason. The worst part is that some of me wondered if I could do something similar to level up my [Magic Resistance (Lesser)] trait, and unlike him, I could borrow [Pain Suppression].

We then spent a large portion of the day going over the spells. Unfortunately for Dewi, none of his affinities gave him the concepts required to create the effect. From his knowledge, he would need to get access to Corrosion or Dark Affinity himself if he wanted to replicate the spell.

For all my effort, he gave me some personal tutoring in [Fire Magic]. He gave some pointers on increasing the efficiency of my empowered spells and suggested adding the [Heat] spell to all my existing Fire spells to increase their damage.

"Raising the temperature of your Fire spells is a quick and dirty way to give them more bang," he explained. "I'm sure the opposite will be true when you get deeper into [Ice Magic]."

I didn't gain any direct skill-ups, but I was sure I had made a good chunk toward them. While the day didn't feel as fruitful as my activities with Whitney, it was still an interesting experience.

Before I left the guild, I asked if I could withdraw some money to keep on hand. I still wasn't entirely sure about the currency. Beyond that, it went from copper to silver to gold. To keep it simple, I just asked to withdraw a hundred gold. It sounded like a good round number to me.

"Are you sure, miss?" the receptionist asked. She seemed a bit confused, and unfortunately, Luke wasn't available.

"Yes. Do I not have enough?" I asked, presenting my guild tag.

She seemed to be looking at something visible only to her when her eyes went wide. "Ah! No, you have more than enough. I'm terribly sorry, Miss Syl. Please tap right here, and I'll get your gold immediately!"

When she returned, I thanked her and deposited it promptly. Her expression visibly relaxed when she saw I was securely storing it.

I guess she was worried about me walking around with cash on hand, I thought curiously.

I thanked her for her help and wished her well before leaving.


Chapter ninety-six
Forest Stampede
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The next few days felt like a blur as my time was split between Whitney and Dewi. The downside was that I wasn't gaining experience toward my next level up, a fact that nagged at me. On the other hand, my skills were receiving much-needed attention, and I couldn't deny the value of that.

<Proficiency gained. [Rogue Expertise LV 3] improved to [Rogue Expertise LV 4].>

<Proficiency gained. [Perception LV 3] improved to [Perception LV 4].>

Thanks to Whitney's direct tutelage, I made leaps and bounds of progress with my Rogue skills. I also felt like my [Vanish] was so close to a breakthrough that I could taste it.

<Proficiency gained. [Magic Efficiency LV 1] improved to [Magic Efficiency LV 2].>

<[Multicast] has been integrated into [Multitasking LV 2].>

In my time with Dewi, I finally unlocked the elusive [Multicast], which was an integrated upgrade into the [Multitasking] skill as I predicted. I was frustrated at how long it took for me to get this, and I still wondered if I'd even use it, as my [Sub-Cores] could do the job for me with far greater efficiency.

I was also on the verge of a breakthrough with [Fire Magic], and Dewi was practically bouncing with anticipation for the day he could witness me casting my first [Fireball] spell. I had always thought [Water Magic] would get to five first, but Dewi had other plans with tutoring boosts.

While I didn't get as much numeric evidence of progress while training [Fire Magic], I did, however, get experience with adding the [Heat] property to all my current Fire spells, raising their temperature and thus their damage significantly. I knew I could add it to my future spells with a little effort and without Dewi's guidance. In private, I tested out fully empowering one of my newly modified spells with the aid of my [Sub-Cores] and was startled when the flames started to turn blue!

<Proficiency gained. [Ice Magic LV 1] improved to [Ice Magic LV 2].>

<[Ice Magic LV 2] spell [Ice Patch] learned.>

And, in my own time, I managed to unlock the next level of [Ice Magic] and complete my Ice weakness debuff, called [Frigid]. The new spell seemed simple in that it would create a patch of clear frozen ice, a deceptive trap to cause an enemy to slip up, but it also revealed to me a brand-new spell component of placing a sustained magical effect on the terrain. I immediately wonder about applications such as creating a patch of fire or acid.

Or maybe frozen acid? Would that work? Would you slip, make more contact with the acid, and then melt? I have no idea, but it's worth exploring eventually!

I had also decided to see if Dewi's crazy training method had any merit in an effort to raise my [Magic Resistance (Lesser)] trait. Unfortunately, the magic I had access to I had gained from consuming other types of slimes, meaning that I was inherently resistant to my own spells. While I could pick and choose between turning on [Acid Slime] or raising and lowering my temperature through [Blaze Slime] and [Cryo Slime], respectively, the resistances those traits gave my core weren't optional. The most effective and restrained method I found was exposing my core and then keeping a sustained [Kindle] spell directly under it.

I mean... It makes sense. Why would you want to suddenly become weaker to fire? Even without [Pain Suppression], it feels more like a slightly uncomfortable tickle, and it takes ages before my health drops at all. Gone are the days when I nearly boiled to death.

While the slower change of pace felt a little odd to me, I knew that from their perspective, there was a good chance that we wouldn't meet again for a long time since their group was disbanding and going their separate ways. Whitney was staying for another month or two before moving to the capital, and Roderick would be settling down, eager to spend quieter days with his future wife. Meanwhile, Evan and Dewi would return home, grab their things, leave for the capital together, and go to the church and Mage's Guild, respectively, marking the end of their shared adventures.

Also, I received word from Lisa through Luke that they had found the underground tunnel complex built by the orcs and killed the few stragglers who tried returning to it before ultimately destroying the entire thing with the help of a Geomancer.

Close to their day of departure, Roderick burst into the room with a grin on his face. "There's a monster stampede in the forest, and I snagged us the quest to dispatch the cause."

Whitney and Dewi cheered while I looked at him questioningly. "Monster stampede?"

"Monsters are fleeing the southern forest; remember we encountered a lot of fresh spawns? All the recent deaths in there must have caused a bottleneck in the essence, which collated into spawning a higher-tier monster," Roderick explained.

"So all the low-rank and low-leveled monsters start fleeing. Multiple adventurer groups usually get dispatched to control the stampede until the source is killed," Whitney continued.

"And Roderick snagged us the position! So we get to blow up some big nasty, a perfect final adventure." Dewi cheered with a grin.

"And I'd like to invite you to join us, Syl," Roderick said. "Think of it as a trial run for your future dungeon run, not to mention a fun farewell before you disappear into the world and get up to all sorts of crazy adventures I can only imagine."

"You had me at the big nasty monster." I chuckled.

It was a short rush to grab supplies and head out as soon as possible, as the quicker we dealt with the monster, the sooner the stampede of monsters would end. It would potentially be a multiday expedition as we needed to travel south and then into the forest, retreading our previous steps. However, this time, at a much faster pace since we didn't need to protect a trade caravan.

The road south was highly trafficked by all manner of adventuring teams, although none surpassed our group in levels. These teams would be culling the monsters that emerged from the forest, an important duty to prevent civilian casualties. While Roderick was the Party leader, Whitney was in charge of directions and scouting, and it wasn't long before she directed us into the forest.

I thought we would need to fight monsters to travel deeper, but most monsters seemed more interested in fleeing than confronting us. That certainly didn't stop us from taking potshots at them, and the level difference between us and them meant that we did end up killing a few of the beasts. Any we took out meant the adventurers guarding the forest edge had an easier job. It felt oddly nostalgic, killing forest monsters again.

"It's a pain when they flee because when they finally decide to stop, they could be deep within civilized territory," Roderick muttered.

"It's strange how many are leaving the forest entirely. Usually, they'd flee toward a leader of their species. I can understand the wolves fleeing since Syl killed the Blade Wolf, so they likely don't have a new leader yet."

"Oh..." I murmured. "That... Might be my fault."

"Ah. You did mention hunting throughout the forest," Whitney commented.

"Don't worry; nobody will ever fault you for reducing the monster population," Roderick said with a reassuring grin.

We continued trudging through the forest, although the source of the stampede was still not found despite Whitney doing her best. I tried to help with my [Tracking] skill, but it was pretty much useless at level one without shifting a wolf nose to track scents.

Well, I can't expect a skill I've neglected and forgotten for so long to be suddenly useful.

"It's too bad we can't just ask the monsters for directions," Evan commented offhand while we sat around the fire for our first night in the forest.

While everyone chuckled at the comment, I raised my hand. "Actually... That might be possible."

"I didn't know you suddenly added Monster Tamer to your repertoire. You were really busy while we were after the smugglers." Roderick laughed.

"I haven't," I corrected him. "It's an elf trait. Although I can't guarantee success."

"Works for me. It's better than running around the forest for days and hoping we find whatever the cause is. No offense, Whitney," Dewi said.

"I'm sorry. I don't see your beloved fireball finding the monster for us," Whitney said sarcastically.

"Well..." Dewi said, scratching his head. "I could set the forest on fire, and if it burns down, we should be able to find the monster easier, assuming it survives."

Evan slapped Dewi on the head. "No. Stop trying to solve everything with fire."

"Five gold, he tries to solve his application to the Mage's Guild by setting the paper on fire," Whitney said with a cheeky grin.

"Ha! You'd be robbing me with such an unfair bet like that." Roderick responded with a bellow of a laugh.

The next day, we attempted our plan. Although Whitney had an idea, the hardest part was capturing a low-level beast without killing it. When we encountered a small pack of wolves fleeing, Whitney disappeared in a blur, appearing behind the wolf and striking it with the pommel of her dagger. The monster's body practically crumpled to the ground, and the others scampered away, yelping in terror.

"Shit, Whitney, did you kill it in one blow," Dewi said in shock.

"I'm pretty sure it's still alive; now we can tie up its limbs and have Evan heal it," she replied.

"Great. Now I'm healing monsters. What's next?" Evan said with a sigh. I chuckled mentally as, unbeknownst to him, he'd already healed one twice.

Once the wolf was secured, Evan cast his Healing spell, and when it finally awoke, I attempted to communicate with it. I had mimicked the trait at its maximum level, hoping to overpower the monster through sheer trait levels. When I tried to mentally reach out to the wolf, it shockingly didn't respond with a voice but with vague images and feelings. I could feel its terror and question why I had captured it.

Why can plants communicate with words, but this wolf can only communicate in pictures and feelings? Is this wolf dumber than corn, or is this the trait just being stupid? I grumbled. This was not at all what I expected.


Chapter ninety-seven
Follow the Wolf
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I tried communicating with the wolf verbally, and while it seemed to understand me somewhat, it wasn't until I attempted thinking in images and feelings that it fully comprehended me. I gave it the picture of it helping us track the monster, to which it responded with horror, and I saw flashes of massive tusks and trees. It seemed the wolf doubted I could beat the monster, to which I responded by mentally giving it images of the monsters I had killed—starting with the salamander, which was easily my most impressive kill.

I could feel the wolf's uncaring for the salamander; it didn't understand its power, so I continued showing it images of foes. It seemed a little impressed with my killing the bear and badger. Even my mental image of Krutz and Oday wasn't enough for this stubborn canine. I was getting frustrated at how the wolf seemed uncaring; it was too stupid to realize the threats I had faced.

I had thought showing it the wolf I killed would be detrimental, but now I was pissed off. I showed it the Blade Wolf and proudly expressed my feeling of victory over defeating it. I was expecting the wolf to be outraged over me, killing one of its own kind, but surprisingly, it instead sent back feelings of shock and awe. Suddenly, the wolf was sending me images of it declaring me its new alpha, and it was thoroughly impressed. Finally, I requested its aid to find the monster so that I could kill it, and it frantically agreed, and I could feel its sense of pride through the strange communication bond formed from the trait.

When I finally looked up from my intense, silent stare-match with the wolf, the others stared at me with unbridled anticipation. "Well?" Dewi asked.

"It's agreed to help lead us to the monster. Also, I got brief flashes of what I think was the monster; I saw trees and tusks."

"That's half helpful. Tusks probably means a boar-type monster. As for trees... I mean, we are surrounded by them," Roderick replied.

"Well, I'm certainly not afraid of any trees. Trees fear me." Dewi cackled.

Despite their trust in me and the trait, everyone was cautious before we released the wolf. If it so much as snapped at someone aggressively, Whitney was prepared to end it with an instant [Sneak Attack]. Behind the scenes, I had convinced the wolf that the others were part of my pack, and it seemed eager for us to kill the threat in the forest. As the tension mounted, I could see the relief wash over their faces when the wolf flopped onto its legs and shook itself like a wet dog.

"I can't believe this is working," Evan said, shaking his head.

The wolf sent me images of running and following, and I told the group. Then we started running after it deeper into the forest. I felt bad for Roderick, whose armor was clanking with every step, but despite it all, he had a cheesy grin plastered on his face.

"Wait till Harris hears about this." I overheard him chuckling to himself.

Those extra levels in [Perception] have certainly made a difference.

We were moving well until the wolf abruptly stopped and started growling. Images of danger and enemies flooded my mind, and I quickly warned the group.

"The wolf senses danger; I'm unsure if it's our target."

Everyone drew their weapons, and Whitney and I activated our respective stealth skills. Meanwhile, Roderick stood in front, directing attention toward himself as he rattled his mace against his shield. Then we spotted what the wolf was snarling at—a giant walking tree!

"Oh, it's a treant!" Dewi cheered. "Syl, debuff it with [Flammable], please!"

I followed through with his request, landing a solid 60 percent fire weakness debuff on the target thanks to [Subtle Afflictions]. If I had empowered it, it would have been almost one hundred!

I wonder if it goes above one hundred. I hope so; otherwise, I'll have reached the limit at the next level of [Fire Magic].

"[Fireball]!" Dewi cast, and an explosion of flame erupted from where the walking tree was.

<Treant LV 5 defeated. Experience shared with the Party.>

"One shot!" Dewi exclaimed, cackling with delight.

"Talk about overkill..." Whitney muttered, emerging from the shadows.

"I told you trees fear me! But man, that [Flammable] debuff sure is something else," Dewi said, basking in the smoldering remains of the treant.

"There's a reason some parties have a dedicated support role outside of a healer. The right buffs or debuffs can mean that your five other Party members combined far outweigh the potential lost slot," Roderick said.

"Yes, but unfortunately, it can sometimes be a tough sell." Evan pointed out, "Some of the people I've partied up with in the past tried to refuse to split loot with me because I wasn't killing monsters. Killing a monster with a spell has tangible proof, whereas trying to measure the benefit of a buff can be a bit more vague."

"Good thing Syl can do both then!" Dewi said, chuckling, "Although it's a good thing you won't run into that type of shit unless you're partying up with the rust ranks."

"Indeed. Before I joined the guild, a Party member refused to pay me because he didn't get injured. He truly believed I would follow him around unpaid until he took a wound."

"Let me guess. You stopped casting Shield spells," Whitney said with a giggle.

"You bet. Earned a lot of money healing all his injuries then."

"Never piss off the healer. I wish more people would learn that lesson," Roderick said with a hearty chuckle.

"I certainly will make an effort not to, although I'm glad I got to skip the beginner ranks if it's as bad as you all make it out to be," I replied.

"So, is that quest complete?" Dewi asked.

"Surely one treant didn't cause a stampede," Whitney said, looking around.

I turned to the wolf and questioned it, but it replied that these were part of the monster's pack.

"Nope. The wolf says the treants are part of the true monster's pack."

"Well, that's ominous. Did a dryad spawn? I can't think of much else that could create treants," Evan asked.

"No way. This area has way too little essence flow, even if there was a bottleneck spawn," Dewi pointed out.

"Well, no use wondering; let's follow Syl's pet to the true enemy," Whitney said.

I nodded and gave the order to the wolf, and we resumed heading deeper into the forest. Whitney was the first to notice it and point out that the vegetation was growing more... Untamed. While it was a forest, this level of wilderness was more akin to an ancient forest left completely alone for centuries. Poor Roderick kept getting his armor stuck in branches and vines and nearly tripped over protruding roots.

Shortly after, the wolf warned me of danger, and I could feel its fear. Our target was ahead. I gave it mental feelings of thanks and reassured it that we would be dealing with the monster. It howled and darted off into the forest, and I held out my hand to stop my comrades from following.

"The monster is ahead. I sent the wolf away."

"Thank the gods, this last leg of the journey hasn't been fun." Roderick sighed before drinking from his canteen.

"It wasn't that bad." Whitney shrugged, looking no worse for wear.

"So. What's the plan?" Evan asked.

"I'm fine with anything, but combining my spells and Syl's debuff seems like a recipe for success." Dewi grinned.

"Right. We ran into one treant, so we can assume more. Dewi and Syl, your first priority will be to take out any treants while I grab the target's attention," Roderick started explaining. "Whitney will deal damage safely from behind while I hold aggro; as soon as you two are done clearing out the minions, you can join us in hopefully finishing the monster."

"I'll give us all a general buff and then focus on avoiding attacks and preventing or healing damage from the target. I'm assuming you two won't need any help with treants," Evan said.

"Nope. We should be able to make short work of them," Dewi said confidently.

"Agreed. Focus on the true threat. I'll also be sure to land at least one debuff on the target; it should help," I said.

"Excellent!" Roderick said with a toothy smile.

Roderick took the front position while Whitney and I faded into the background with our stealth skills. Dewi took the rear, with Evan placed in between. Much to Roderick's relief, the forest suddenly opened up into a spare clearing without a single rooted tree, and the reason became apparent when we gazed in and spotted a platoon of treants guarding an extremely large boar monster.

<Nature's Wrath (Boar) LV 1.>

The boar monster had bark for skin and was a fearsome sight to behold. Its rough, brown exterior resembled an age-worn tree, making it blend in seamlessly with the forest surroundings. Its razor-sharp tusks protruded from its snout, glinting dangerously in the sunlight. The creature was massive, on par with the bear matriarch I had fought with the goblins. The boar's bark-like skin looked surprisingly resilient, offering protection against most mundane attacks. Its size, strength, and bizarre appearance made it an intimidating opponent.

"A unique monster," Roderick said in a hushed breath.

"Unique?" I whispered softly.

"It's a pretty rare phenomenon outside of dungeons," Dewi answered. "The buildup of essence has spawned a fully formed monster of a higher tier than normally possible. Usually, monsters follow evolution paths or gain a mutation, but in cases like this, they've crafted a unique being from scratch."

"We're lucky it spawned in such a low-level area; it's had no chance to gain any additional levels since spawning," Evan pointed out.

"True. But just because it's level one, don't underestimate it. It's spawned in with skills and traits at a certain level." Dewi cautioned. "Although another benefit is that it won't have had much time to practice and understand its abilities, it will likely be fueled entirely by instinct, which obviously has its own unpredictability, but at least we won't need to worry about a scheming monster that can plot and deceive."

"Everyone's going to be so jealous," Whitney said happily.

"Aye. This will be a lovely feather in my cap before becoming a Guild Master. I can't wait to rub it in Harris’s face." Roderick chuckled.

I was also very excited, and [Dissection] quivered in anticipation; a unique monster meant lots of unique and rare resources, and I couldn't wait to harvest them. The profile would also be tantalizing, although I suspected Nature Affinity would be required judging by the creature's pronounced name.


Chapter ninety-eight
Fireball
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"Give me a few minutes' head start to cast my debuffs. Everything goes undetected, and I get a bonus if I do it from stealth." I requested.

"Sounds like a good idea," Roderick said, turning toward Whitney.

Whitney nodded. "I agree, and I vouch for her stealth skills; no way that monster is detecting her."

"Start with the treants, then I'll open with a [Fireball] to drag them away," Dewi said.

"And I'll taunt the boar," Roderick added, gesturing to his massive tower shield.

"Before you go, let me cast my buff," Evan said, and we gathered in a tight circle around him. We were all enveloped in a brief light, and I saw a new condition added to my profile.

<[Fortune's Favor] 50%: 15min remaining.>

"It's a luck bonus; it helps with accuracy and evasion," he explained.

"Thanks. It won't take long. Then we can get this fight started," I said and stealthily maneuvered into position.

When I had a good line of sight of all the monsters, I started weaving my spells, landing [Flammable] one by one on each treant. Then I started casting an empowered [Erode] on the boar, hoping to debuff its physical defense for Whitney and Roderick.

It should be an exciting thing to see. I hope they appreciate it.

It all landed successfully, and our foes were none the wiser. I was in the middle of empowering [Flammable] to cast on the boar when the group erupted from the clearing, and I heard Dewi and Roderick shout out in tandem.

"[Fireball]!"

"[Taunt]!"

Shit. I should have cast [Flammable] on the boar first.

The fireball crashed against the boar's head and erupted in an explosion of flame; it was a notably larger explosion, but from how I witnessed the Mana flowing, Dewi must have sacrificed some damage for a wider area of effect. Both immediately darted in the opposite direction, and then I successfully cast my spell.

<[Flammable] 80%: 7min remaining.>

<Proficiency gained. [Affliction Mastery LV 3] improved to [Affliction Mastery LV 4].>

Of course, now you have decided to level up. Well, not like an extra minute duration would matter in the grand scheme of things.

As expected, the treants rushed toward Dewi, unhappy about being partially on fire. The boar let out a guttural roar as it charged toward Roderick. It clashed against his giant shield, and his feet dug into the ground, being slightly pushed backward. Appearing from nowhere, Whitney abruptly appeared above the boar's head, dual-wielding her two daggers and plummeting down, stabbing them into the back of its head before retracting them and disappearing again with a skill I recognized.

[Wind Step]. I'm so jealous.

I changed position to chase after the treants, shambling toward Dewi, leaving the other three to deal with the boar while we cleaned up the angry trees.

Dewi raised his palm and launched another spell, "[Fireball]!" which again detonated in a larger explosion.

The tree directly hit seemed to falter after being caught in two explosions, but Dewi must have continued to prioritize the area of effect over direct damage as it wasn't dead yet.

Or perhaps he's conserving Mana to deal with the boar since these are only minions.

I joined the fray and cast two of my improved [Fire Arrow] spells from behind at two treants in the rear, both only slightly empowered to prevent going into blue flame territory. [Sneak Attack], [Flammability], and being weakened by two [Fireball] spells meant two dead treants.

<Treant LV 5 defeated. Experience shared with the Party.> x2

<Proficiency gained. [Fire Magic LV 4] improved to [Fire Magic LV 5].>

<[Fire Magic LV 5] spell [Fireball] learned.>

Dewi grinned and gave me a thumbs-up before responding with three of his own [Fire Arrow] spells. One targeted the severely weakened treant and killed it, while the other two converged on a single treant and also killed it.

<Treant LV 5 defeated. Experience shared with the Party.> x2

"Dewi!" I exclaimed excitedly.

"What?" he shouted back.

I raised my hand and grinned. "[Fireball]!"

I didn't have the time to tinker with it beyond giving it a quick empowerment with my [Sub-Cores]. I would have loved to have added the extra heat and, thus, damage, but I didn't have the time to tinker mid-battle with a spell I had only just installed into my core. The spell formed quickly, and I launched it at the group, a blossoming burst of flame erupting among the lumbering trees.

<Treant LV 5 defeated. Experience shared with the Party.> x3

He seemed confused at first, but then it rapidly turned into joy. "Yes! That's the stuff!"

"Oh gods... Now there's two of them," I heard Evan mutter, clearly half in jest, as he was chuckling shortly after.

I wanted to celebrate, but I had more notifications that I couldn't ignore.

<Class Experience threshold reached. Sorcerer is now LV 9.>

<12 Skill Points are now available.>

<Class Pyromancer has been unlocked. Would you like to swap classes?>.

No.

<Class Monster Tamer has been unlocked. Would you like to swap classes?>.

No.

While I was happy that I unlocked new things, I wasn't pleased that the prompts were not dismissible. The class change prompts wanted you to decide right then and there or constantly have a mental box in your vision throughout a fight.

"Let's finish these guys off, Syl!" Dewi said, extending his hands outwards and forming two balls of flame above his palms.

I mirrored his gesture and formed two of my own, and I swear I could hear him squealing in delight. I had to admit, this spell seemed damn fun.

Right before I launched my spells, Dewi shouted, "Be sure to spread them out! We'll kill these guys in one giant explosion!"

With an unspoken agreement and coordination, we let our spells fly, causing a cascade of fiery explosions upon the remaining treants.

<Treant LV 5 defeated. Experience shared with the Party.> x6

"Jeez! Talk about overkill, you two," Evan shouted. "You trying to burn down the entire forest?"

"We had to get the spell out of our system; can't exactly use it against the boar!" Dewi chuckled.

"You're a terrible influence, Dewi!" Evan argued. "Now hurry up and help with the boar."

The boar was covered in various stab and cut wounds as Whitney danced around it. Every time she cut or stabbed at it, the boar tried to retaliate, and Whitney would evade and disappear into the wind. I thought Whitney would have had a good chance to kill the monster by herself, but then I noticed that a vine would grow from the bark skin and patch up any wounds with an impromptu herbal salve.

She appeared next to Dewi and me, a little out of breath. "I don't know what you did to it, but my blades are sharper than ever. However, it keeps closing up the wounds, and unfortunately, I don't think we can win with a death by a thousand cuts. Roderick and I will be out of stamina before it dies."

"Physical defense debuff," I explained in a hurry, not wanting to leave Roderick to fight it alone, "I'll give it a few more debuffs and start attacking. I already gave it [Flammable], Dewi."

"Great. I'll stick to [Fire Arrow] for now, then."

While I doubted I'd use any Ice or Water spells against a monster so clearly weak to fire, I still wanted the debuffs present when I tried out the [Decay] spell. I was quick to apply both [Permeable] and [Frigid] to the monster, and then I rushed in close to cast [Combust].

In retaliation, a series of roots burst from the ground and tried to impale me, but I effortlessly dodged them. Afterward, the roots kept trying to grab at me, and I got a sense of reverse déjà vu as it reminded me of when I tried to kill the Blade Wolf with my tendrils.

"How the hell is it targeting me so well with these roots while clearly focusing on Roderick?" I asked aloud.

"It's a root monster!" Roderick answered before blocking another blow and smashing his mace against the boar with a resounding clang.

<Strangler Root LV 5.>

"Well, that's annoying," I said, waving my hand and casting both [Fire Arrow] and [Combust]. The roots writhed in pain as they burned, but I was happy to keep dodging while they burned to death.

Whitney had swapped her strategy to go for the boar's limbs to reduce movement, cutting huge gashes against its tendons. Root monsters also spawned to try to grab her, but she was gone before they even emerged. Her hit-and-run tactics were remarkable, although very energy-intensive.

I tried casting [Poison Mist] a few times for another affliction, but it seemed that unless I targeted its face, it wouldn't apply. An open wound might have also worked, but it patched those up so abruptly I didn't have a chance. With five empowered afflictions on it, I decided to finally cast [Decay]. I tried empowering the spell, but it refused any additional Mana in a way I had never seen before.

I guess that makes sense? It does a set amount of damage by purging all afflictions on the target, I thought before casting the spell. From my perspective, a swirl of purple Mana surrounded the monster before vanishing. The boar suddenly screamed in pain and partially collapsed from the unexpected damage it took.

"Holy shit! It just lost a crap ton of life out of nowhere!" Evan exclaimed suddenly.

"It must have been a lot to cause you to swear. What happened?" Roderick chuckled, releasing another solid blow that let out a resounding crunch. "The hell, did it just get tougher? I used a skill but did less damage."

"Ah! I'm sorry I purged its debuffs. I'll cast them again!" I apologized and immediately worked on casting [Erode] again.

"What? Why?" Whitney shouted, looking disgruntled as her blade didn't penetrate as deep.

"The spell deals damage based on the number of afflictions on the target. I'd never cast it before, but it seemed appropriate," I explained, casting my spell. "[Erode] is up again! [Flammable] is coming up next!"

"Good to know!" Roderick shouted, repeating his previous action and grinning in satisfaction.

"That's probably a spell you should call out," Dewi suggested, forming multiple [Fire Arrow] spells and holding them back until [Flammable] was applied again.

The boar was struggling to stand up, so I handed over the [Flammable] spell to my [Sub-Cores] to complete while I rapidly cast [Ice Patch] under it. The ground beneath it was coated in a slick layer of ice, and it fell over itself again. Roderick laughed joyously and began rapidly pounding at the boar with his mace.

"[Flammable] is back up! Also, I froze the ground under its feet; It should stop it from moving around for a bit." I exclaimed after my [Sub-Cores] finished casting the debuff.

Dewi wasted no time and flung all his flaming arrows at the boar, each causing wails of pain and rage.

"Good job, lass, you're learning on the job!" Roderick said proudly.

"It's close to death. If you can repeat that spell from earlier, I think it will finish it off!" Evan shouted.

"I will do that. But how can you tell it's close to death?" I asked while preparing to cast the debuffs again after quickly casting another [Combust] and setting the oversized pig on fire again.

"I have a trait that lets me see lifeforce. It's meant to be used for healing, but it can also be used like this."

"Please show me that trait!" I begged.

"Sure? It's your trait point to waste," Evan replied, confused at the sudden request. "But please focus on the giant boar trying to kill us first!"

"Ha! And you were upset that you were the only one not teaching her anything. Looks like you got your wish," Dewi teased.


Chapter ninety-nine
Frosty
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The pig was not happy about being assaulted while slipping and sliding, all thanks to the icy ground below it. It thrashed around and tried to gore whoever possible with its elongated tusks, but Roderick ensured his shield was in place every time to block it. Despite the absolute beating that shield was taking, it looked only minorly dented; likely, it was enchanted and undoubtedly boosted by a skill or two from Roderick.

Whitney's voice rang out with excitement. "This creature is so helpless; I've triggered [Sneak Attack] enough times to even gain a skill level!"

Likely sensing that its own efforts weren't helping, it seemed to call out to the forest again, a burst of green Mana flowing throughout, and then a heavy creaking of wood could be heard. Trees were freshly animated as treants and uprooting themselves to aid their creator.

"If we kill the pig, the treants should return to normal," Dewi suggested, not entirely confidently.

We would find out shortly, as the final two debuffs landed upon the boar, and then I began casting [Decay] again as fast as possible. When the spell was completed, the scene repeated, and suddenly, the boar shuddered as it took the unseen magical blow internally. Evan was the first to cheer, obviously having seen its life force plummet firsthand. We joined in with the celebration, but the boar let out a guttural squeal that chilled me to the core.

"It must have [Defy Death]; get back!" I shouted in warning.

The boar seemed to grow in size and, in its increasing thrashing, nearly gored Roderick, but with his good instincts and perhaps my warning, he managed to block it with his shield in time. There was a horrific metal rending sound, and Roderick was sent tumbling backward, his beloved shield nearly folded in half where the boar had struck.

"Shit. Roderick, you okay?" Whitney asked, appearing by his side.

"Just got the shit kicked out of me, but I'll live," he responded.

Now that everyone was out of Melee range with the boar, I rapidly increased the area of the frozen ground. Worse, I could see it building Nature Mana below the ground, obviously trying to use roots to free itself from its slippery situation.

"What's the plan, Syl?" Dewi asked, seeming unsure of the trait I mentioned.

"From my perspective, it should be dead!" Evan shouted while running toward Roderick, a Healing spell primed and ready.

"We need to expire its extra lives. I think it's combining [Defy Death] with a [Rage] skill or something to give an immense last stand." I explained while putting extra effort into reinforcing the frozen ground, as now roots were trying to break through. "It's trying to free itself with roots, I'm reinforcing the ice to stop it."

I had one of my [Sub-Cores] cast [Poison Mist] by its head, and the affliction applied after some time. I could also see the boar's Mana aura plummeting at a rather rapid pace.

"Shit. [Rage] skills usually scale based on low health," Dewi muttered, glancing at the damage Roderick's shield had taken. "We can't fight it directly; you keeping it trapped until it finally dies is the best option."

"We'll need to deal with the treants then," Whitney said, appearing next to us. "They were heading toward the boar, but now it seems like they are targeting Syl. We'll need to protect her from the angry trees."

"Great, I get to burn some more trees!" Dewi chuckled.

Roderick had equipped a smaller backup shield, and the Party had reformed and started assaulting the approaching trees. I could only be grateful that the trees weren't built for speed, as this gave them plenty of opportunity to hopefully be dealt with.

Dewi was throwing caution to the wind now and was prepared to run out of Mana; he chugged a blue potion and started flinging [Fireball] spells rapidly at his own group of trees. Roderick must have used a group taunt as he managed to pull four treants to himself and began parrying and smashing with his mace.

Whitney took a low stance before dashing forward. Her daggers seemed to have an elongated coating that I recognized as Air Mana. Each swing of her blades as she twisted and parkoured through the treants ripped large chunks of bark out of them. Most surprising of all was Evan. Never once had I seen the healer do anything besides support, but he pulled out a small golden dagger and made a slashing motion through the air.

"[Smite]!" he exclaimed, and the dagger shone with a brilliant light before a golden blade of energy appeared above one of the treants and cut down into it. He repeated the process; the golden immaterial blade would form and cut deep into the trees each time.

"I hate this spell. It costs far too much Mana for what it does!" Evan complained.

"Desperate times, my friend," Roderick replied.

Meanwhile, I still needed to keep the boar trapped. The [Ice Patch] had now been far extended, as the boar flailing had led to it sliding toward the perimeter, and I could not let it gain traction. The roots from below kept trying to chip away at the solid ice and breakthrough. I really wished I had more Ice spells. I was tempted to use some skill points, but I was still extremely reluctant to do so, and the spells might not even help me keep the boar contained.

I wanted to freeze it in place, and then I could keep coating it in layers of reinforcing ice until it finally accepted death. While I mentally cursed my lack of foresight in putting more effort into training [Ice Magic], I had a rather obvious epiphany—I could create water, and I had [Cryo Slime]!

Step one was to restrain the boar, so I opened my water storage and flooded the ground before plunging my hands into it and setting [Cryo Slime] to the extreme. The layer of water froze rapidly emanating from my position, and the boar's flailing body was lightly restrained as all the water it was in contact with froze. Next, I cast a reversed [Bubble] targeting the boar while preparing a [Torrent] spell to be my water source. When the [Bubble] spell snapped into place, I cast my other spell inside it and started flooding the sphere.

Ever since my battle with Odark, when I saw the effectiveness of [Vaporize Slime] in an enclosed area, I wanted to be able to reproduce the effect myself. After all, I doubted I'd be so lucky that my opponents would be encasing themselves again anytime soon. This led to me experimenting with my [Bubble] spell and finding out it wasn't too hard to reverse its effect of allowing things to pass outward. Alone, the spell wouldn't trap anyone as it would follow its target, but with this icy combo, I'd repurposed it to suit my needs.

The boar was starting to break free from its icy restraints, so I cast another [Torrent] to help fill the sphere of water with added haste. As soon as the boar's body was fully engulfed in water, I thrust my hands into the sphere of water and watched as it rapidly became a frozen hell. Moments later, the thrashing boar was entirely still and encased in a solid sphere of ice. I smiled appreciatively at my work before falling backward onto my rear with relief after all the building mental fatigue.

"So, our elf friend can get Mana fatigue," Dewi teased.

I turned around to see Dewi grinning smugly, and only a few smoldering remains of the treants were left.

"Ugh. Don't you have trees to kill? I did my job."

"All gone. I'm grateful, too; I finished just in time to see this masterpiece," he replied, tapping his knuckle against the icy ball. "Oof, that's cold."

"So..." Roderick exhaled. "Do we just wait for it to finally die now?"

"It should die once it runs out of Mana, which is prolonging it. Then I think it's about 10 seconds per [Defy Death] if I had to take a guess," I answered.

"What the hell did you fight that had that trait?" Evan asked, looking slightly horrified.

"Badgers. Lots of badgers."

"Ah!" Roderick exclaimed. "That suddenly solves a mystery I had always wondered about those bastards."

"Yeah, monster traits are hard to discover, especially passive ones like that. Thanks for the info," Dewi said.

"If we can verify it, we could possibly lower their rank. They were raised because they got a notorious rep for being rookie killers. I'm wondering how many of those deaths were actually people thinking it was dead..." Roderick said.

Suddenly, notifications appeared, and everyone went silent. The boar had died.

<Nature's Wrath (Boar) LV 1 defeated. Experience gained.>

<Racial Experience threshold reached. Chimeric Mimic Slime (Blue) is now LV 10.>

<10 Trait Points are now available.>

Shit! I cursed mentally and quickly reduced my race level by one on my profile with [Identity Fabrication]. I needed to keep my elf level away from forty until I got another element.

<Class Experience threshold reached. Sorcerer is now LV 10.>

<13 Skill Points are now available.>

<Your class has revealed the following skill: [Arcane Magic].>

Oh? A new magic type?

<Your accomplishments have been acknowledged. Emblem Achieved: [Nature's Bane].>

Huh. That's unexpected.

Roderick was the first to break the silence. "Did we all just get an Emblem?"

"I believe so. That's an unexpected surprise," Evan said.

"Everyone's going to be so jealous!" Dewi chuckled. "We gotta all equip it before we return to the guild, then walk in together."

"Forget the Emblem. I finally unlocked Assassin!" Whitney said, positively beaming.

"Congrats!"

"Well done!"

"About time!" everyone cheered respectively.

"Anyone else get anything good?" Roderick asked curiously.

"I got a revelation for [Arcane Magic]," I answered. "I'm assuming this is why you told me to stick to Sorcerer until ten?"

Dewi replied by giving a thumbs-up to my answer.

"Well... Now we just need to defrost our prize. I'm assuming you'll harvest it for us, Syl?"

"Gladly," I replied.

"I'm sure Dewi won't mind melting the ice for us," Evan said.

"Guys, have you read the Emblem?" Dewi asked, a grin starting to appear on his face.

There was a moment of silence as we all took a moment to read it.

<[Nature's Bane] Achieved by defeating a Nature-based Unique Monster, or over 200 Plant Monsters. Deal 20% bonus damage to Plant Monsters or Nature Constructs. Equipping this Emblem will cause Fear (Lesser) to all Plant Monsters.>

"Do you know what that means?" Dewi asked.

"It's a pretty good bonus," Whitney answered.

"No," Dewi replied, still grinning wildly.

Suddenly, Evan's eyes widened, and he shook his head. "Oh gods no..."

Dewi, now having a victim to his joke, suddenly laughed loudly. "Now, the trees really will fear me!"

Evan groaned, but Whitney and I couldn't help but chuckle, and even Roderick struggled to hold back a smile.


Chapter one hundred
Triumphant Return
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Once Dewi had replenished his Mana, he set to work on melting the ice. The rest of us, in the meantime, rummaged through the treants' remains, hoping to find any salvageable pieces of wood. Dewi, our resident expert, enlightened us about the unique properties of treant wood. He revealed that the wood underwent a permanent transfiguration during the transformation into a treant, making it an invaluable material for crafting staves and bows. I managed to gather enough broken bits to consume. With great care, I initiated the consumption process within myself, feeling the power of the treant profile unlock.

<Profile [Treant] complete.>

Lots of overlap with this profile and the [Plant Horror], I grumbled mentally. I hope that boar has something nice.

The best trait was [Ironbark], which made its bark as hard as reinforced iron, which clearly was why we were harvesting them. Strangely enough, despite being as hard as iron, it kept its vulnerability to fire.

<Skill [Arcane Magic LV 1] obtained. Skill Points remaining 12.>

<[Arcane Magic LV 1] spell [Arcane Hand] learned.>

I took a moment to comprehend the new form of magic I had just learned. It seemed that this magic was based on the fundamentals of pure Mana rather than an element. This first spell would let me manipulate objects by surrounding them with my raw Mana; however, the efficiency was greatly improved if the object contained my Mana. It sounded like I finally had a good use for [Mana Infusion] other than pretending to be an elemental.

When Dewi noticed me sifting through the treant remains using my new spell, he beamed. "I told you it was something good, and if you get it to two or three, it gives you a defensive spell."

"You don't know? Surely you'd have it already," I asked curiously.

Dewi chuckled nervously as he scratched his cheek. "I don't actually have the skill... It says my Mana isn't pure enough."

"I would have thought you'd have enough... I mean, with all the spells you fling around," I questioned again.

"True, but you've failed to notice that I only fling around Fire spells with reckless abandon." He chuckled, but I could sense it was self-deprecating. "Fire is all I've got. Even when I took Air Affinity for my ascension, it was extremely impure, and I have to only assume I'll have the same luck with my level twenty ascension."

"I'm sorry..." I said nervously. I hadn't seen anything besides his fiery confidence, which was extremely jarring. "If you get enough levels in [Mana Well] or fuse it into [Soul Mastery], would that not help?"

Dewi smiled, much more reminiscent of his usual self. "That's the plan; leveling them up is just an absolute pain. I've been using trait points to speed up the process, but it's still taking forever. It's also why I want to join the Mage's Guild and see their available resources."

My [Mana Slime] trait clearly did much more for me than I realized. I knew it was the main source of my ludicrous capacity. Still, if it was also raising the purity of my Mana and thus all my other affinities, then perhaps that explained why I'd gain a new affinity just from absorbing another slime core. If all red slimes could use [Fire Magic], it would surely have said so in their evolution profile or the adventurer's book I read.

Is this why Gramps had me start as a blue slime rather than a green slime? I wondered. I know he picked a slime because he wanted traits to get more attention, but I'd always considered [Acid Slime] a vastly superior trait. Heck, look at [Poison Slime] and being able to build a sample list; no other trait even comes close to the complexity of that one.

Eventually, we finished scavenging through the remains, and Dewi defrosted our boar. I was honestly surprised by how resilient the ice was and could only presume it had something to do with the ice being created from [Cryo Slime].

"Do we carve it into chunks to take apart at the guild, or can you do it here?" Roderick questioned me.

"I can harvest it here; it would certainly be easier than lugging the whole thing back," I responded. "Just..."

"Your secret technique. Hopefully, you'll show us how you do it someday," Whitney said with a gentle smile.

I felt a surprising amount of guilt, especially after that conversation with Dewi, but I just couldn't risk it. "Sorry..."

"It's all right, Syl. We should be thankful we're getting to split such a good harvest," Roderick said reassuringly.

The boar was too large for a tent to be set up to give me privacy, so instead, the others left me in the clearing and formed a perimeter to guard me from any wandering beasts. While I trusted them not to try to sneak a peek, I still took extra precautions and decided to handle this matter through Alpha. I had Alpha disguise as a green slime again with the [Bonded Companion] Emblem, then got to work with [Dissection].

From the boar, what [Dissection] pointed out was the tusks, hide, and a golden sap, which, upon sampling a little, I discovered had some potent healing quality. I took out a waterskin and, after dumping the contents, poured the golden liquid into it.

As for the profile, it had a lot of what I was expecting; [Raging Regeneration] combined with [Defy Death]. Obviously, due to how it spawned, its profile revealed some skills, much to my delight; [Nature Magic] and [Wrath]. The former was self-explanatory; unfortunately, I lacked the affinity as expected. At the same time, [Wrath] was an upgraded version of [Rage], which massively boosted stats at the cost of all mental faculties and was boosted further by how close it was to death.

Two traits were prime for copying, though; [Barkskin] and [Plant Control]. Due to what I could describe as system bullshit, [Barkskin] was like [Earthen Carapace] from the bear matriarch, and while I could mimic it, it was maybe half as effective without the prerequisite Nature Affinity. This led to a strange situation where [Barkskin] was technically a higher-tier trait than [Ironbark], but now [Ironbark] was functionally more effective. [Plant Control] was similar to [Nature Commune] except it worked on magical plants as well, and unlike the latter, it was not a request; the trait would force the plant to obey. I had mixed feelings about using such a trait, but I'd likely cross that line if my life was at risk.

Eventually, the group returned, and I showed off the goods; everyone was quite happy, especially Evan, when he saw the golden sap, which I explained had some healing properties. This led to Roderick explaining how loot distribution commonly worked in a group, where if someone wanted a piece of loot, it would be taken out of their portion of the earnings. Nobody else wanted anything from the boar, so we started our journey back once everything was deposited.

The journey back was rather pleasant, and it was rapidly apparent that the forest had returned to its normal atmosphere. I spent most of my time trying out [Arcane Hand] while also trying to repurpose my [Combust] spell into an Ice spell. I felt that freezing damage over time had great potential and would be another damage source for [Decay].

Unfortunately, we were too far out to return without camping for another night. Dewi convinced me to swap to the new Emblem so we could all brag about it on our return. During our evening watch, Dewi also requested that I keep casting [Flammable] on him. When I asked for a good reason, he explained that by lowering his resistance, he would earn more experience toward his next level of [Fire Resistance], as without it, he was too close to immunity that he was earning nothing. I agreed and made a mental note to do the same to improve my [Magic Resistance (Lesser)].

When we exited the forest the next day, we confirmed with any groups we saw that the job was complete. Roderick was the liaison, while Dewi proudly showed off his new Emblem. There were hints of jealousy from some of the groups, but any ill-will was quickly squashed when the source of the threat was explained. In reality, what was originally advertised as a mid-level Silver threat had clearly been an upper Silver or lower Gold.

Sorry, Lisa, I bet that's more paperwork for you.

Eventually, Evan pleaded for me to keep Dewi occupied, as his bragging had rapidly become obnoxious and was liable to cause a feud. Luckily, my choice of distraction was beneficial to me, as I had him help me add [Heat] to [Fireball] and [Combust], the latter of which was exceptionally tricky due to its dual nature, and it kept him fully distracted until we finally reached Kaerlin.

I tried to give the quest hand in a skip, as it was Roderick's duty as the Party leader and quest-taker, but I was dragged along to show off our group's success. The final straw for me giving in was realizing that this might be Roderick's last big quest as a full Party. He'd probably do the odd quest or two that required his rank, especially if that forest spawned something nasty again, but everyone else was moving on while he was settling down.

We entered the guild hall like returning champions, and I instinctively felt myself reaching out to [Vanish] and trying to slink into the shadows before Whitney grabbed my arm. My fellow Rogue didn't seem to share my love of working from the shadows, and she also relished in the attention. I could only be grateful that Dewi's antics and Rodericks's general loudness kept the eyes mostly off me. Evan and I exchanged helpless glances; at least I wasn't alone in my suffering.

I graciously let Roderick handle all the explanations; my only contribution to this social encounter was withdrawing the harvested monster materials. During the cheers and shouts, Luke approached me and pulled me aside.

"First, well done, Miss Syl," he said politely.

"Thanks, Luke. I don't know how they do that," I replied, gesturing to the showboating between the trio. I spotted Evan sitting quietly in a corner, nursing a drink.

"A lot of adventurers are in it for the glory," Luke said with an apologetic smile. "But anyway, what I called you for is I have some good news for you."

"Oh? Did you manage to find another slime core for me?" I asked, hopeful.

Luke winced at the question. "Sorry, no... But I've met your other request; there's a bounty out to kill a pair of griffins spotted raiding the western roads."

I couldn't help but immediately smile. "Sign me up, Luke."


Chapter one hundred one
Next Steps
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Luke gave me the details of where the griffins were last spotted; the direction I had in my head from the quest was further west than I expected. He also gave me a short briefing on what to expect; it sounded like it was just a big lion bird to me. He said I could hopefully lure it in with some fresh meat and even suggested I consider buying a small animal to act as bait.

As much as I would have liked to rush off and try to find them immediately, I wanted to recuperate a little and say goodbye to the others. There was a good chance I wouldn't see Dewi and Evan again until I visited this so-called capital, as I wanted to try heading toward the floating island as soon as I got a proper form of flight. I then headed to sit with Evan, opting out of the retelling of the battle and copious amounts of drinking.

"I noticed you in conversation with Luke. Are you already planning your next adventure?" Evan inquired, his first drink still mostly untouched.

"Pretty much. I had asked him to keep an eye out for any large flying monster quests, and he reserved one for me that came in while we were out," I answered.

Evan grimaced, "I hate flying monsters... Some intelligent ones know to target healers, but you can't exactly body-block something that flies."

"It's a pair of griffins. They didn't sound too bad from the briefing."

"Nope. Griffins aren't too bad, just territorial, and tend to flee when wounded."

"What flying monster did you deal with?"

"Harpies..." he said and finally took a drink.

"Can't say I've heard of them."

"Think bird woman; an apt comparison would be flying female orcs."

"Oh..." I murmured.

"Yes. I nearly got captured if not for Whitney having a good aim with her knives." Evan chuckled. "Although the landing was not fun. First time I had to heal my own broken legs."

"A perfectly valid reason to want to avoid flying monsters."

"I'm glad you haven't lost all your common sense to Dewi." Evan chuckled.

We chatted a bit more before I remembered to ask him to show me that lifeforce talent. Evan seemed genuinely surprised I would want such a talent.

"Seriously, while it has its rare moments of usefulness against monsters, it's primarily used for healing," Evan tried to warn me. "Until you reach level three, the range is abysmal, and you must be face-to-face with a monster. And until higher levels, you basically can only differentiate between alive or dead."

"Even so... I'm sure I'll eventually find a use for it. And it's only one trait point, hardly worth having buyer remorse."

"Only one trait point, she says..." Evan sighed, facepalming. "Then again, I suppose you do have more race levels than most adventurers well into their advanced classes."

<[Life Sight] See the flow of life in other beings. Trait level determines the applicable range and the ability to determine variations in lifeforce. A sufficient trait level can allow penetrating through the lifeless.>

<Trait [Life Sight LV 1] obtained. Trait Points remaining 9.>

I didn't hesitate to purchase the trait; I still hoped to gather a bunch of sense-related traits and combine them into some super omni-sense. Also, detecting life was an advantage of one of my mutation options, and now I was getting it for free.

"Thanks, Evan," I replied with a smile.

"It's your point to waste." He sighed. "Activate the trait, and you'll see why."

I nodded and activated the trait, seeing a reddish aura around only Evan. I examined him up and down and tried glancing at other people at a distance but couldn't see anything.

"As I said, it's really bad at low levels. Because you can see my life force aura, that means I'm alive, and that's all you can detect at this level. Eventually, you'll be able to see when the aura diminishes as someone who's injured."

"I see... Well, it's something to work toward. How much can you determine?"

"I can determine if someone is at full health, below half, or on the verge of death. Next level should give me another in between full and half."

I thanked him for the explanation and decided to just leave the skill on permanently for now. I had plenty of mental processing to spare and always had the option to delegate it to a [Sub-Core]. I was correct in predicting that the drinks at the guild wouldn't be the end, and we went to a restaurant situated along the inner wall for a celebratory feast.

It was an enjoyable evening. The Party retold some of their time adventuring together and discussed their futures. Out of all the parties who could have found me in the goblin camp, I was glad it was them.

The next morning, I woke early and headed to the Adventurer’s Guild. I was happy treating the last evening as my farewell to the group, and I was sure I'd run into them again. I took the first available staff member and requested a class change, and after paying the small fee, I swapped back to [Shadowcaster].

Once I left the city, I started practicing my magic again. I had a lot to work on, so I appropriately distributed the tasks among all my [Sub-Cores].

I honestly didn't expect a flying monster so soon, but a lot had happened since I started making my initial plans. I thought I'd have more time but couldn't risk losing this opportunity, so getting it out of the way now would be better. I could always spend as much time as I wanted on the island and just fly back.

I could just live on the island for a while; there was no time limit on that dungeon Lisa wanted me to do, I thought happily, as it would be refreshing just being a simple slime again.

I noted the gold coins I never used in my storage; I had wanted to experiment with creating a different persona and figured I'd need funds outside my adventurer tag.

I even thought of the perfect name for my disguise, Sylvester. I chuckled to myself.

Sylvester would be an older gentleman, borrowing a lot from that Cleric I had fought as a goblin and stealing some mannerisms from Gramps. I had planned on having a big old wizard beard and would have pretended to be a Sorcerer. I had thought joining the Adventurer's Guild for a second time would be too risky, so I could join the Merchant’s Guild instead and maybe try out one of the crafting classes. Moonlighting as an old Sorcerer looking to get into alchemy or enchanting sounded like a reasonable excuse.

Well, nothing is stopping me from doing that after the floating island. I could rejoin the city as Sylvester rather than Syl. As long as my guild tag says I'm alive, I think they shouldn't worry too much.

The travelers I saw along the road gave me a wide berth, wary of someone openly practicing magic, although the ones with children pointed and stared in amazement, and I would always give them an extra flourish to show off. Between [Arcane Hand] floating objects and making shapes with [Kindle] or [Water Orb], I was quite the impromptu performer.

Speaking of magic, I had decided to set aside [Fire Magic] for now. It was by far my most advanced thanks to Dewi's aid, and the rest now desperately needed to catch up. If I combined [Flammable] with [Combust] and a [Fireball], I don't think there is much that would survive.

At the moment, [Water Magic] felt like I had hit a bit of a dead-end. I had tried repurposing [Combust] into a water spell, but something about the concept of water didn't mesh well with the damage over time aspect of the spell. I'd need to find another concept or something to merge with it, and I figured that progressing further in [Ice Magic] would likely be the solution as the interactions I saw between water and [Cryo Slime] showed a lot of promise.

[Corrosion Magic] still felt like one of my strongest options, and creating a new debuff and affliction was always my immediate priority. While I was using it in a more supportive role for my other affinities, I had two ideas I was experimenting with; creating an acidic affliction and a poisonous debuff. Both were possible, but portioning out the specifics for the individual components of Corrosion was the tricky part, and I hoped I'd gain a level in [Mana Manipulation] soon to help me progress.

This difficulty was inherent to working with one Mana type; when I combine Fire and Corrosion, it's like working with oil and water, and they don't try to inherently mix. However, working with the individual components that make up Corrosion is like combining different colors of water and preventing them from just blending together. I needed to work with the separate red and blue colors; letting them mix to create purple was not an option.

And that's not even taking into account Necrotic damage... I mentally grumbled.

I had tried to tap into that aspect of Corrosion a few times, but anything that made up the [Decay] spell was far beyond my current comprehension. It made me wonder if it should have been a higher-level spell or if this was just something inherent to all forms of intermediate magic.

And what about advanced magic? I can't even imagine.

[Ice Magic] was making good progress, and I hoped it would level up soon to see what else it had to offer. My Ice affliction spell would be finished before bedtime, and since I assumed it would also be unique, I had been thinking of what to name it. I had toyed around with a few names like [Chilling] or [Iceburn], but eventually had an epiphany and decided that it would be called [Frostbite].

That left [Arcane Magic], my newest acquisition and possibly the strangest Mana type I now had access to. I immediately tried its compatibility with both an affliction and a debuff, and while both were applicable, the pure Mana was promptly corrupted by the Corrosion Mana. Ignoring the obvious Dewi pun, this corruption applied to all my other spells, and introducing it to any other elements saw it rapidly corrupted and transformed into that element.

Returning to my previous water analogy, the Arcane Mana was mineral water, and my other manas were salt water. I had to somehow prevent the mineral water from becoming salt despite their constant contact and begging to be mixed together. That was the real struggle; it didn't want to remain pure and wanted to transform into another Mana.

Being alone meant I didn't need to worry about nightwatch rotation and could dig a hole and return to slime. But before calling it a night, I went through my usual trait and skill rotations and came to the horrifying conclusion that storage was full. I started dumping out anything that wasn't slime to not let my [Slime Conversion] go to waste and suddenly regretted all the barrels I had purchased.

Eventually, I had enough room to store the rest of my slime away. I immediately decided that all my [Sub-Cores] would be on perpetual deposit and withdrawal rotation overnight. I needed more storage space. Before sleeping, I looked over my progress throughout the day.

<Proficiency gained. [Life Sight LV 1] improved to [Life Sight LV 2].>

<Proficiency gained. [Magic Efficiency LV 2] improved to [Magic Efficiency LV 3].>

<Proficiency gained. [Slime Conversion LV 3] improved to [Slime Conversion LV 4].>

Leaving [Life Sight] on permanently was worthwhile. I was a tad bitter that none of my magic skills had leveled up, especially [Arcane Magic], which I had obtained before [Life Sight]. I had to wonder if intermediate magic required more experience. Which reminded me I needed to cast my new spell. I cast it once on a rock, watched it freeze over, and then cast it again on what looked like a small bat, which promptly dropped out of the sky.

<Unnamed custom spell has been cast repeatedly. Please name spell.>

"[Frostbite]."

<[Frostbite] spell has been registered.>

Finally, I looked over my full profile. I had certainly come a long way, and I felt like this next leg of my journey had the potential for some explosive growth.

Name: Syl [Nature's Bane]

Race: Chimeric Mimic Slime (Blue) LV 10

Class: Shadowcaster LV 10

Status: Healthy

Mana: Overflowing

Emblems:

[Experiment]

[Apex Hunter]

[Elven Legacy]

[Dungeoneer]

[Nature's Bane]*

Traits:

Slime:

[Mana Slime LV MAX]

[Acid Slime LV 7]

[Poison Slime LV 6]

[Blaze Slime LV 6]

[Cryo Slime LV 4]

[Morph Slime LV 7]

[Pseudopod LV 6]

[Slime Shot LV 6]

[Slime Burst LV 6]

[Vaporize Slime]

Core:

[Core Refinement LV 6]

[Core Storage LV 5]

[Sub-Core Alpha LV 5]

[Sub-Core Beta LV 5]

[Sub-Core Gamma LV 5]

[Sub-Core Delta LV 5]

[Sub-Core Epsilon LV 5]

[Consuming Osmosis LV MAX]

Mimic:

[Chimeric Mimicry LV 6]

[Chroma Shift LV MAX]

Mana:

[Mana Circulation LV 6]

[Mana Reinforcement LV 6]

[Mana Infusion]

[Slime Conversion LV 4]

Attributes/Other:

[Soul Mastery LV 6]

[Enhanced Vitality LV 4]

[Magic Resistance (Lesser) LV 4]

[Defy Death LV 3]

[Prodigy]

Senses:

[Olfactory Sense]

[Dark Vision LV MAX]

[Mana Conception LV 5]

[Life Sight LV 2]

[Thermal Vision LV MAX]

Trait Points remaining: 9

Skills:

General:

[Universal Language]

[Equipment Swap]

[Dissection LV 6]

[Mapping LV 4]

[Tracking LV 1]

[Identify LV 4]

[Multitasking LV 2]

[Perception LV 4]

Combat:

[Evasion LV 4]

[Attack Mastery (Lesser) LV 6]

[Affliction Mastery LV 4]

Magic:

[Water Magic LV 4]

[Fire Magic LV 5]

[Corrosion Magic LV 4]

[Ice Magic LV 2]

[Arcane Magic LV 1]

[Mana Manipulation LV 4]

[Mana Suppression]

[Magic Efficiency LV 3]

[Meditate]

[Ritual Casting]

Sneaky:

[Vanish LV 5]

[Sneak Attack LV 5]

[Identity Fabrication LV 6]

[Acting LV 4]

[Rogue Expertise LV 4]

[Subtle Afflictions]

Skill Points remaining: 12
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"I can't believe she left without saying goodbye. I swear she's like a cat," Whitney complained.

"Ha! Perhaps we should put a bell on her then." Roderick chuckled.

"I tried that. Unfortunately, her new armor would probably stop us from hearing it," Whitney moaned, her voice tinged with disappointment.

"Perhaps she just doesn't like saying goodbye," Evan suggested. "And it's not like this is final. You'll see her again when she gets back."

"Yeah, think of poor Evan and me. We won't see her again until she decides to visit us in the capital," Dewi pointed out. "Hopefully, by then, I'll be a respected member of the Mage's Guild. I can put in a good word and officially recruit her myself, earning me some bonus points."

"Assuming there's a guild left after you join them. I'm predicting smoldering ruins in a month," Whitney joked.

"No, no. I'm pretty sure the building is reinforced against magic," Dewi replied, scratching his chin in thought.

"Maybe I shouldn't travel with you," Evan muttered. "Wouldn't want to risk being thrown into prison as an accomplice to arson."
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