


Prologue.

***Felix Orlando***

It had been a couple of days since Felix arrived into the Outerverse. While his two companions left to gather information in the central part of it — the Outer Universe Alpha — his destination was much further away. As the girls searched for allies among the Platinum Rankers and easy ways to raise their Level quickly, he had to check on Subject Zero all the way at the Mirror Earth Type Y.

“I hate portals…” Felix grumbled as he walked through a shining door of light and landed on Heliron Type S. With his brows creased, he stroked the fluffy tail that had lost some of its prior luster. “They are bad for my fur.”

Planets and worlds in the Omniverse were connected through multiple portals — with some planets having thousands of them — but a much faster way to travel to a desired destination was to create your own using the Genesis System. Which was damn expensive, even for a Platinum Ranker from one of the leading factions of the Innerverse. Felix would’ve never used such an extravagant way of travel if his expenses weren’t covered by other people. Also, the price was relatively less insane for travel in the Outerverse.

I guess from here on, I can just find a Fusion Portal to Earth… But first, I should rest and enjoy myself.

His landing zone turned out to be the summit of a gigantic mountain in the shape of a fang. Essence-enhanced hurricane winds and freezing cold temperature didn’t affect Felix in the slightest as he enjoyed the sight of the entire continent below him. Just as he wondered what it was called, his Cat’s Curiosity sent an answer directly into his mind.

“So it’s Sacred Fang Continent?” He smiled. “What a fitting name.”

With his perfect eyesight, Felix could see minute details thousands of miles away from him, which wasn’t surprising for a Platinum Ranker. And from this height nothing hindered his line of sight. The continent was mostly inhabited by feline and canine humanoid Races — some of which didn’t look all that different from his fellow Sphinxes, though many magnitudes weaker.

“What a nice place,” he whispered to himself. “I wouldn’t mind ruling it. Even the doggies here are quite cute. It seems that the Sentients here don’t get along well, and I can bring peace to them, making an imperial harem that includes the best ladies of every Race...”

His grand plans were interrupted by an unexpected System Call.

Whaet the Hell does she want? Felix thought as he saw who was trying to contact him. Well, there was only one person currently in the Outerverse who could call him to begin with. I feel sorry for whatever dunce marries her — this woman doesn’t know how to save money… those calls across multiple Universes are damn expensive.

“Heil, Elisa!” Felix saluted to the holographic face that materialized before him. “Short time no see!”

“Call me that again, pipsqueak,” a beauty with eyes akin to two perfect emeralds hissed, “and I’ll kill you not once, but twice the next time we meet. Which is going to be much sooner than I ever wanted.”

“Just a slip of the tongue, Mistress Fourth!” The Sphinx made a theatrical bow of apology. “And sorry to ask a stupid question, but did I hear you right? Are we going to meet soon? Are you, perhaps… asking me on a date? I’m honored — ”

“I didn’t waste precious Pure Coins to listen to your nonsense.” The countless silver braids she had for hair squirmed as if they were alive — a clear sign that she was extremely anxious, excited, or both. “His Supremacy sent me a message… First has already made contact with Subject Zero.”

Felix was about to start making lame excuses for taking longer than normal to reach his destination, but Fourth shook her head to stop him.

“It’s not really your fault,” she explained. “In fact, that damn bitch tricked us all. It seems she arrived at Mirror Earth before the Fusion, that insane woman.”

“Whaet?” Felix exclaimed his catchphrase. “This can’t be right.”

How could she have reached a planet that wasn’t even connected to the System yet? That made no sense. Even if this Universe had some sort of intergalactic starship, it would still only be able to travel at the speed of light, unable to utilize any Essence Wormholes for instant travel. So it would take her at least a few million Earth years from the closest planet with an advanced enough civilization. The youngest of the Universes was also the biggest, after all. Ridiculously so, which led to its low concentration of Essence to begin with.

“I don’t have any idea how she did it,” Fourth said, before continuing with more and more glee entering her voice, “but what I know is that she sacrificed even more of her power in the process. She’s a mere Silver now. Yes, let me repeat this, that damn bitch is only a cute, little Silver right fucking now!”

Holy shit, Felix cursed to himself. That’s some news, alright. And here I thought that I had at least some time to enjoy myself…

“So you, my dear friend,” Fourth said as she calmed her emotions down, “have to pinpoint her last known location and send the coordinates to me. And I’ll use the Lesser Token to get there ASAP. Should be a piece of cake for you. As you should already know, where Le… ahem, Subject Zero is. Right?”

“Right…” Felix smirked. “And of course I’ll hand you the achievement of catching our Lord’s daughter… who’s but a Silver now… for what reason exactly? I have a much better idea, my dear…”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” the woman snorted. “You think you can do it yourself? Who? You? This is why I hate idiots…”

“Well, at least that’s something we both agree on!” the Sphinx laughed. “Don’t worry, though. I’ll call you when I’m done with her.”

“You’re so fucking dead…”

“As you know, Elisa, I don’t mind being killed once or twice.” Felix winked at her with a provocative grin. “I have many lives.”

“Not as many as you think, pipsqueak.” Fourth gritted her teeth. “Not as many as you think…”

***Lex Lurker***

The last few days of my life sure were hectic, but not as crazy as the last dozen minutes. One shocking truth was thrown at me after another, and yet I had no time to recover and now was facing a literal Goddess… again.

I sat down on the bed in the VIP room on the tenth floor of the hospital-turned Dungeon and tried to keep my composure as I looked at the Perfect Being on the other side of the bed. A two-dimensional figure of white with perfect feminine curves blended seamlessly into three-dimensional reality. Her every move emanated elegance and majestic charm.

“It seems that your immunity to Charisma has grown even stronger since our last meeting, boy,”  Luxuria said sensually as a wide smile appeared on her perfectly chiseled mask of a face — it was too hard for me to bear, so I turned away from her. “But now it makes so much more sense… To think that your other self aims to become the Divine Successor of Void! No wonder even the System was stingy on details.”

“I-I remember a certain someone saying that the Genesis System never makes mistakes…” I pointed out, secretly proud that I stuttered only on the first word. It was magnitudes harder to talk to her than to anyone else I had ever met, but I kept forcing myself instead of just speaking with my mind — the Communication Skill wouldn’t increase on its own, after all.

“Oh, but it doesn’t!” the Goddess chuckled. “It’s just that some beings have higher authority than others and can hide certain knowledge from others. Like, for example, one of the Perks you earned, he-he!”

I assumed that she was speaking of my Shadow of Humanity, which allowed me to not only hide information from others, but alter it to my liking. In a way, it was even more unfair — at least I knew that something wasn’t right when I saw question marks. What if they were replaced with false information? I wouldn’t ever know that anything was off.

“D-do you imply t-that Luxor has a higher authority than you do?” I gulped down as I realized that I asked something a bit rude. Oops… Sorry.

“Oh my, don’t worry about being rude or anything!” I felt Luxuria moving herself closer to me on the bed. “After watching you for a while, I feel closer to you! You’re almost like a cute little pet to me, and who gets angry at their kitten?”

The way she said that sent a chill down my spine, and I couldn’t even pinpoint why exactly. It just felt so wrong on so many levels that I couldn’t help but move myself further away from her, sitting at the furthest edge of the bed. I also squeezed a ring in my fist without noticing it.

“To answer your very brave question,” — Luxuria suddenly stood right before me, almost making me fall back onto the bed — ”either here or there, you aren’t a threat to me. Even if they call him the Void Tyrant, he’s just a mortal, not a Deity. Not yet, anyway. But the power he uses does belong to a God. To a Prime one, even. And that’s not a laughing matter, you know!”

To calm myself down, I took the Lotus pose in the middle of the bed. Now there wasn’t that much room for her to sit down, which should keep her away from me… hopefully. And it seemed that she enjoyed teleporting from one side of the room to another, anyway. With a moment of respite, I gave a quick glance at the beautiful ring that Ciesta had entrusted to me. When I tried to Identify it, the System told me that my Rank and Gear Tier were too low for that… Still, it was really fascinating, and I couldn’t resist putting it on the index finger of my right hand. It fit just right, but I didn’t feel any changes. I didn’t actually Equip it, after all.

“Void Prime ceased to exist some millennia ago,” the Goddess continued, “but it seems that he left some inheritance, after all. Your other half sure won a real jackpot!”

As I saw that she wasn’t that offended even by non-sensitive questions, I decided to pry further, “And w-what does it mean to me?”

“It means that you can become a God, just like him!” Luxuria winked. “You just need to kill your tyrannical self, easy-peasy!”

“Y-yeah, right…” I needed to travel across the universe just to meet him, what could be simpler? And what Level was he, again? Over nine thousand?!

“But what I find a bit strange is that he willingly shared a part of his inheritance with you…” Luxuria tilted her head as she touched her chin with her index finger. “Oopsie, I already said too much!”

“No, no, please keep going…” I put a weak smile on my face. Wow, I didn’t even stutter! Even with the Perk that halved the effects of my already miserable Charisma…

“I didn’t come here to give away all the secrets of your alternative self, you know?” the Goddess said in a tone of a strict teacher.

“Weren’t y-you called here by the System exactly because of my Void C-Concept?” I raised a brow. “I remember seeing the word error f-from the so-called Almighty System as well…”

“Error for the System is just a figure of speech when it can’t send info to us, the moderation staff.” Luxuria shrugged. “And I planned to have a word with you anyway. Also, didn’t I say it already? I’m here to discuss your status as a potential Moderator.”

For a moment, I lost my composure. “S-so you want me to just ignore everything about my so-called d-daughter, the evil-me who’s her dad, and, most importantly, the fact that I’m basically a d-damn ghost who possesses the brother of my crush?! And y-you knew everything from the start…”

Hearing my sudden outburst, Luxuria stopped in Her tracks, standing still just five feet away from me, and looking straight at me with Her terrifying, golden eyes. Immediately, the atmosphere changed, and I started to feel emotions that weren’t so different from those I’d experienced the last time I’d met Her — the uncontrollable urge to worship, to serve. Awe and reverence filled my mind and body, I realized that the Being before me wasn’t a friend, wasn’t a girl, wasn’t a human. Our existence couldn’t be further apart, who was I to question Her? I deserved to die for my insolence.

What will be the fastest and most efficient way to kill myself? I thought. Because of the Essence Field, a mere gun wouldn't be that effective even if I shot myself in the head. Where’s my spear? Holy mackerel, it seems I left it at the Grand Hall! Will my Mirage Bolts work on me, I wonder? If it wasn’t a Dungeon, I could’ve jumped from the window, but with my stats so high and the EF to protect me, would falling from the tenth floor even be enough? Who knew that killing yourself could be so hard, and I’m still only at such low Levels… Wait, what the Heck am I thinking about?!

To begin with, that body wasn’t my own, who was I to decide if it should die together with me? A moment of clarity woke me up as my Willpower brought me back to reality. A cool sensation from the ring on my index finger further calmed me down. The Divine Being before me had a Cheshire smile plastered on her face.

“Simply incredible,” Luxuria whispered sensually. “Even when I release a tenth of my Avatar’s Vita, you can still resist my Charisma. Wonderful. Such a wonderful little kitten, tee-he-he-he! As expected, it’s not just the power of Void that makes you special! Rather, it’s the other way around — both of you are special, so you were chosen by it!”

“Ha-ha…” a very awkward laugh escaped my lips. My — or rather, Alex’s — body was covered in cold sweat and couldn’t stop trembling. How much close to insanity could I be to forget that I had no bargaining power when facing that incomprehensible Being? But, for better or worse, she was interested in me, so it seemed that as long as I could resist her “charms”, we could actually communicate relatively normally. Relatively normal.

“Don’t be afraid, you poor little thing.” Her smile became a tad less creepy and way more gentle and reassuring. “I just wanted to tease you for a moment and overdid it a bit, tee-hee. I don’t mind answering some of your questions, you know? What do you want to know the most, Lexy?”

I didn’t want Luxuria to call me that. But I also didn’t want a repetition of what just had happened with her releasing her Vita, whatever that meant, so I tried to suppress my thoughts and feelings and focused on what was truly important.

“I want to save Alex,” I replied without hesitation. “How can I do this?”

“Well, well, well!” The Goddess clapped her hands, but no sound was produced. “You could’ve asked me anything, and yet the first thing you want to know is how to save someone else? Such an altruistic heart, aren’t you?”

I tried my hardest to not have any unnecessary comments, even inside my own mind. I took a deep breath and patiently waited for her to continue.

“If you want, I can just erase your soul right this moment!” she declared cheerfully. “With no second soul to share the body, Alex will naturally come back! And as a bonus, all the plans your other self had for you will be ruined! Yay, what a happy ending, don’t you think?!”

If I had no other choice… if it was impossible to save both of us… was I ready to sacrifice my life for a stranger? And this time it wouldn’t be a girl I loved. Just a boy I had never even met in person. And yet, unlike the last time, I was directly responsible for what had happened to him. Could I ever look in the mirror without being disgusted at myself, if I made that choice? Could I ever face Lisa and tell her that I chose to sacrifice her brother?

After a moment of silence that felt like an eternity, I asked, “I-is this the only way?”

If my death was the only option… could I find the courage to say yes to her proposal? At the very least… I wouldn’t be a puppet to my evil copy ever again.

“Hey, don’t make such a serious face, I’m just kidding!” Luxuria said as she rapidly teleported around the room repeatedly as if enjoying herself. “Of course, there are much better ways! Moreover, the boy’s soul is currently held in the Void connected to your own, so this isn’t even a proper solution!”

The Goddess stopped right behind my back and continued in a more serious tone, “The easiest way out for both of you is just to create a second body and move your soul there, separating the two of you in the process. I can gift you a super-advanced cybernetic body of the highest quality that will make even the most powerful Races pale in comparison! You just need to become my personal servant for the next thousand years, what do you think?”

“Ehm…” I really didn’t know how to reply. Or rather, I knew exactly what I should say, just wasn’t sure that putting it in words was the right call at the moment…

A gentle hand rested on my shoulder as an irresistible voice whispered right into my ear, “Isn’t this such a perfect offer?”

This is too sudden and too soon, Miss Luxuria, we aren’t that close yet! And I still have a girl I like!

“Tee-hee, you’re just too fun to tease!” She moved away from my body, reappearing in front of me. “All the other kittens like my Apostles aren’t fun anymore! They are either too old and experienced or too terrified of me! Unlike you, who’s completely ignorant of what a truly amazing Goddess is giving him her priceless time!”

“S-so… I just need to find another body?” I creased my brows.

“It’s not as simple as it sounds, you know? I was just half serious, but I can really get you a perfect artificial body with a limitless potential. Alas, it will cost way more than your entire planet's worth. And to make it both capable of evolution and suitable for your current, incredibly weak self? No way I’m going to do it for free, and you have no way to pay me other than, well… with your body, tee-hee. By working for me, of course.

“On higher Levels and Ranks, it’s really not that hard to migrate a soul to another suitable body, be it completely artificial or not. But the problem in your case is that if you evolve your current body into a Greater Human, you’re going to assimilate it with your Soul Code, making it unusable for Alex! Theoretically, you can just find another body for him later, but the question is — how long will his soul even survive in your Void? As of now, his soul recuperates inside your body while you’re asleep, thus the dreams you have. And without a safe haven like that, it would be very admirable of him to last for a month.”

Hearing what she said, I had a rather daring idea. “Can’t I just possess my evil copy? And send him to the Void, instead. You can even kill him while we’re at it! I-I didn’t hear anything good about that guy, anyway…”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself!” Luxuria chuckled. “Even if it’s your other self we’re talking about. And sorry to disappoint you, but even if we manage to replace his soul with yours, your Soul Code is incomparably weak and primitive compared to his and his current body. It’s like sending the consciousness of an ant into the human mind. It won’t survive.”

Oh, cool, I was compared to an ant. Well, perhaps this isn’t that far from reality.

“My example was an understatement, just to make you understand. The actual difference between your Soul Code and his is way greater than between yours and an ant’s.”

This is just depressing, I sighed. You didn’t really need to put this fact in my face, you know?

“I have to,” — she shrugged — “to make you understand that you’re dealing with someone far beyond your league, sweetie. And to prepare you for the solution, yay!”

I held my breath in anticipation of the answer that would determine my path from now on.

“You see, if it’s too troublesome to get you another body, then you just need to learn how to survive without one!” Luxuria spread her arms with a beaming smile. “Isn’t this easy enough? Just become a ghost for real, Lexy!”

“E-excuse me?”

For a moment, I thought that she was still messing with me. But her peerless golden eyes were dead serious. The Goddess had some explaining to do…


Chapter 1.

“A Spectral Human, huh?” I murmured after hearing the Goddess out.

It wasn’t nearly as bad as it sounded at first. In fact, that was just perfect… a bit too perfect. According to her, I could change to this Race after reaching Level 25 and meeting some relatively simple conditions. I had already fulfilled the hardest of them anyway — getting a compatible Concept, in my case that was Mirage, with a high enough affinity. Now I only needed to advance it to the Initiate Mastery, raise my Spirit to one hundred — both were only a matter of time — and then buy a certain Potion from the F+ System Shop.

Becoming a Spectral Human came with some amazing benefits that outweighed those of a Greater Human. The most important thing, though, was that eventually I could separate from my physical body and create a new one, as I evolved that Race even further, which would return my current body back to its original owner.

“S-so, what’s the catch?” I asked cautiously. “It sounds too good to be t-true…”

“And why is it?” Luxuria smiled. “It’s only natural for Races that are harder to obtain to be more powerful. And the usual catch for them is that they become harder and harder to evolve as you advance, unlike the default path of your original Progeny Type.”

“Hard to evolve, you say…”

“Well, that’s nothing you need to worry about for now!” She waved her hand dismissively. “The only real issue is that the System will recognize Alex Brightwood as a separate entity as soon as you use the ability of your new Race to leave the body, even if only temporary.”

“Are you implying I s-shouldn’t do this?”

“No, no!” The Goddess shook her hand. “Not only should you, you need to! If you want to save the boy, anyway.”

It took me only a moment to realize the implications. If the Genesis System saw Alex as a human unrelated to me…

“C-could it be we will be sent to the Tutorial?!” I exclaimed. “Or, worse yet, h-his body alone, leaving my soul stranded?”

The latter outcome was terrifying. A Spectral Human was, in the end, still a human — a being that needed its body to survive, for the most part. Being left as nothing but a ghost, slowly dissipating into nothingness, was a fate worse than death.

“Yes and no,” Luxuria replied, making my heart skip a bit from anxiety. “On the one hand, the System will recognize Alex as the second person to complete the Tutorial. On the other hand, though, neither of you are completely free from the Trials, you see. This would still be the case even if you chose to become a Greater Human or any other Race.”

“What do you mean?” I frowned. I didn’t like the sound of it.

“You still can be summoned to some Trials under certain circumstances,” she said. “And regarding one of the said circumstances… well, at least you can, at last, reunite with your crush! Aren’t you happy?!”

Meeting Lisa? I thought. While possessing the body of her brother? Yeah, I’m so darn glad, that’s just a dream coming true.

“Don’t be so grumpy, kitten! You see, after Players complete the first four Trials, they are allowed to contact anyone they know through the System’s version of a video-call service. And for the length of the Tutorial, this feature is also dirt cheap. You’re lucky that you chose the Shadow of Humanity Perk, you know? Without it, anyone who ever knew you, Lex Lurker, could see that you ain’t dead and could call you to ask what the heck is going on. And imagine their confusion when they see Alex, instead!”

That was a chilling possibility. I could totally see Mom trying to contact me as soon as the System showed her my name. A woman who had lost her child given hope to see him once again… only to see the face of the boy her son had supposedly saved. Would she be heartbroken? I recalled her face, the face of a woman who rarely showed her emotions to others. I tried to remember if she cried when Dad died, but I couldn’t. Why was that? I tried to find the memory of his funeral, but…

Huh, what? I thought in confusion. This doesn’t make sense. Why can’t I remember something so important? It’s like some pieces of my brain are just missing. Shit, my head starts to hurt…

“Do you really find this strange?” Luxuria’s alluring voice returned me to Earth, and my headache was instantly gone. “I mean, it’s not just some pieces of your brain that are missing. You miss all of them. If not for the subtle influence of your dear daughter, you would’ve long since found out that your mind is a mess. Even the detailed memory of your father’s demise returned to you only because Ciesta told you the entire story herself.”

Yes, of course she was right. Getting into another person’s body was unnatural to begin with. According to modern science, all our minds and memories were completely physical and existed inside the brain. I had no idea how my possession worked, but apparently it was far from perfect.

“Your complete memory still exists inside your Soul Code, so no worries, as a Spectral Human you’ll slowly but surely recover,” Luxuria reassured me. “And returning to the previous topic, don’t freak out when people contact Alex. In fact, you can just leave the conversation for him to deal with.”

“Do you mean…”

“Yes, he’ll regain his self when you allow his soul to take over the body,” she explained. “Which is also an advantage normal Spectral Humans don’t have. Anyway, the most important part — though dangerous, you can participate in the fifth Trial, which will consist of multiple Challenge Zones, as part of someone else’s party. But unlike other Players, you’ll die when you’re killed.”

“A-and whatever does it mean?”

“Just as it sounds, others don’t die when they fail a Trial, and you’re also supposed to die multiple times in the Fifth one before completing it.” Luxuria gave a glance at her wrist, a gesture akin to checking a wristwatch. “It seems the conversation derailed way too much from what I had originally planned… But anyway, just don’t, and I repeat, don’t go to the Apex Trial. The only normal way to leave it is by dying, and you know… you don’t have this option.”

“I-I have another question…” In fact, I had many, many questions. I hoped to ask at least one before she left — which, based on her tone, was about to happen rather soon.

“And I already told you everything you need to know, for now.” Luxuria’s golden eyes locked on me, making me freeze in place like a helpless rabbit. “I wanted to explain more about your Moderation Team Application, but it seems you were more interested in other stuff. And I don’t have much time left. A long story short, from now on, you’ll receive some additional Quests as a Trainee Moderator. Just like you rightfully should’ve had from the beginning, but there were some minor complications which I already solved. Those Quests won’t have any time limits or punishment for failure, but I’d recommend you complete them all anyway. They should be easy enough for you, so no worries!”

And what those complications were, I wonder… I guess that’s a good piece of news. More Quests means more rewards, and with more rewards comes more power.

“I was glad to have such a lovely conversation with you!” Luxuria teleported right next to me, and before I could react, she ruffled my hair with her seemingly two-dimensional hand. The sensation was very hard to put into words, but it was both pleasant and disturbing. “Adieu, my cute sneaky kitten! Jaa-ne!”

“Goodbye,” I managed to say clearly. And then the Goddess was gone, her presence disappearing as abruptly as it had appeared. I was left alone in the VIP room. I made a long, deep sigh and sprawled across the bed, exhausted mentally. It was way too much for me to take, and I had a bunch of unseen notifications, starting from those I’d received after defeating Velgo. I couldn’t help, but focus on the last few of them, completely bewildered.

You resisted the charm effect of someone’s extremely powerful Charisma, what a lad! Your Spirit is increased by 20. As the fifty-point natural limit was already reached, all additional points are withheld until the Steel Rank.

You talked to a Goddess without shitting your pants or going insane! Wow, wow, wow, wow! Wow! And you even had the guts to say something rude to her and survived to tell the tale! And, as if that wasn’t enough, you didn’t even stutter when speaking to her a few times! Your Communication Skill TREMENDOUSLY improves! 

Communication reaches level 22. Your Fate is increased by 4.

Communication reaches level 23. Your Fate is increased by 4.

Communication reaches level 24. Your Fate is increased by 4.

Communication reaches level 25. Your Fate is increased by 8. Note: the Bronze Rank limit for Skills isn’t applied to the Fate-related Skills.

Communication reaches level 26. Your Fate is increased by 4.

…

…

Communication reaches level 30. Your Fate is increased by 12. Your Communication Skill has reached a milestone! Your ability to see through lies is slightly improved. Your ability to hide your own lies is slightly improved. You gain a better awareness of the non-verbal communication.

Congratulations! Your Fate reaches the Bronze Rank Attribute Limit of 150! All additional points are withheld until the Steel Rank.

Communication reaches level 31. Your Fate is increased by 6 (withheld).

Communication reaches level 32. Your Fate is increased by 6 (withheld).

Communication reaches level 33. Your Fate is increased by 6 (withheld).

Communication reaches level 34. Your Fate is increased by 6 (withheld).

Communication reaches level 35. Your Fate is increased by 12 (withheld).

Congratulations! You are the first of your Progeny Type to directly interact with a Deity or their Avatar and survive! You are awarded the Title [The First Witness of the Divine]! You have a new Personal Perk available!

You've received a new Quest! [System: Trainee Moderator, Bronze Rank Edition] (Special)

[System: Trainee Moderator Qualifications, Bronze Rank Edition] (Special) — As a potential Moderator you are required to meet certain standards, you know? But as long as you do, you have advantages that put you above other Players, leaving them no choice but to be green with envy!

Objective: Meet the qualifications of a Bronze Ranked Trainee Moderator.

Solo kill five beings at the Steel Rank (0/5)

Reach Neophyte-level 25 Mastery in three Concepts (2/3)

Reach the Bronze Limit in an Attribute (1/1) Complete!

Have at least 5000 LEC in your Funds at once (3719/5000)

Get 500 Contribution Points. (522/500) Complete!

Reward: Cheating Trainee Module v1.0, Cheating Trainee Blessing (At the Steel Rank)

Failure: Advancing to the Steel Rank before completing this quest will count as a failure and prevent you from receiving the subsequent Trainee Moderator Quests

The reward for the Quest wasn’t clear enough, but no matter how I looked at it, the word “cheating” hinted at some unfair advantage. Considering that the requirements weren’t that crazy, I decided to try my best to complete it before advancing my Rank. On another note, I’d already expected to gain some improvement in my Communication Skill, but I hadn’t expected it to be so absurd. The Skill had leveled-up a whopping eleven times. I hadn’t even known that it was possible to raise a Skill beyond level 25, as I’d assumed that there would be a limit, just like with the Concepts. She had mentioned something about the thirty-point limit. I’d totally love to ask Ciestopedia for the details, but alas, she was no longer here and the only other person I could talk to was… 

“Oh shit, Aliya!” I jumped from the bed as I suddenly remembered that I’d left my poor Party Member at the bottom of the Dungeon. “I hope she’s alright!”

I hurried to the lower floors of the building, jumping down entire flights of steps, using my Nerve and Body Attributes to their limits. Just as I leaped onto the first basement floor, a petite figure moved towards me at a surprising speed. I tried to avoid her midair, but she had other plans.

“Caught you, Lex!” Aliya giggled as she grabbed my right arm and leg and placed me behind her shoulders like a bag. That sure was a strange pose… “And what should I do with you now? Hmm… You deserve some punishment for leaving a fainted lady alone!”

“I-I can explain!” I shouted as she started to spin as if ready to throw me. If she sent me into the wall, I wouldn’t die… probably… but it wouldn’t be a very pleasant experience.

“Just kidding!” Aliya stopped just as I was about to actually use force to escape from her. “I know that you wouldn’t do something so terrible to me without a good reason! Right?!”
 

“Right…” I sighed as she gently put me on the ground. I still couldn’t comprehend how such a petite body could hold such terrifying strength. Ciesta had said that Aliya was comparable to a monster Champion, and that wasn’t an exaggeration.

“So, what happened?” Aliya asked as her hazel eyes watched me with curiosity. “Did you receive the reward for clearing the Dungeon?”

“What reward?” I asked. “There should be a reward for the Quest and for the Challenger Mode…”

“Yeah, and also for clearing the Dungeon of all monsters!” Aliya added.

“Okay, let me check the notifications, then…” I said. I still wasn’t sure how much I should tell her about the real reason for irresponsibly leaving her alone—it wasn’t a simple matter. So changing the topic was rather convenient for me.
I commanded the hidden notifications to appear in chronological order. I read them aloud to please the curious Lyncisian and hoped that she would stop pestering me about the other, more important matter.

You have slain a [Shadowbark Kobold Elite Guard - Bronze, Elite, Level 15]. You receive 120 LEC. You receive 30 CP. 

Warning! You are currently restricted to Level 15. All accumulated Experience will be redistributed after you leave the Dungeon. 

Congratulations! You’ve reached the 250 Contribution Points milestone! Your Player Tier and Customer Tier advance to F+!

You have slain a [Shadowbark Kobold Chief Shaman - Bronze, Champion, Level 20]. 50% EXP bonus. You receive 320 LEC. You receive 80 CP. 

You have contributed (59%) to slaying a [Shadowbark Kobold Elite Guard - Bronze, Elite, Level 15]. 40% EXP bonus. You receive 120 LEC. You receive 30 CP.

Congratulations! You've completed the Challenge of the Final Floor! Your party receives 350 LEC. Your party receives 35 CP (18 CP auto-distributed to you). Velgo the Shadowborn has fallen, yay! As a Challenger Mode bonus, you receive three Inferior Concept Shards!

You've completed a Rare Quest — [Dungeon: Shadowbark Kobold Slaying Part 4 (Final)]!

Distributing the rewards…

You receive 800 LEC. You receive 80 CP. Your Affinity with the Cat Concept increases by 10%!

“Yay, you’re getting closer and closer to becoming a cat, Lex!” Aliya exclaimed as I read that part.

“I don’t think it works that way…” I continued to read.

Congratulations! Your Party has cleared the [Shadowbark Kobold Nest]! Your party Receives 700 LEC. Your party receives 70 CP (35 CP auto-distributed to you). As the first party to ever clear this Dungeon, you receive additional rewards! You receive seven Inferior Concept Shards. The Shadowbark Kobold Chief Shaman drops the [Shadowbark Skull Staff (Bronze, Rare)]. As a Challenger Mode bonus, you receive a Rare Bronze Item Upgrade Ticket. The Challenger Mode is deactivated, the Dungeon difficulty changes from Very Hard to Hard. You are free to leave the Dungeon.

“A staff?” Aliya tilted her head. “Now that I think about it, I saw an ugly stick with a skull lying on the floor when I woke up. I guess that’s a gift from the Kobold Chief! How generous of him!”

“Yeah, he’s such a nice little fella.” One of the things I still lacked was a weapon that enhanced magical attacks. I hadn’t bought any from the System Shop because with my Gear I couldn’t Equip any without removing my cloak. Soon, though, things would be different.

Congratulations! You’ve reached the 500 Contribution Points milestone! You made it halfway to the E Tier, good job!

As the first of your Progeny Type to reach the 500 points milestone, you’re awarded a Free Shop Ticket (E) x3, and an Uncommon Training Potion x1!

Congratulations! You are the first of your Progeny Type to slay a Champion Monster as a sole contributor! You are awarded the Title [The First Champion Slayer]! You have a new Personal Perk available!

“Wow, you really are awesome, Lex!” Aliya exclaimed. “Getting benefits for being the first among your own… I envy you! Even if I become a Player, all the cool Titles for my people are already taken… Plus, it seems you humans have Titles for every little thing, while for our Players they are more limited!”

“Yeah?” I gave a questioning glance. “Now that I think about it, isn't getting Titles my Racial Trait? I guess other Races have it different.”

I hoped that becoming a Spectral Human wouldn’t invalidate the Perks I had received from all my awesome human Titles, or prevent me from getting new ones… If other Races didn’t get them or had a very limited choice, then being a human was more beneficial than it seemed at first glance.

The following notifications told me of the increase in my Skills and Concept Masteries. Some of which were unexpected.

You've ambushed a Champion monster as well as two Elites and dealt them a significant amount of damage before being noticed! And your Miracle even killed one of them before you were found! Very and very impressive! Your Ambush and Stalking are improved. 

Ambush reaches level 21. Your Fate is increased by 1.

Ambush reaches level 22. Your Fate is increased by 1.

Ambush reaches level 23. Your Fate is increased by 1.

Stalking reaches level 21. Your Nerve is increased by 1.

Stalking reaches level 22. Your Nerve is increased by 1.

Warning! You’ve reached your natural limit of fifty Nerve points. All additional points are withheld until the Steel Rank.

Stalking reaches level 23. Your Nerve is increased by 1 (withheld).

You’ve actively used your Imagination to Invoke a Miracle and to cast magic in battle! Not bad! You’ve also showcased some of your creativity in a battle against a powerful foe! Impressive!

Imagination reaches level 18. Your Spirit is increased by 2.

Imagination reaches level 19.

Imagination reaches level 20. Your Spirit is increased by 4. Your Imagination Skill has reached a milestone! It’s easier for you to create mental images without closing your eyes. Imagining things now takes less focus.

Warning! You’ve reached your natural limit of fifty Spirit points. All additional points are withheld until the Steel Rank.

Imagination reaches level 21. Your Spirit is increased by 1 (withheld).

“Huh, I didn’t think about this too deeply before,” I murmured, “but if my Spirit continued to increase and went beyond fifty points, then I would be unable to get my mind to twenty-five and thus reach one hundred in Spirit to get the Perk. Thankfully, it seems that the natural limit is set at fifty for one Attribute, and seventy-five for two combined. Now I just need to drink some Mental Potions.”

You've successfully used your Concepts in battle! Your understanding of the Mirage and Shadow Concepts reaches new heights! Additionally, your Mastery over all your Unequipped Concepts is slightly improved!

Your Mirage Concept reaches Neophyte-level 21.

…

Your Mirage Concept reaches Neophyte-level 25. Congratulations! You've reached the peak of the Neophyte Tier of Mastery! Your Affinity with Mirage is increased by 5%. All Mirage abilities are 25% stronger. You must explore your inner understanding of Mirage to reach the Initiate Tier of Mastery!

You’ve successfully absorbed some of the Shadow Essence from a being of pure Shadows! The effect is decreased due to the being’s origin being related to you. Your Affinity with Shadow is increased by 6%! You gain an additional bonus to your Mastery! Absorbing more of the Shadow Essence from a similar source will decrease the effect.

Your Shadow Concept reaches Neophyte-level 13.

…

Your Shadow Concept reaches Neophyte-level 15. Your Mastery over Shadow slightly improves! [Shadow Within II] becomes [Shadow Within III]!

…

Your Shadow Concept reaches Neophyte-level 20. You've reached a milestone in your Mastery of Shadow! Your [Shadow Dance II] becomes [Shadow Dance III]! Your [Elementary Umbramancy II] becomes [Elementary Umbramancy III]!

Your Shadow Concept reaches Neophyte-level 21.

“This one is a pleasant surprise,” I commented. “It implies that absorbing more Shadow Essence from my Raging Shadows will still give at least some benefits, though not as significant. I wonder if something similar is possible with my other Miracles… In this way, I can literally use my own abilities to improve them, absorbing the Essence I created myself.”

“Kind of sounds like masturbation…” Aliya murmured.

“What?”

“What?” Aliya blushed. “I’m twenty-years old, of course I know adult words!”

I shook my head and decided to ignore her silly comment. It wasn’t as though I hadn’t had a similar thought, but I was too mature to actually say it aloud. It reminded me that while the lynx girl had been living in the body of a ten-year-old until recently, she was actually older than me.

As I started to get somewhat bored from reading all the messages, I briefly skimmed over the rest of my notifications to see if there was anything new. I couldn’t help but notice that there were a whole bunch of System Warnings.

I didn’t like where this was going.
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As I skipped over the notifications of my other Concept Masteries being improved, followed by a bunch that were created by my other self from the parallel reality and his interference, I couldn’t help but freeze when I stopped on a very alarming piece of text. I read it half in doubt. 

Warning! Powerful fluctuations of the Essence were detected inside the Dungeon. Initializing the Absorption protocol… The Limit of the Shadowbark Kobold Nest increases from Level 10 to Level 15.

Level up! You are now Level 16! You receive 4 Free Attribute Points (FAP).

Level up! You are now Level 17! You receive 4 Free Attribute Points (FAP).

Level up! You are now Level 18! You receive 4 Free Attribute Points (FAP).

Level up! You are now Level 19! You receive 4 Free Attribute Points (FAP).

Warning! The Dungeon Core is oversaturated with Void Essence… The monster composition alteration detected. Shadowbark Kobolds mutate into Voidhowl Kobolds. The Dungeon difficulty changes from Hard to Very Hard.

Warning! The Limit of the Voidhowl Kobold Nest increases from Level 15 to Level 25. Preparing the Dungeon for the advancement to the Steel Rank…

Warning! Powerful fluctuations of the Essence were detected inside the Dungeon. Accumulating the Essence…

“Wow, that sure sounds like good news!” Aliya exclaimed. Strangely enough, I didn’t hear any sarcasm in her words, she really meant what she said. “I don’t know how something so incredible is even possible, but we are in luck!”

“It sure doesn’t sound this way, Aliya.” I frowned. “I’m not sure if I’m ready to fight an empowered Steel Rank Champion just yet.”

“I forgot that you lack some common sense knowledge, Lex.” Aliya patted me on the shoulder. “Monsters can’t just resurrect on their own immediately after dying! And because that Velgo fella activated the Challenger Mode, it’s going to take them even longer!”

“That’s reassuring.” I nodded. “Even if it’s just a few days, I think I’ll be ready, then.”

“Initially,” she continued,” I was disappointed that our plan to take over this Dungeon was going to be scraped. After the Challenger Mode was turned on, it consumed a bunch of Essence without raising the Dungeon’s Level, so it was supposed to stay at Level 10 for at least a month — even with the high Essence Concentration of a newly Fused planet — making it impossible for Iriri to enter. But now, not only can we take the Dungeon over, we can also enjoy its Steel Rank benefits for a while!”

“That’s good.” I relaxed. It seemed that I had been on edge after my recent encounters and was overly suspicious of everything for no reason. It was obvious to me that the changes to the Dungeon were due to the confrontation between Ciesta and my other self, maybe Luxuria also affected it to some extent, but it seemed that, in the end, that only played right into our hands.

“Cultivating in a Steel Rank Dungeon is one of the most reliable ways to reach the said Rank for a Cultivator or Civilian!” Aliya exclaimed enthusiastically as she beamed at me. “And doing it near the Core will be even better! I already feel how the Essence Concentration improved a fair bit since I awoke!”

“How long will it take, anyway?” I asked. “Under the right circumstances, I think it shouldn’t take long for me to advance myself.”

“Well, if you provide me with the Potions like you already did” — the girl lowered her gaze bashfully — ” then only a week or so! After which, I can become a Player just like you!”

I noticed that I could hold a completely normal conversation with Aliya now, almost never stuttering. The increase in my Communication Skill sure was handy. Plus, my Fate was at its Bronze Rank limit. If a normal person pre-Fusion had ten points in Fate, half of which were in Charisma, I now had fifteen times more, with one tenth in Charisma, which left me with fifteen points. Even with the halved effect thanks to my Perk, I still was supposed to be above average with seven point five… On the other hand, I remember that Ciesta had mentioned that the distribution itself also affected a lot, like having seventy-five percent in Endurance made one almost tireless in comparison to someone with seventy-five percent in Strength, the same going for Agility versus Balance and every other Sub-Attribute.

“Okay, let’s get our staff from Velgo and see what it does,” I said. I also wanted to check on the Core, I hadn’t had the time to pay it any attention when I fought the Chief Shaman and Aliya’s Raging Shadow. I was curious about that thing that was the source of this place. “In the meantime, can you tell Iriri to move towards the Dungeon?”

“Yeah, but for them to enter, you still have to invite them to your Party, which can’t be done unless you leave the Dungeon and meet them in person.”

We talked as we jogged through the basement floors towards the Keeper Hall. If everything went right, we would have an easy time for a while.

“Not a problem,” I said. “Tell them to take as many firearms and ammunition as they comfortably can and wait for us at the entrance. If we hurry up, then we can probably finish our business before they even reach the Dungeon.”

Being locked in the Dungeon by the Challenger Mode made things way more complicated than it had seemed at first glance. I hadn’t been prepared for it, so I hadn’t brought any stronger firearms with me beforehand. If I had taken Colt Magnum and AR-15 with me, I wouldn’t have had nearly as much trouble clearing the Dungeon as I had had. Perhaps those weapons wouldn’t be as effective against the Steel Rank opponents, but that just meant that we needed to find something even more powerful. It was always nice to have a backup plan for the worst case scenario. And it was much better to lose some Experience points than to lose your life.

When we passed the gathering of cats on B2, I noticed that most of them were in a kind of meditative state.

“Are they cultivating?” I asked.

“Yep, it seems they want to raise their Levels as well!” Aliya said. “The only problem is that when the Dungeon advances to the Steel Rank, they will probably still be too low-Level and risk getting Essence Dyspepsia.”

“Indigestion?” I raised a brow. I knew the meaning of the word, but not how it applied in the context.

“Well, yeah. If you try to absorb Essence too powerful for you, you get sick. As a Player, that’s not something you need to worry about! And this is also not an issue for monsters. But for Civilians, Cultivators and animals this is the reason why they can’t just get into, let’s say, a Silver Rank Dungeon when they are just a Bronze.”

“What about you?”

“As a Noble Lyncisian the Racial limits of my Attributes are already at the Steel Rank, so I don’t have as much of a problem. This is also the case for more powerful animals, they adapt to the Rank and Level that corresponds to their default stats rather fast.”

“So you aren’t restricted by the one hundred fifty Limit?”

“Oh no, of course I am. Monsters can go beyond that, animals too — that’s what the titles of an Elite, or Champion are for — but I’m just a Civilian, after all. Still, thanks to the high Limits of my Race, I can naturally train as much as I want, though there are still some restrictions related to my Growth Stages.”

As we talked, we passed one basement floor after another. B3 with its bridges and B4 with its maze felt so familiar, almost nostalgic, even though I’d cleared them just yesterday. Those were the challenges that we had overcome together like comrades.

“Can’t we be considered siblings in arms, then?” I chuckled.

“W-what do you mean?” Aliya gave me a puzzled look.

“Well, in our culture we have the term ‘brothers in arms’, which means warriors fighting on the same side together. But no matter how I look, you don’t seem like a brother to me, more like a sister. Thus, we’re siblings in arms.”

“Heh, do you want me to call you Brother again so much?” Aliya giggled mischievously.

“Ahem,” I cleared my throat. “Lex is fine…”

We continued in silence for some time.

“Big Bro Lex!” she suddenly exclaimed just when we were passing the stairs to B5, which made me stumble. Her timing was very suspicious.

“Hey!” I barely managed to recover my balance despite my stats, we moved rather fast, after all. “It’s not fair!”

“Don’t worry, Big Bro,” — Aliya smirked — “soon enough, I’ll become older than you, and then you can call me Big Sis!”

“That’s not how age works…”

“It is for Noble Lyncisians!”

I sighed as we walked through the hallway of B5 towards the Core Hall, or like Ciesta had also called it, the Keeper Hall. Both terms were interchangeable, as far as I knew. Though, it was also possible that there was a subtle difference between them.

“The doggies seem to be quiet,” Aliya noted. “I guess they use this rare opportunity to their benefit as well.”

And sure enough, I couldn’t hear any barking from the side doors of the hallway. For a moment I was worried that I would have to fight the innocent dogs after they became stronger, but then I dismissed that thought. Animals usually were smart enough to avoid the fights they couldn’t win. Plus, those were domesticated dogs that were used to humans, not some wild beasts.

We entered the luxurious Hall where our final battle had taken place a bit more than an hour ago. Shockingly enough, discovering the truth behind my identity, saying goodbye to Ciesta and speaking to the Goddess didn’t take all that much time. And yet, the fight with Velgo felt so distant.

When I had been here before, I thought that the Core Hall was so bright thanks to the golden candelabras and torch lamps. But now that I had leisure to look around, I saw that close to the very top of the ceiling — which was about fifty feet high — floated an object that could only be described as a tiny white sun. It should be the so-called Core, and it was a spinning sphere about five feet in diameter, surrounded by a bluish mist.

“It’s pretty,” I said as I examined the Core. “I hope it isn’t dangerous to look at.”

“Nah, you can watch it all day long.”

“It doesn’t seem to have any cracks, or black spots, or whatever strange thing that potentially signifies that it’s going to explode or something,” I said. “I wonder, though, would Iriri need to touch it to gain control? I doubt we can easily find a stepladder tall enough…”

“She just needs to enter the room and the Core will descend on its own, sensing a potentially new master,” the girl explained. “This only works when the current Keeper is already dead.”

“And what will happen to Velgo and kobolds, then?” I wondered. That was a question I had had for a while, but didn’t have the chance to ask. “Will they all disappear? Though we were enemies, I think that some of them were rather cool. I’d rather have them as allies than corpses.”

“Don’t worry, they won’t even leave any bones!” she assured me.

“Not exactly what I meant, Aliya…”

“To answer your question,” she said, “their fate will be in our hands. Iriri could make them into her Minions, forcing them to obey. I bet she will love ruling over the monster type that’s supposed to be her adversary!”

“Will they be brainwashed or something?”

“What’s brainwashing?” The lynxgirl tilted her head. “But I think we can make them do our laundry if that’s what you’re asking! A Dungeon Keeper can assign all sorts of tasks!”

“I mean, what if they don’t want to obey?” I changed my question. “What about their free will?”

“Well, that’s going to be bad for them, because a Keeper has many ways to kill a Minion, or make their life miserable.” Aliya shrugged. “Obeying your Keeper is a kind of obvious and unspoken rules among the monsters. Even if it’s your bitter enemy who’s your boss, you still can’t do anything to them anyway. People can’t choose their rulers, you know!”

“Where I am from they actually can,” I said, not much confidence in my voice. “Kind of. Have you ever heard of democracy?”

“The rule of the majority?” Aliya chuckled. “Unfortunately, this doesn’t quite work well when one person can be stronger than a thousand others combined. And when the System gives authority, that’s hard to dispute.”

“So your point is that we don’t need to worry about the kobolds rebelling against us?” I decided to confirm, just in case. “As long as Iriri becomes the Keeper, I mean.”

“Yeah, but that’s just one of the options,” the lynxgirl explained. “She can also just not revive them and scrap them for Essence. Then, she can use it to create other monsters, though making new cait-sithes like herself will take quite a lot of effort. Creating mindless monsters is much easier. And even if she creates new members of her own kind, it will take them time to learn how to fight properly.”

“Can’t she just use all the scraped Essence to advance the Dungeon further?” I asked. “I-it’s not like I want her to actually do this, I think that we should keep the kobolds.”

“Well, a Core needs monsters as much as monsters need a Core. If a Core is left alone, it just spawns monsters on its own. Actually, never mind what I said. Now that I think about it, monsters can exist without a Core, but a Core requires them to function properly…”

“Okay, then,” I said, “let’s get the staff and go outside, I don’t want to make our allies wait.”

I walked to the blue throne where I had killed the Chief Shaman. The room barely had any traces of our fight left, all the corpses had already disappeared and only the cuts and holes on the lustrous, red carpet hinted at what had happened here before. I tried to avoid looking into the mirrors that were left completely unharmed as well, for better or worse.

The dark brown wood of the staff seemed to be rather sturdy, and the lizard skull at the top gave it a menacing look. As I took it in my hand, I found it rather light. Way lighter than my spear… which, by the way, I had already noticed lying on the floor not very far away from me as well. I had just left it here.

With anticipation, I Identified my first real loot.

[Shadowbark Skull Staff (Bronze, Rare)] — A prized weapon of the Shadowbark Tribe of Kobolds. It was passed from generation to generation among the best Shamans of the Tribe… which isn’t very impressive if you consider that the Tribe only existed for three generations. Nonetheless, it was a decent Artifact for such a weak group of monsters. Now it is yours and the poor kobolds have to find a replacement. Then again, the Tribe’s name has already changed, so it’s not like they actually need this trashy stick anymore…

Effect: All magic channeled through this weapon is 20% more effective. The bonus is doubled for the Spells using the Shadow Essence. Allows the user to cast the [Shadowball II] Spell with the default power of 15% Shadow Affinity.

Durability: 50/50

EM (Essence Mass): 3

Considering that the Mana Staff offered at the System Shop only gave a ten-percent bonus to magic — which, by the way, meant anything that used Mana as a resource — just the bonus alone was worthy of the item’s rarity. By the way, the description was more personal than that of the mass-produced items. It was like the System, or whoever made the description, was spying on me. Nothing new, I already had at least two voyeurs, so one more, or one less didn’t really matter anymore. Also, based on its description, the Spell was rather powerful, I was indeed very lucky that my Lucky Charm had reflected it back at Velgo.

I also didn’t forget about the Bronze Upgrade Ticket, which had been sent directly to my Storage already. Its effect was simple — it upgraded a Bronze Ranked Artifact to a Steel Ranked one, though it didn’t work on the Epic Rarity items and beyond. Before I could ask Aliya how much she knew about the difference in the Artifact Ranks and if I should use the Ticket now, the lynxgirl ran to me and grabbed my shoulder.

“Lex, it’s bad news!” Aliya exclaimed, her eyes full of urgency. “Uncle and Iriri are under attack! They were intercepted just a few minutes away from the Dungeon! The bad wolf is back, and he brought allies, his three kobolds and a Level 25 Saurian Rider!”

“Tell them to use the firearms only if necessary and buy as much time as they can!” I said solemnly as I took both the staff and the spear with me. “Tell them to try talking things out, if possible! And let’s hurry! Let’s hurry before they leave no one alive!”

“Oh, no!” Aliya took a low stance as she prepared for a dash. “I can’t let Uncle or Iriri die!”

“I wasn’t talking about them, Aliya…” I said as we both started to run.
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I gave my all to rush towards the surface, in the faint hope that the two felines armed to the teeth would leave at least some Experience points for me to claim… What? There was no way for our friends armed with two AR-15s and a Remington shotgun to lose against the wolfie, a few kobolds and a measly Level 25… It wasn’t like I wasn’t worried about them at all, but no matter how I looked at it, the cat side had an overwhelming advantage. Furthermore, as far as I knew, the Lycanians were more interested in Aliya than her companions. So there was a chance that, rather than trying to kill Arrold and Iriri from the get-go, they would try to find the lynxgirls whereabouts or hope for her to arrive to save them.

“How is the situation on their side?” I asked as we exited the maze of B4 and entered the bridges of B3. Aliya obviously held her speed back to match mine, as she was obviously much faster with her insane Strength and focus on Agility rather than Balance. I didn’t want her to go on her own, though.

“They are surrounded from three sides, but aren’t attacked yet,” Aliya said as she jogged, a sign of concern visible on her face. “It seems that the Saurian Rider promises to let them go if they reveal my location.”

“Oh, that’s actually good!” I smiled. “They should just lead him towards the Dungeon.”

We reached B2, which was way more straightforward than the deeper floors. In the meantime, I had already put the spear into Storage and Unequipped the Magical Resistance Suit. I was still contemplating if I should test the Skull Staff or use the Stealth Cloak. Unfortunately, I still hadn’t had the opportunity to upgrade my Gear, and it probably was a better idea to wait until the Steel Rank anyway and to get the upgrade directly from the E-Tier.

“There’s a problem, though,” Aliya said. “Only Iriri has direct contact with us, and she can’t send a message to Uncle without being exposed… And when she tried to lead the conversation towards the direction we need, Uncle got furious and declared that he would rather die than betray me! I’m so touched!”

Arrold, oh Arrold, can’t you read the air?! I thought as I tried to calm myself down. Though I’m not much better than him at that… Does he have more Luck than Charisma, just like me?

“Did Arrold already prepare the firearms?” I asked as we finally reached B1. Just a little bit. “I don’t think they will have any trouble against so few opponents, but…”

There was one detail that bothered me. Considering the context, the term Saurian Rider could only be referencing those lizard-riding wolfmen I had witnessed through the window just after waking up from the coma. And there were quite a lot of them. Iriri had said that they faced only one of those, so things should be okay for now…

“Yes, Arrold has already loaded that brown stick that fires at close range,” Aliya said, which meant that the lynxman was already armed with the Remington Model 870 shotgun. “And Iriri prepared her Spells and the funny metal stick.”

“This would be such a waste if I miss the sight of a bipedal cat shooting an AR-15-style rifle,” I muttered. I had already seen cait-sith practicing with air rifles, but not the real deal.

“She’s not a cat!” Aliya disagreed. “She’s so much better!”

At last, we reached the entrance lobby. We slowed down before carefully walking  through the multicolored arc of light that was the Dungeon Gate. Rushing through some sort of dimensional portal just didn’t feel safe.

You've left the [Voidhowl Kobold Nest] Dungeon. You've entered Sector K, City Seven.

At last, I was outside yet again. The Challenger Mode had only prevented us from leaving the Dungeon for twenty-four hours, but it felt like I hadn’t seen the outside world for weeks, if not months.

The sky was refreshingly blue with barely any clouds, and the ruined New York mixed with parts of other countries and even a different world was as haunting as ever. To my relief, the Dragonfly Serpent was still soundly asleep as it coiled around the Statue of Liberty far in the distance.

Instead of enjoying the post-Apocalyptic scenery, I focused on the task on hand. After contemplating for a moment, I Equipped the Skull Staff. As I didn’t plan to get too close to our enemies before attacking, I doubted that they would have the chance to notice me anyway, so the Stealth Cloak was redundant — though I still put it on myself in its inactive state, just for fashion and in case I needed it. I also couldn’t use a Miracle just yet, unless I Readjusted my Concepts, which would also take our time, so I didn’t need to focus on stealth. To begin with, Miracles took way too long to Invoke and the fight was already about to start.

“You can go ahead, and I’ll follow behind you,” I told Aliya, and she nodded.

Aliya rushed at the full speed, and I followed her, trying to keep up without losing too much of my stamina. My Physical Fatigue was already at forty-percent because of all the running, which meant that, unless I rested for some time, I wouldn’t be of much help in close combat. I still had my magic and two Glock guns, which should be more than enough.

In a straight line, the lynxgirl ran at least as fast as I, which was not surprising at all. But there were a lot of obstacles on our path, so I didn’t fall behind that far. The path we took was slightly different from the one I had taken to our base two days ago. Iriri and Arrold had planned to change their location for a bigger house, but I didn’t know exactly where that was. It didn’t matter, though, as Aliya could directly feel the location of her Monster Companion. And I could locate the lynxgirl as my Party Member with the help of the System Map, which I barely used in the Dungeon. It was very primitive and bare-bones without Upgrades, but it marked allies with a green dot and had a compass.

It seems that Iriri managed to buy some time despite Arrold’s temper, just as I thought this, the sound of a gunshot broke the silence of the empty streets. Well, they weren’t exactly empty, but the harmless slime blob monsters that populated that part of the city didn’t make much noise. After one gunshot followed another. And then an entire flurry of gunshots echoed just a couple of hundred feet away, just behind a half-destroyed supermarket.

Aliya just jumped onto the roof of the building and continued her brave “rescue operation”. Unlike her, I wasn’t sure of my ability to leap a few dozen feet in the air, but there were some trees nearby and reaching the top as I hopped from one branch to another allowed me to follow in her steps. By the time I reached the roof, Aliya had already disappeared on the other side of the supermarket, where I could hear screams and occasional gunshots.

“What is this shit magic, my EF is already halfway gone!” I heard a familiar voice of the wolfman that had attacked the feline trio before. “Lord, the girl! The girl is here, ugh —”

I could hear the sound of someone being punched even from here.

“Keji, you dipshit!” another voice, very similar to the last one, if a bit deeper, shouted. “You swore that they were harmless! Harmless, my ass, they killed my Hopper! It’s worth more than your life, you bastard! And now you’re beaten by a little girl, what a damn loser!”

“This little girl will beat your ass next!” Aliya shouted back. “Just wait for me, Mr. Rider! I won’t forgive you for threatening my friends!”

I finally reached the corner of the roof and was able to gauge the situation. It seemed that I had barely made it in time for the party. And only if I acted fast. What caught my attention first was the figure of a large, bipedal cat in a wizard hat holding an AR-15 rifle in her paws and shooting at the last remaining kobold that desperately tried to flee. He had just ten percent of his Health left when Iriri ran out of rounds. Like some action movie protagonist, she reloaded without looking away from her prey and then sent the final bullet into his head. And just like this, my Lesser Coins were gone…

As for Arrold, he was aiming his Remington shotgun at the taller of the two present Lycanians, who was standing a couple of dozen yards away from him. The wolfman lamented the loss of his mount, which seemed like a horse-sized cross between your typical lizard and a Dilophosaurus, but without the neck frills. For those who didn’t know, in the real world those dinosaurs didn’t have the frills, were much larger than shown in the movies and also had some feathers. Its defining feature was arched crests at the top of its skull. The corpse of that frightening creature had bullet wounds all around its body, and one of its eyes was missing. I wondered what Level it was.

At the moment, Aliya was “playing around” with the wolfman named Keji. He still was the same old Level 20 Cultivator, and the girl had already been comparable to him in strength when she was Level 10. Now, their fight was rather one-sided. The only one who still could pose a threat was the former Rider, but he still hesitated, trying to decide if he should fight or flee.

Common Lycanian

Type: Natural Sentient, Cultivator

Rank: Bronze, Level 25

The Cultivator had a Level advantage, but most of his allies were already gone. He was outnumbered and outgunned. Also, I didn’t have any doubt that as a Champion Monster and Dungeon Keeper, Velgo had been a much more formidable adversary. Even if the opponent were at the Steel Rank instead of the Bronze one, I still had confidence to take him down without much risk. In fact, I had actually hoped for him to be a Steel Ranker, as my Moderator Trainee Quest required me to kill five of those.

“Did you really think that we’ll betray our Lady?” Arrold roared at the Rider. “Don’t even think about running away, now that she joined us you’re doomed!”

“Idiot, do you really think that I’m afraid of you three pathetic Level 15s?” The Rider bared his fangs as he raised his buckler and waved his one-handed ax. “I don’t know what kind of disgusting weapon you use, but I know that you can’t use it forever! I already noticed that you and the cait-sith needed to recharge them periodically. My shield will protect me!”

Finding his courage, the reckless Lycanian charged at his feline counterpart.

“For the Moon!” he howled at the top of his lungs. “For the Sages!”

Two furry men, one with the head of a wolf and the other with the head of a lynx, faced each other in a deadly showdown! I still could remember how some of the kobolds in the Dungeon had managed to, sometimes, block bullets with their Essence-nourished weapons or shields. I was curious how effective the shield of a Level-25 opponent would be against a shotgun. As it turned out, only to an extent…

The buckler that the Lycanian tried to use as his only protection against a direct shotgun shot from just a few dozen yards away was a tad too small to completely cover him. Still, his reaction speed matched his Level which was the peak of the Bronze Rank, and allowed him to block the first attack, though it left a deep dent in its center. The second shot, though, already passed through, leaving a hole in its metallic surface. The wolfman lost ten percent of his Essence Field. Momentarily distracted from an unexpected impact, he wasn’t in time to block the third and fourth shots, both hitting him directly in the head when only a few yards separated the two opponents. Just as Ciesta had told me, the Essence Field became more and more formidable the higher one’s Level was. It wasn’t just about the numbers, but about its quality. Thus, even two direct hits from a shotgun at such a close range still didn’t kill the canine Cultivator. His EF was gone, his body was bloody and at the brink of collapse, but with one-fourth of his Health left, he still could carry on his last-ditch attempt to take the enemy with him to the grave.

The wolfman recovered from the recoil almost instantly and accelerated, obviously using some kind of Augmentation. Those were harder to notice visually than Surges. Not wasting the opportunity given to him by the burst of speed, he raised his ax, aiming it at the lynxman’s neck. Arrold didn’t have the time to take his own shield out — now that I thought about it, he usually used the same weapon as his current opponent — and it was too late for him to dodge the attack. Luckily for him, I had already started to cast a quicker and weaker version of the Phantom Bolt when the Rider had started his charge. After all, whether Arrold was winning on his own or required help, I still needed to deal some damage to the enemy to get his loot.

Usually, I used my Willpower to increase the strength of each Phantom Bolt at the cost of a longer cast-time and Mana-cost, then I multiplied them, casting more than one at a time. Now, though, I didn’t have the time nor need for that. Just one headshot from the semi-transparent projectile finished the Lycanian off. Dead in the middle of his attack, the momentum still allowed his body to complete the strike, though it was much weaker than it could’ve been. Arrold still lost fifteen percent of his Essence Field, which made me wonder how dangerous the full-force attack could’ve been.

It seems I overestimated the modern weapons, I thought with a frown. Or underestimated how irrationally strong Essence Fields are at the higher Levels. Probably both. I wonder if an AR-15 would’ve been more effective against him. It has more rounds and shoots faster, that’s for sure.

You have contributed (13%) in slaying a [Common Lycanian - Bronze, Cultivator, Level 25]. 60% EXP bonus. You receive 100 LEC.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, I didn’t receive a Level. My contribution was too low, after all. Still, I got an Elite-worth of Lesser Coins from him, plus we could loot everything he carried with himself. Based on the amount of LEC I had gotten from Velgo, there wasn’t an additional multiplier for slaying opponents at Level 20 and above, unlike Level 10. Ciesta hadn’t explained that part to me, so I had to ask the feline trio to get more information.

And here I am, killing another fully sapient being, a dark thought visited my mind. He was definitely a person. Even more than the monsters in the Dungeon. And, unlike them, he isn’t going to revive. And I can’t unilaterally brand him as an evil villain, either. He attacked people from the opposite side of the barricades, and it’s not like they would’ve just ignored him as well if they were given an opportunity to take him down. Unlike Aliya and Co, I’m just a bystander. Unlike them, I’m supposed to be just a normal teenager from Earth, someone who has never killed before. So why, why do I feel nothing after taking a life? When I had killed the kobolds outside the Dungeon the last time, I quickly got over it as well. It didn’t make me restless at night or anything. Is it because of the influence of my other self, or is it just my nature?

“Y-you fools really killed him!” the Lycanian named Keji shouted. At that point, he had already lost almost all of his Essence Field and one-third of his Health. Aliya was just that much stronger. “It’s over for you, the Riders won’t forgive you for killing one of their own! Ha-ha, you’re so dead!”

That moment of distraction was enough for Aliya to disarm him in one go. She then suplexed him head-first into the ground, leaving him unable to stand up. He wasn’t dead, just yet.

“Don’t tell me this wolfie was a scout.” Aliya frowned as she stepped down on Keji’s chest, making him groan. “How big is their group, anyway?”

“You can kill me, but I’ll be avenged!” Keji rasped. “They are the Seventeenth Rider Company of the Alliance! And you just killed the younger brother of their leader, Lord Raiden Nal’Erred! And yes, girl, you bet he was a scout!”

“That’s not good.” Arrold said as he picked up three backpacks that were lying some distance away from where he had fought the Rider. “He probably was a Party Member… We need to get out of here!”

“They are coming!” Keji shouted. “They are coming for you! For the Moon! For the Sa — ”

Before the Lycanian could finish his “war cry”, the lynxgirl, visibly tired from his nonsense, stepped on his neck, breaking it in one fluid motion. There was something chilling about seeing an innocent looking teenage girl in a cute dress mercilessly stomping a large wolf-headed man to death. I received 80 LEC as the Party Leader, but it didn’t make me relieved.

I didn’t like where things were going. I didn’t like it at all.


Chapter 4.

From my vantage point on the roof, I scrutinized the surrounding area. We were to the east of the Dungeon, most of the buildings were from the 14th Street of Manhattan, but my line of sight wasn’t hindered that much as most of the structures had lost their upper half. The roads filled with broken cars went for a couple of miles to the east, and the once towering buildings were now just pale shadows of their past self, creating a canyon of glass and concrete. And at the end of that canyon, in the middle of that once bustling street, I saw them — the distant shadows moving towards us, a few dozen of them. The Saurian Riders, the cavalry of the Lycanians.

My eyesight had always been rather good, and now with my Nerve close to a hundred it only became better. I saw as their mounts, the Dilophosaur-like lizards, were jumping over the rows of ruined vehicles and concrete debris, showing more agility than any horse could ever dream of. At that rate, it wouldn’t take them longer than a few minutes to reach us. Another detail I noticed was that some of the Riders weren’t wolf-headed. They were barely any different from humans, with only their wolf-ears — and probably tails, which I couldn’t see from my point of view — distinguishing them from your normal man with olive skin and South Asian features.

Just when I wanted to warn my allies who, to be fair, had already started to move towards the Dungeon, I noticed some movement from my right. As my position was close to the corner of the roof, I could see the immediate surrounding of the supermarket, including the parking lot to the right. And just a couple of hundred yards away from where it ended with a Steel fence, I saw a group of five Lycanians riding their lizards in our direction, one of them having human features. Apparently, not all of the Riders had been gathered at one place, rather, they were split up in multiple groups. And it wasn’t even surprising for them to locate us — gunshots weren’t quiet in any capacity.

I instantly knew that I needed to act, and act fast. The lizards hopped over the fence with little to no effort and continued marching all over the parked cars without slowing down. It wouldn’t be long before they reach the feline trio, and then it would become a fight that, even if we win, would take some time. The time we didn’t have.

I started to cast a Spell. A Spell I had never cast yet, but I had seen its effect first-hand. I momentarily recalled the System description as I focused on guiding my Mana in the way that had been transferred to me as soon as I Equipped Velgo’s staff.

Shadowball II — You create a ball of concentrated Shadow Mana that can be launched at will and explodes upon impact. It has a cooldown period equal to one hundred seconds, halved for each Rank past Bronze.

Effect:

I. The ball engulfs the surroundings in darkness, dealing moderate Shadow damage and temporarily blinding the beings within the area of effect.

II. Inflicts the Wriggling Shadow status effect, which causes pain and erosion damage over time.

As usual, the description was straight to the point and didn’t tell that much — the only way to learn how any ability worked was to actually use it on your own. A ball of dark, twisting energy gathered between my palms, the Spell was already complete, but it wasn’t enough. As my Mind was relatively low, the actual strength of the Spell wasn’t nearly comparable to when Velgo had used it. But I had time and I had Willpower to solidify the ball of shadows, to improve upon the “spellwork” holding the Spell, to add more Mana. Unlike the Phantom Bolt, I couldn’t make multiple Shadowballs at once, but in exchange the ball could contain way, way more Mana than a bolt. Out of my total 95 points in Mana, I had used 3 on the Phantom Bolt that had killed the Lycanian Rider, but now I put ten times as much in my new Spell and I felt that it could contain even more. Unfortunately, at that point the opponents were already getting too close to me and I could barely continue to keep the focus on the ball. And so, I launched it at the Noble Lycanian in the center of their triangle formation.

Critical Hit!

Critical Hit!

Critical Hit!

Critical Hit!

Critical Hit!

Upon the impact, the ball expanded to cover everything in the radius of around two dozen feet in complete darkness, which included their entire group. As none of them had noticed me beforehand, which was both surprising as my figure on the roof should’ve been rather conspicuous and unsurprising, considering my everyday experience before the Fusion… or rather, my death.

You have slain a [Common Lycanian - Bronze, Cultivator, Level 25]. 60% EXP bonus. You receive 100 LEC.

You have slain an [Adult Saurian Hopper - Bronze, Animal, Level 22]. 30% EXP bonus. You receive 44 LEC.

You have slain a [Common Lycanian - Bronze, Cultivator, Level 20]. You receive 80 LEC.

Level up! You are now Level 20! You receive 4 Free Attribute Points (FAP). Congratulations! Your Level has reached the second milestone!

You unlock [Human Sloth]! You unlock one more Skill Slot!

You have slain an [Adult Saurian Hopper - Bronze, Animal, Level 21]. 10% EXP bonus. You receive 42 LEC.

You have slain a [Common Lycanian - Bronze, Cultivator, Level 25]. 50% EXP bonus. You receive 100 LEC.

You have slain an [Adult Saurian Hopper - Bronze, Animal, Level 20]. You receive 40 LEC.

You have slain a [Common Lycanian - Bronze, Cultivator, Level 25]. 50% EXP bonus. You receive 100 LEC.

You have slain an [Adult Saurian Hopper - Bronze, Animal, Level 20]. You receive 40 LEC.

I just gave a passing glance to the notifications, but that was enough of a distraction to give my last remaining enemy a moment of respite. You see, the Noble Lycanian wasn’t dead. Not yet. His body and clothes were covered in black charcoal-like spots, but unlike his fallen allies, he still had a tenth of his Essence Field and a third of Health. With his eyes clouded and shadows under his legs squirming, he wailed in pain as he turned his head in my direction and a bright, green light enveloped him — a  Wind Surge more powerful than any I’d seen so far. Or was it a Surge from a different Concept? I couldn’t be sure.

Before I could start casting another Spell, the Lycanian leaped at me in a frenzy, slashing his scimitar at where my neck was mere moments ago. The height of the supermarket wasn’t an issue for him at all, which showed that his physical strength was at the level of Aliya. Thankfully, it seemed that he attacked me blindly, relying on his instincts, as his eyes were still unfocused. Otherwise, that slash could’ve at least grazed me. Activating the Mirage Veil, I jumped back, increasing the distance between us. The man paused for a moment as he landed on the roof, and it was all that it took for him to lose his chance of ever reaching me. I activated the Shadow Tendrils — which was an almost instant Spell — and, from his already squirming shadows, rose numerous black tentacles that instantly entangled his feet and calves. I hadn’t used the second Spell of the Shadow Concept for a while and, as it turned out, it had gained some additional effects at the two Mastery milestones. Or perhaps that was an interaction between the Tendrils and the Wriggling Shadows effect of the Shadowball? In either case, as a result, a part of my opponent’s own shadow followed the tentacles, starting to engulf his body from the bottom.

The Lycanian fell on his knees and screamed in anguish, even his Concept abilities didn’t help anymore. I shot him in the head with a half-assed Shadowbolt, which finished his suffering. And, almost at the same time, his mount that had still been clinging to its life, lost the last of its Health to the damage over time from the Wriggling Shadows.

You have slain a [Noble Lycanian - Steel, Cultivator, Level 25]. 50% EXP bonus. x2 EXP for killing a being of a higher Rank. You receive 200 LEC.

Quest notice: Steel Rank beings slain: 1/5

Level up! You are now Level 21! You receive 4 Free Attribute Points (FAP).

You have slain an [Adult Saurian Hopper - Bronze, Animal, Level 25]. 40% EXP bonus. You receive 50 LEC.

You’ve successfully ambushed a group of higher Level enemies and killed most of them before being noticed! You’ve successfully ambushed and heavily injured a being of a higher Rank and finished it off! Impressive! Your Ambush and Stalking are improved.

Ambush reaches level 24. Your Fate is increased by 1 (withheld).

Ambush reaches level 25. Your Fate is increased by 2 (withheld).

You’ve reached the thirty-point Bronze Rank limit for this Skill. Note: the Bronze Rank limit for Skills isn’t applied to the Fate-related Skills.

Ambush reaches level 26. Your Fate is increased by 1 (withheld).

Stalking reaches level 24. Your Nerve is increased by 1 (withheld).

Stalking reaches level 25. Your Nerve is increased by 2 (withheld). You’ve reached the thirty-point Bronze Rank limit for this Skill. All additional points are withheld until the Steel Rank.

Your Shadow Concept reaches Neophyte-level 22.

Your Shadow Concept reaches Neophyte-level 23.

Your Unequipped Concepts are improved.

Your Magician Concept reaches Neophyte-level 10. You’ve reached a milestone! Your [Mystic Switch I] becomes [Mystic Switch II]. Your [Reign Elements I] becomes [Reign Elements II].

Less than a minute had passed since Aliya finished off Keji and the Riders started their march towards us. The battle itself had taken me only a couple dozen seconds, but now every second counted. The three felines had already noticed the commotion and joined me on the roof as soon as I killed my first Steel Ranker. The first of my opponents who looked barely different from a human. I had no time to contemplate the implications of that — our enemies were getting closer with each passing moment. And who knew if there was another group coming at us from a different direction.

“Everyone, we need to get to the Dungeon!” I shouted. “Arrold, Iriri, let me add you to my Party!”

Even before I finished speaking, we were running already. It took me only a few seconds to invite them to the Party. At that time, I passed near the corpse of the Noble Lycanian, bent over and grabbed the scimitar without slowing down. As a result, when I raised my body back, the hood of my Stealth Cloak came off. I didn’t mind it much, but the same couldn’t be said about at least one of my companions.

“Mr. Lex, you ears…” Arrold didn’t finish his sentence, but I already realized that I messed up.

“Oops!” Aliya blurted out. “Never mind, Uncle, it’s not a big deal! Just focus on the escape!”

“B-but Lady — ”

“No buts!” she interrupted him. “Just run!”

Arrold got silent, but he still gave me a glare filled with suspicion. I couldn’t blame him, really. It wasn’t every day that you saw a being from another world, after all.

How could I forget something so simple, I thought helplessly. We hurried to help her companions so much that I totally forgot about my disguise. Now I can only hope that Iriri and Arrold are as understanding and compassionate as their Young Lady…

“We have to hurry up,” Iriri said, changing the topic, “from what I saw, they really force the Hoppers to go all out. Poor beasties…”

We jumped from the roof and continued our sprint towards the relative safety of the Dungeon. What we would be doing after finally reaching it, was another matter.

“Those beasties,” Arrold growled as he landed on the ground, unlike me, he didn’t have the Mirage Veil to slow himself down, “as you call them, won’t be against having you — or any of us, for that matter — as their meal. Lady Aliya, you should go ahead without us! You don’t need to slow down for our sake.”

I Unequipped the Skull Staff and then put it in the Storage together with the scimitar. It wasn’t very convenient to do while running, but what choice did I have?

“What are you even saying, Uncle?” the girl objected. “Lex saved us the trouble of dealing with a group charging at us from another side, but what if we encounter another one? It would be easier to deal with them together!”

Would getting in the Dungeon even solve our problem? They had at least some Players, from what I understood. So they could send anyone inside as long as they were low Level enough, right? That wouldn’t be so bad, but if they camped outside the Dungeon, things could get problematic.

“You’re right, but so is he,” I finally said. Even with two more people joining our group, I still could maintain my relatively confident speech. The Communication Skill was working as intended… “The three of you should go ahead. I’m the slowest of our group and, at the same time, the least likely to be taken by surprise. In the worst case scenario, I can always escape and hide.”

It was just as I said — even if Arrold and Iriri were of a lower Level than myself, they were a bit faster. One thing of note was that I still hadn’t completely recovered my stamina from rushing to their help. My Physical Fatigue was still above fifty, and to begin with, Arrold was completely focused on developing his Body and Nerve, and Iriri was carried by Aliya already, anyway. The cait-sith had found her nest on the girl’s shoulders, which barely slowed down the Noble Lyncisian.

“We can’t leave you alone!” Aliya cried out. “You’re one of us!”

I was unexpectedly touched by her words. But that only made me more sure in my decision.

“Also, you’re the only reason we can enter the Dungeon to begin with,” Iriri added as she finished casting the Cleansing Breeze on us — that simple Spell was supposed to disperse our scent, among other things. “If something happens to you before we reach it, we won’t be able to enter.”

That implied that if I died after they entered, they would be fine, though unable to re-enter. That was good to know, but I didn’t plan on dying any time soon. Definitely not when I wasn’t in an innocent person’s body.

“Aliya,” I said solemnly, “you, of all people, should know that if I don’t want to be caught, I won’t. I don’t want to slow you down.”

“Tell me the real reason, Lex,” she insisted. “I’m not a fool.”

“So you realized,” I sighed. “Someone should distract the Riders and lead them astray. We can’t just lead them to our base. Mr. Arrold, please give me the same weapon Iriri used. And ammo for it.”

Arrold looked straight into my eyes. Without slowing down, he took the second AR-15 and some ammo from his backpack and threw them to me. He gave me a solemn nod. As I caught the rifle and the ammo in my now free hands, I nodded back at him. At that moment, distrust and suspicions in his eyes changed to gratitude and guilt. I could guess that he would have taken my place with courage if he decided that was for the best. But we both understood that I was way more suited for such a task.

“You can’t defeat an entire company of warriors on your own!” Aliya objected, but her voice lacked conviction. “They have Steel Rankers! And their Leader is Level 50!”

“Who said anything about defeating them?” I gave her a reassuring smile. “I just have to distract them for a bit, okay? N-no worries, I’ll be back without losing a single EF point.”

Damn it, I cursed to myself, was it so hard to not stutter at such an important moment? Now she won’t be so sure about my plan anymore…

“I won’t say goodbye because we’ll see each other soon!” I added in a hurry as I waved my hand to the three felines and Equipped my Stealth Cloak. I put on my hood and changed my course in the opposite direction. My Balance allowed me to do it in one, fluid motion.

“Don’t you dare to make me wait for too long!” Aliya shouted from behind. “A true gentleman should never make a lady sad! Remember that, Big Bro!”

“Be safe, Mr. Lex,” Arrold and Iriri added in unison. Had their brain waves synchronized over the past few days? I really hoped their relationship was completely platonic…

Yikes, my thoughts can be really cursed sometimes…

We split about halfway between the Dungeon and the supermarket, the fact that we hadn’t encountered any enemies so far indicated that there weren’t that many Lycanian groups nearby. Also, even though they were attracted to the place where we had fought against their allies, it didn’t mean that they could easily pinpoint our location after that. Common Lycanians had a strong sense of smell, but that was the reason Iriri used the Cleansing Breeze to begin with. When I was hanging around with them in the city, she had explained to me how that Spell had been helping them to avoid any unnecessary attention all that time. It was useless in direct combat, just like most other secondary Neophyte Spells, but was almost irreplaceable in everyday life. And in situations when you needed to hide from beings with an enhanced sense of smell.

I moved in a circle around the location of the supermarket as the center. After passing through a few half-ruined back alleys, I finally found the spot I had been looking for. I had known the approximate location from what Arrold had told me, but I was rather lucky to find it so fast — my Luck worked pretty well even outside Dungeons, as it turned out. I used stairs to get to the top of a relatively unharmed three-story apartment building nearby. Well, only a small part of its roof had survived, but that was good compared to the vast majority of them that completely lacked their upper halves.

To make my chances as high as possible, I hurried to distribute my Attributes.

Attributes

Body: 23

Nerve: 92+8=100

Mind: 20

Spirit: 68

Fate: 150

Free Attribute Points: 24-8=16

The last time, I had almost made a mistake and invested way too much into my Nerve. I had invested twenty-eight Free Points to it before reaching Level 15, and after that fourteen more, which in total was forty-two. So now, with the Stalking Skill finally getting me to the natural limit of fifty, I only needed to invest eight more for the Perk. Which I chose immediately, not wasting any time. The rest of the points I decided to keep for when I’d need a bonus to my magic, which wasn’t now.

Congratulations! You've reached one hundred points in Nerve before advancing to the Steel Rank! You can choose a Perk to support your advancement as a Player. 

Perks available: Agile (Common), Balanced (Common), Nervous (Common)

Without too much hesitation, I chose the Balanced Perk, as it gave a twenty-percent bonus to my highest Sub-Attribute out of two. I instantly felt the effect of the improvement both from the Perk and from the increase in Nerve, my perception and reaction were improved by a fair margin, slowing the world around me.

From that relatively high point, I could see the main road of 14th Avenue and the supermarket. For better or worse, from what I could see, the Riders split into multiple smaller groups, the closest of them already passed the location of our battle and was moving in the general location of the Kobold Nest. That was the group led by the obvious big shot that had been ahead of the others when I saw them first. I couldn’t be sure if he was the leader of the entire company or if he was second or third in command, but his mount was a lizard larger than most others and his clothes were more stylish and colorful. Common Lycanians mostly wore simple medieval clothes of leather pants and linen shirts, some even had their upper body completely bare. The leader, on another hand, wore a kimono of black and gold that put the other similarly clothed Noble Lycanians to shame.

I only caught a glimpse of the main group before they disappeared behind another building. Not that much time had passed since I had left Aliya and Co, so it was a real possibility that the Riders could catch up, even though their course was slightly off. Then, I sat down and aimed the AR-15 at where the leader was about to reappear in the gap between two buildings, ready to react at a moment’s notice. There were around half a thousand yards between us, which was most likely still within the effective firing range of the weapon. I wasn’t very experienced with that firearm, but my Nerve more than compensated for it. I held my breath, focused to the extreme. And then, as soon as I saw the sight of the enemy, I shot.

A horrible racket hit my ears as the rifle sent one bullet after another at the Steel Ranker. Even with my boosted Balance Attribute that enhanced both my eyesight and control over my body, it was hard to predict the trajectory of the bullets. I continued to shoot, even after my opponent glared in my direction after jumping from his large Saurian Hopper. I couldn’t be too sure, but it seemed that at least some of the first few bullets hit him in the head. The last half of the thirty rounds of the rifle’s magazine he just blocked with his halberd. The System didn’t show me his Essence Field or Health bars from such a distance, but something told me that he wasn’t very hurt.

What a ridiculous strength, I thought. If a mere Steel Ranker is already so damn tough, I can only guess how powerful the creatures of the Silver Rank are. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Dragonfly Serpent that coils around the Statue of Liberty can survive a nuclear explosion or two. And I have to kill something at this level within a year?!

The Noble Lycanian charged towards my direction, even without his mount. To my horror, I found that he actually wasn’t any slower. In fact, as bluish lightning coiled around his body, he accelerated to a speed comparable to a supercar. At that rate, it would take him a dozen seconds to reach me. Thankfully, I had a plan in mind already. You see, I didn’t choose this location at random. Arrold and Iriri had explored that part of 14th Avenue when I was away in the Dungeon with Aliya, and before we triggered the Challenger Mode. And they told me something interesting. Just a building away from my current location once upon a time was an underground parking lot. Now, though, that place became something else, something much better — a Level 25 Bronze Dungeon.

Knowing that I had no time to waste, I created a Phantom Image to replace me — hopefully it should distract him — and then directly jumped from the three-story building and activated the Mirage Veil, which I decided to keep active until I was in safety. Among its other effects, it decreased the effect of gravity on me, slowing down my fall just enough for me to keep my balance as I landed and make a perfect somersault as soon as I landed. I barely felt the impact, but lost exactly one EF point.

Sorry Aliya, I couldn’t keep our promise, I joked to myself.

I landed just a couple dozen feet away from a signpost that read “Parking. Open 24 hours.” with red arrows pointing downwards. Instead of the entrance, a Dungeon portal stood there. I rushed towards it, feeling almost tangible tension as my instincts screamed of danger — the enemy was getting closer and closer.  I bet that I could see him if I just turned my head back, but that would be a bad decision. I touched the arc of light as I prepared to enter the unfamiliar Dungeon. The result wasn’t what I had expected, though…

Warning! The entry to newly formed Dungeons is forbidden for the first ninety standard planetary cycles. Exceptions: entering directly into the Dungeon through a Fusion Portal or being within the Dungeon zone at the moment of its formation. The [Jovial Mud Capybara Cave] will open in: 87 days.

Are you screwing with me, you damn System?!  I thought in frustration, before reading the next message.

Do you want to use a Lesser Challenger Token to overrule the entry prohibition? This will activate the Challenger Mode.

Yes, it was, indeed, screwing with me…


Chapter 5.

I had never been a slow reader, though not a very fast one, either. But it seemed that the Clarity Sub-Attribute had changed it, and now with my high Spirit I could read and think significantly faster than before. This is why it only took me a mere few seconds to read the two System notifications, curse the System, and finally use the Challenger Token. Now, I could safely enter the Dungeon. Without checking the new System messages, I put my all into leaping into the portal. Alas, those few seconds I had lost were critical.

Just when I touched the colorful arc of light, a shiver ran down my spine. All my instincts screamed at me to dodge. I turned my body to the side, allowing my right side to enter the portal first. And then, accompanied by a deafening thunderclap, a crushing impact hit my left shoulder. Hurtling through the portal, I caught a glimpse of the furious figure that had flung its weapon at me from fifty yards away. The last thing I could see was the halberd crackling with electric blue energy rebounding off the impenetrable Dungeon Gate.

As I landed on the frigid ground, all I could feel was the terrible pain in the upper half of my arm. It also was hot as Hell. I squirmed on the floor like a worm, barely able to keep myself from wailing from the agony engulfing my senses. I wasn’t in some safe location, I didn’t have the luxury of letting my screams out. I didn’t need to see it to know that my left shoulder became nothing but charred mincemeat.

Not my shoulder, I reminded myself.

Essence Field: 44/260

Health: 74%

My Health was still surprisingly high, but it wouldn’t mean anything if I lost Alex his arm forever. I needed a Health Potion, and I needed it right about now. The problem was, getting something out of the Storage with only my right arm available would be quite tricky. I gritted my teeth as I lied on my right side and navigated the Menu. I chose one of the still unused Health Potions that I had bought yesterday. Then, I activated the Storage and turned the little portal on my right wrist down toward the floor, trying to make the flask fall. Unfortunately, it didn’t work quite as I intended, with half of the bottle just refusing to come out.

Darn you, gravity, you only have one job!

Having left no choice, I just grabbed the Potion with my teeth. It wasn’t the first time for me, and something told me that it wouldn’t be the last, either. Now that I thought about it, it had been the left arm the last time as well, wasn’t it? It just couldn’t catch a break. With the cooperation between my mouth and my right hand, I managed to open the flask and then pour its content on what had become of my shoulder. The arm wasn’t severed like the first time and there was no bleeding, but the pain was a magnitude stronger. This time, the pain relief effect wasn’t as prominent as the wound was both deeper and of a slightly different nature, but at the very least the healing process was fast as always. As I inspected the already recovering wound, I noticed with apprehension that the scorched mark almost reached my heart. If my dodge was just a little off, things could’ve been way, way worse.

“And who even uses their halberd as a javelin?” I murmured. “This guy is crazy…”

As I looked around, I found myself in a dimly lit hallway that was a mix of an underground cave and an entrance to a parking lot. Asphalt covered the ground, and boom barriers blocked the exit towards a wider cavern-like room further ahead, but the walls were made of rock. The LED lights on the ceiling flickered every ten seconds and weren’t bright enough to illuminate the darker corners of the place. The Dungeon Gate was at the top of the stairs behind me, it seemed that I had fallen a dozen feet down when I had been sent flying into the portal. The place was eerily quiet, but it didn’t bother me that much.

I sat down on the stairs and gave a tired sigh. Things could’ve been worse. Much worse. The difference in Levels and Ranks was getting a bit too ridiculous for me to predict how powerful someone was. Just according to math, Velgo should’ve had stats at least as high as a Steel Ranked Level 50, and yet he was way, way weaker. I needed to learn more about the System workings, but that was something to leave for later. For now, I decided to check the notifications I had missed, starting from the latest one.

You’ve tried to ambush an opponent more than twice your Level and of a higher Rank, to boot! Very brave of you, too bad that you failed miserably, unable to deal them any serious damage and almost dying in the process. Well, at least you survived! Your Ambush and Stalking are slightly improved.

Stalking reaches level 26. Your Nerve is increased by 1 (withheld).

I didn’t even get a level in the Ambush… but at least now my Stalking caught up to it.

You have entered a Dungeon. Welcome to the Jovial Mud Capybara Cave!

Warning! The difficulty of the Jovial Mud Capybara Cave has increased from Normal to Hard. Rank Limit has increased from Bronze to Steel.

Sentients Present/Entry Limit: 1/5

Size: Small

Rank Limit: Steel, Level 25

Difficulty: Hard

Warning! You used a Lesser Challenger Token to activate the Challenger Mode! You have 48 hours to defeat the [Jovial Mud Capybara Matriarch]! You cannot leave the Dungeon before completing the Challenge.

Reward: Your Party will receive a Lesser Challenger Token x1, a Rare Bronze Item Upgrade Ticket x1, 2500 LEC, 200 CP

Failure: Your Party will be forcefully teleported out of the Dungeon, forbidden to enter it again until the formation entry restriction is removed

Warning! You entered an Unstable Dungeon. The Core isn’t linked to a Sentient Monster, and the natural Dungeon Formation isn’t complete yet, either, making some functions of the System unavailable. You can’t receive additional Challenges. You can’t receive Dungeon-related Quests. Control Zones for monsters are only partially established. Proceed with caution.

I frowned as I contemplated the new information. First of all, it seemed that at the very least I had two days to complete the Challenge, unlike when Velgo had activated it. Second, it was a five-people Dungeon, and it also was Hard, instead of Very Hard, which implied that it shouldn’t be as hard as the Kobold Nest was. But I didn’t have Aliya to help me out, either. The last warning surprised me the most, especially the part about the Control Zones and the lack of Quests. Quests were a significant source of rewards for Players, and Control Zones were the main guarantor of a relative fairness in the fight against monsters. At the very least, there wouldn’t be any unexpected Challenges, either. Another silver lining was that I wouldn’t be forced to fight the Keeper even if I just did nothing for two days and failed the Challenge, which basically meant that I didn’t have to actually fight it at all if I wasn’t sure that I could win. As for dealing with that Noble Lycanian… I already had a sort of plan in mind.

The main reason, I thought, why that Rider managed to locate me is that I actually didn’t have any active Concepts that helped to hide my presence. It seems that the Illusory Existence Passive of the Miracle Concept isn’t enough. Loneliness and Solitude both also have a passive effect that makes it easier for me to hide, and the former even gives an Augmentation with the same effect. For better or worse, they were transformed into another Concept. I’m sure that it has a similar effect, but even stronger. And I can also upgrade my Stealth Cloak to the Steel Rank using the ticket I got for clearing the Kobold Nest. Then, I’m sure, he won’t find me as easily just from a single attack.

As the Concept Readjustment required a few minutes to take effect and left me vulnerable in the meantime, I hadn't used it again after defeating Velgo. In fact, I hadn’t even had time to check the description of my newly gained Epic Concepts. Additionally, some additional healing and recovery wouldn’t hurt either, and the second of my new Concepts, Broken Love, should be just perfect for that… Unfortunately, the Genesis System didn’t like my plans. When I opened the Concepts Menu with a hint of anticipation, a message greeted me.

Warning! You underwent a Concept Alteration without using a Catalyst! You have to deepen your comprehension of the Left Out and Broken Love Concepts before you can use them. Comprehension progress: Left Out (47%), Broken Love (24%)

“You can’t be serious,” I mumbled, taken aback. “I kind of get it with the Broken Love Concept, but the Left Out one? I was literally left out by the entire humanity, for God’s sake! If I don’t understand what it means to be left out, then who does?!”

Your comprehension of the Left Out Concept improves by 4%, to 51%.

“It seriously just messes with me…” I sighed.

On the bright side, there was another notification that slightly improved my sour mood.

You've reached the peak of the Neophyte Tier of Mastery in your Primary Concept! Do you want to Conceptualize your understanding of Mirage now?

I remember that the System told me to explore my inner understanding before progressing to the Initiate Mastery. I had assumed that I needed to do it on my own, following those unclear directions, but apparently the System support was already a part of the package.

I’m relatively safe now, and it shouldn’t be possible for anyone to enter the Dungeon, even if they have a Token, I contemplated. The part about the Control Zones worries me a bit, but it’s too quiet for any aggressive monster to be nearby, so it should be all right. I doubt it will take more than a couple of minutes, anyway. Let’s do it.

As soon as I chose “yes”, the reality around me disappeared. Instead, I entered the world of memories. Each time I had ever used a Mirage Spell or Surge, or even a Miracle derived from it, flashed through my mind one by one. The playback slowed down on the more impactful moments — when I hit Velgo with three Phantom Bolts at once, every time when I Invoked my mind-blowing Miracles, when I first killed a kobold outside the Dungeon and hurt Keji… Those and even more, each event I saw from a third-person perspective, zooming in on the effects of my Mirage Concept, as an outsider I noticed minor details that I hadn’t seen before, I saw how I moved, I heard the words of each Spell or Miracle, felt the fluctuations of Mana and Vita… Just from this alone, I already gained a deeper comprehension of what a wonderful Concept the Miracle was.

And then, my memories changed to those I could barely remember. Those were memories before the Apocalypse, before my physical death. Those memories flashed only for mere moments, but were as impactful as the scenes of magical applications of the Concept. Whenever I used the phone, or PC, or watched TV, what I saw in reality was different from my perception. Those were mere pixels that created an illusion of an image. In the modern world, the Essence of the Mirage Concept was hidden behind every corner. Without realizing it themselves, we humans allowed technology to trick us into seeing something that just wasn’t there… A mirage.

And then, there were two last scenes. Memories I had completely forgotten… In one of them, my ten-year-old self was accompanied by Dad and Mom in a circus. The memory passed as soon as it started, but I caught a glimpse of a magician showing tricks and my younger self with a happy smile on his face. Was this memory even real? I couldn’t remember…

When I entered the last scene, my head went blank. I followed the gaze of my bewildered five-year-old safe, who was accompanied by our parents and a small shadow of a person I couldn’t see clearly. I could only see the backs of the four figures, unable to move my point of view. Who was the fourth person? It seemed to be a girl a bit taller than my younger self. Why was she there? I didn’t have time to dig more deeply into those questions, as my entire attention was completely caught by the mesmerizing sight of clouds painted in iridescent colors of rainbow. Those were the rainbow clouds, a phenomenon as rare as it was beautiful. The vibrant hues danced and mingled, forming an ethereal tapestry that seemed to defy the very laws of nature. The sight wasn’t any less breathtaking than the dragon-spawning portal I had seen when the Fusion commenced.

When did it happen? I thought. Is this memory even real?

As the image of the clouds radiating a surreal brilliance was forever etched into my soul, my mind returned to the bleak parking lot, leaving me in a daze.

Congratulations! You’ve unlocked the Initiate Mastery of your Primary Concept, Mirage! Your Affinity with Mirage increases from 65% to 70%! Your [Illusory Existence III] becomes [Illusory Existence IV]. Your [Mirage Veil III] becomes [Mirage Veil IV]. You learn [Intermediate Mirage Magic I].

Your Mirage Concept reaches Initiate-level 1.

Your Mirage Concept reaches Initiate-level 2.

Your Mirage Concept reaches Initiate-level 3.

Your Mirage Concept reaches Initiate-level 4.

Your Mirage Concept reaches Initiate-level 5. Your Mastery over Mirage slightly improves! [Illusory Existence IV] becomes [Illusory Existence V]!

Your Shadow Concept reaches Neophyte-level 24.

Your Shadow Concept reaches Neophyte-level 25. Congratulations! You've reached the peak of the Neophyte Tier of Mastery! Your Affinity with Shadow is increased by 5%. All Shadow abilities are 25% stronger. You must advance to the Steel Rank to reach the Initiate Tier of Mastery! 

Your Unequipped Concepts are improved.

Your Cat Concept reaches Neophyte-level 15. Your Mastery over Cat slightly improves! [Cat Senses II] becomes [Cat Senses III]!

Before I could examine the details of the upgraded Mirage Concept, I felt someone’s stare. Alerted, I immediately surveyed my surroundings for threats. What I found, instead, was a group of two small creatures looking at me from behind a rock right at the cavern’s entrance.

“Wowies, that’s really a Player!” I heard them hushing to each other.

“Is this a Felisian? Or a Canisian?”

“Strange, his ears are at the sides of his head, but I heard some Canisians have it that way.”

“He doesn’t feel strong, should we ambush him?”

Only their heads and necks were seen above the rock, which stood a bit higher than four feet. The closest description of the three creatures would be a cross between a bee and a teenage girl.

“Who are you?” I asked, as I took the Skull Staff from the Storage and Unequipped the Stealth Cloak. It seemed that it hadn’t been working while I had been advancing my Mirage Mastery. We were some distance away from each other and I didn’t have the element of surprise, which was a rare case for me. In fact, wasn’t that the first time? And if I stayed passed out for a bit longer, I would have been the one who was ambushed, which was kind of shocking. It seemed I had underestimated the dangers of the Dungeon.

“Oopsie, it seems he noticed us, what should we do?!”

“It’s two of us, against a single him!”

“Are you out of your mind, Ri?! He’s a Player! He’ll slaughter us like livestock and then eat our flesh!”

“I won’t kill you if you don’t attack me, first,” I said as I stood up and took a step forward. “I’d like to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind.”

That was a rare opportunity for me to have a conversation with a potential foe instead of just mindlessly fighting for no serious reason.

“He’s saying something, but we don’t know Fangish!”

“So should we just report to Her Highness!”

“No, what if he escapes?!”

“Or worse, what if he follows us and kills everyone?!”

“Let’s retreat and find Mi and Xi!”

“Oh yeah, they’ll know what to do!”

“Plus, there’s no way he can defeat four of us at once, right?!”

“Now, run!”

They had similar high-pitched voices of a girl in her early teens, and they talked very fast as if trying to compete in saying tongue twisters. Before I could decide on my course of action or interpret their conversation, they disappeared inside the cavern. As they ran, I caught a glimpse of their bodies, which were as small as I had expected, around 4’5’’. Basically, those were little girls wearing dresses made of big leaves, except they had small insect wings on their backs, which rapidly fluttered as they sped up, giving them a short burst of speed. They couldn’t fly, but they managed to hover some inches above the ground between their stride-like steps.

If I really wanted, I could've sent a few Phantom Bolts at their backs, but then my conscience wouldn’t stop bugging me. It seemed that, just like with the kobolds, not every monster knew the only language I had added to my Translation Module — the so-called Sacred Fang’s Continent Common Language. I still could understand pretty much any language I encountered, including the chirping sounds those creatures made, but that was a one-sided translation by the System. In contrast, the languages I learned through the Gear allowed a two-way translation, allowing me to speak the language fluently. Though to be fair, Fang’s Common wasn’t that different from a normal human language, unlike the barking and chirping of the monsters. I wasn’t sure that my vocal cords could replicate those perfectly, even with the Gear’s help…

I Equipped the staff as I stepped into the cavern. Its architecture was even more dualistic than that of the entrance hallway — the empty cars of the parking lot were covered in blue, luminescent moss, and stalactites hanging from the roof of the cave had LED lights embedded into them. The cavern was about half the size of a football field, and it diverged into six paths, plus the entrance from which I had come. As far as I could tell, it was empty. Nonetheless, I clearly could hear familiar voices coming from the rightmost passage.

“C’mon, Xi, you’re the best at Fangish in our entire Tribe!”

“He looks friendly and totally not like a merciless pixie-eating fiend! Y-yes, t-totally, I s-swear!”

“Stupid Ri, shut up, you’re making things worse!” that was a new voice I hadn’t heard before. A slightly lower and more domineering than the other two.

“Even if you die, we’ll avenge you!”

“You aren’t helping, either, Ji. Listen to me, Xi, it’s very possible that the future of our entire tribe lies on your shoulders.”

“W-what if I fail?!” a fourth voice mumbled, despite the obvious awkwardness of the speaker there was a charming gracefulness to it. “I don’t want to die!”

“You’re cute, so you can just seduce him! He's just a male, after all!”

“Oh no, what if he kidnaps me and keeps me as a slave?! That’s even worse!”

“Don’t worry, Ji just lied to you, you’re the ugli — ”

“I told you to shut up, Ri!” I heard the sound of someone being smacked on their head rather hard…

“S-sorry, Pi… I was just kidding…”

“It’s Miss Mimi for you, idiot! As for you, Xi, what do you think the Princess would make of your cowardliness?”

“S-she will understand me! Probably… We’re like sisters!”

“And what kind of sister refuses to help when our entire tribe’s fate is at stake? I could go myself, but I’m not much of a negotiator, you know? You can do this so much better.”

“I-I get it, I’ll talk to him!”

“Don’t worry, we have your back. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

As the bickering ended, a lonely figure peeked into the cavern. She looked around for a few seconds, but failing to notice me, found the bravery to take a step forward. I just stood in the shadow near the exit that led to the Dungeon Gate. She passed by just a few feet away without finding my presence. As she glimpsed into the passage, she made a dumbfounded face.

“I can’t see anyone!” she shouted. “D-did you guys just prank me again?! E-even you are making fun of me, Mimi!”

“Why would I play stupid jokes on you like those two?!” the voice replied from the other passage, and soon after three more figures entered the cavern. Of course, they couldn’t see me, either.

So it isn’t their enhanced perception or anything that allowed them to notice me, I thought. It seems that my vulnerable state allowed them to bypass my stealth, and then they just kept their focus on me. Now that they lost sight of me once, they won’t find me that easily. So, what should I do with them now?

I smirked as I prepared to take action. The only question was what kind of action that would be…


Chapter 6.

Now that I could inspect those little beings in more detail, they were pretty unusual. None of them reached even five feet in height, and their bodies were thin and delicate. The duo who had discovered me at the entrance had wings resembling those of bees; the same went for the one with a commanding tone, while the shy one had wings like a butterfly's. Their white, porcelain skin made them look like pretty dolls. Insect feelers at the tops of their heads moved at random intervals, along with their long, pointed elf ears. Their faces were also peculiar, to say the least... Overall, though, they were eighty percent cute and only twenty percent creepy.


I watched with amusement as the trio panicked after being unable to find me in the hallway or the cavern, even though I was standing in plain sight. Well, as plain as the shadow of the moss-covered minivan could be. If I wanted, I could just cast a Shadowball on them, but there was no hurry.


To be honest, it was pretty hard for me to take those funny creatures seriously. But then again, from what I had seen so far, they were at the very least faster than most kobolds. They could also freely roam around the Dungeon. If I had another moment of vulnerability, like another advancement to the Initiate Mastery or the Concept Readjustment, even a complete weakling could pose a threat. So I had only two choices — cooperate or eradicate. For now, they seemed too pitiful for me to choose the latter... Slightly curious, I used Identification on each of them. 

Flutterby Pixie Warlock

Type: Monster, Elite

Rank: Bronze, Level 23

An Elite, huh? I thought as I raised my brow. That was the fourth of them, Xi. By the way, them being called pixies didn’t surprise me at all.

Flutterby Pixie Trickster

Type: Monster, Elite

Rank: Bronze, Level 22

Are you serious, another Elite? I frowned. That was the pixie acting as the leader, the self-proclaimed Miss Mimi. Don’t tell me every one of them is one!

Flutterby Pixie Rogue

Type: Monster

Rank: Bronze, Level 19

I sighed with relief upon finding that at least one of them was just a normal monster, and three levels below me, to boot.

Flutterby Pixie Rogue

Type: Monster

Rank: Bronze, Level 19

And the last one had exactly the same status as well. Honestly, their Levels were rather pitiful for a Level 25 Dungeon. Still, two Elites weren’t a joke. Of course, I had a one hundred percent chance of flawless victory as long as I ambushed them, but the same couldn’t be said if I revealed myself and we fought head-on. My extremely high Luck Sub-Attribute, along with my Ambush skill, made the damage from my surprise attack absurdly high, allowing me to dominate opponents of my Level and even higher. However, my stats were distributed between Nerve and Spirit, leaving my Body and Mind at mediocre levels. Compared to those who invested all their points into either physical or mental stats, I was inferior in both. Furthermore, as a Truthwalker, I had half the Vita of a Lifewalker and half the Mana of a Soulwalker. In other words, I didn’t hold any illusions about my capabilities for direct combat. As for using firearms? That wasn’t such a good idea in a Dungeon where unknown monsters could roam freely. To conclude, I was in quite a dilemma—or I would’ve been if not for my new Spell!


A very convenient feature of the System was that I didn’t even need to read what my Concepts could do; the knowledge had already been downloaded into my brain by some kind of magic. That was a bit disturbing, as it implied that the Genesis System had direct access to my mind, but then again, it had been altering my mind and body from the start. If it wanted to harm me, there was absolutely nothing I could do.


The first Intermediate Spell I had learned was called “Phantasmal Lullaby,” and it did exactly what you’d expect from the title. As I muttered the chant that had already become a part of me, a mesmerizing melody resounded through the cavern. Unlike normal sound, it didn’t travel that far and was restricted to a certain area. As I enjoyed the calming music and the result of the spell, I checked its actual description to see how it matched with the intuitive knowledge I had. 

Phantasmal Lullaby I — You manifest a beautiful melody that affects every target within the area of its effect, except yourself. It can’t affect beings that inherently lack the sense of hearing, but it bypasses any attempts to suppress or muffle the sound. The success rate of the Spell is greatly enhanced when cast from concealment. It has a cooldown period of two hours, halved for each Rank past Bronze.

Effect: The affected targets enter a deep slumber, caught in a beautiful dream that manifests the fulfillment of their earthly desires. They wake up upon receiving damage above a certain threshold, or when the effect naturally wears off.

Most certainly a part of reaching Initiate Mastery, I could now sense the intricacies of my Mirage abilities, gaining a deeper understanding of them and filling in the information that the System didn’t provide. For example, I knew that the Phantasmal Lullaby tested the opponent’s Willpower and Charisma, similar to most abilities that affected the mind. I also knew that depending on how much Mana I put into the Spell, I could increase the area of effect, success rate, or duration. Interestingly, the number of targets did not affect the success rate, but the duration was halved for every five targets starting from ten. My crazy-high Luck and the boosted chance of success when using the Spell from stealth guaranteed its effectiveness against the vast majority of opponents, including an Elite of a Level equal to mine.

I calmly approached the four sleeping pixies. They looked so innocent and harmless in their current, snoring state. The strongest among them, the Level 21 Elite Trickster, had drool at the edge of her mouth and a blissful smile plastered on her face. But I didn’t let my guard down—underestimating a monster would be a mistake. I had put twenty MP into the Spell, which should be enough to keep the Elites resting for half an hour and the normal pixies for twice as long.


What an insane Spell, I thought. Perhaps it isn’t as powerful as the Shadowball in a direct fight, but it allows me to have as much time to prepare as I need. It also helps me create an advantageous situation and guarantees those critical hits, plus it gives me even more time before the opponents can fully wake up. Its cooldown period is harsh, but it’s literally compared to a Miracle in terms of its effect. I can also recast the Spell indefinitely as long as it lasts longer than its cooldown period. I wonder if it’s possible to make my enemies die from dehydration this way… nah, that would be too cruel even if it works. Hmm, what about blocking their breathing? Would that wake them up? Even if it doesn’t, can’t I just throw them from a cliff or something? The possibilities are endless.


Another drawback was that it not only affected allies but I also couldn’t cancel the Spell on them. In other words, the only way to wake someone up was to deal damage to them. At the current magnitude of the Spell, just five percent of the Essence Field should be enough, but as it grew stronger, it would be harder to wake up an ally.


I contemplated for a moment whether I should completely check all my recent upgrades before proceeding with waking up my target. I had two new Titles, a new Skill to choose from, a Racial Perk, and, of course, an entirely new Shop Tier to explore. Perhaps, even after speaking to the girl, I’d still need to prepare for a tough fight. On the other hand, if those four had allies roaming the Dungeon who then saw their current condition, it would be harder for me to resolve everything with a simple conversation. I chose a compromise, doing what took the least time and required minimal contemplation. 

Racial Traits

[Adaptive Learning] — You can learn a variety of passive Skills that help you to improve both your Attributes and your ability to perform specific actions. Slots taken: 4/5. Skills learned: Stalking, Ambush, Communication, Imagination

[Basic Concept Affinity] — Each human has an Affinity with at least one Common Elemental, Biotic, Occult, and Ego Concept.

[Human Pride] — By achieving something deemed unusually difficult and exceptional, you can earn Titles that give you additional Perks. The Penalty for failing Quests sometimes increases. Slightly improves your Affinity with the Pride Concept depending on the individual. Available Titles: [The Pioneer Of The New World], [The Early Bird], [The Shadow of Humanity] (Perk), [The First Super], [The First Champion Slayer] (a Perk not selected), [The First Witness of the Divine] (a Perk not selected)

[Human Sloth] — Humans are naturally lazy. For every day a human Player gains no EXP, they receive a 1% buff to the EXP gained (stacks multiplicatively with other bonuses) that lasts for an equal amount of days, up to a 100% bonus for 100 days. Additionally, for every day a human Civilian or Cultivator doesn't cultivate, they gain a corresponding buff to their cultivation speed. This Perk also doubles the effectiveness of your sleep and grants you control over how long you choose to rest. Sleeping for 10 hours straight gives you the Super Rested buff that allows you to stay fresh and awake for at least five times as long as after a normal bout of sleep.


Reading everything took me only a few seconds, not much of a waste of time. I had hoped that the Human Sloth Perk would give me an immediate edge, but it seemed to be more of a long-term bonus, though significant. For me, the EXP bonus was useless as I didn’t have the luxury of doing nothing for days, but the improvement to my sleep was more than welcome. I’d like to skim over the Skill choices and the available Perks, but choosing one required me to weigh all pros and cons, thus taking time I didn’t have. Instead, there was one immediately useful thing I needed to do. In fact, I should have probably done it as soon as I got the opportunity. 

Welcome to the System Shop!

Player Tier: F+ (next at 1000 CP)

Funds: 4695 LEC

Gear Upgrade

Gear Modules

Artifacts

Consumables

Sell

I chose the Gear Upgrade option. I had been stuck at the lowest Tier of the Gear for way too long… There were just one option available.

Basic Gear Upgrade (F+) — 1000 LEC

With no additional details, I couldn’t be sure how long the basic upgrade would take or how significant it would be. Still, when I received my first Gear, it didn’t take any time, didn’t put me in any strange states, and vastly improved my survivability. I was fairly certain that everything would be more than fine. But to prepare for the worst-case scenario, I forced the nearby minivan open and sat down in the back after closing the doors. Despite the moss on the outside, it was in pristine condition inside.


As it turned out, my precaution was for naught. As soon as I selected the upgrade, the Gear on my right wrist shone for a moment—the light easily came through the sleeve of the Unequipped Magic Resistance Suit I was still wearing, just like when I used the Storage—and then everything returned to normal. However, there were significant changes when I checked the Gear Menu. 

Gear Tier: F+

Essence Field Bonus: 100

Equipment Capacity: 3/10

Storage Capacity: 7/30

Modules: 2/2

Functions: Equip, Identify, Storage, Universal Translator, Map

Now, another part of the problem was solved—I just needed Xi, the Warlock Elite, to wake up, and then we would have a nice, friendly conversation. As she was a magic user, I decided to Unequip the staff and take out a melee weapon. Instead of the familiar spear, I wanted to check my recent loot and see if it was any good.


Enhanced Synthetic Scimitar (Common, Steel) — A mass-produced weapon provided by the Genesis System. It is customized according to the Player’s preferences. It is synthesized from Essence and artificial matter, so it has no special functions while still being considered an Artifact. 

Effect: This weapon deals 30% more slash-type damage.

Durability: 68/80

EM (Essence Mass): 4

The description was way too familiar. Perhaps not surprisingly, the weapon the Noble Lycanian had used was System-made. As he was a Cultivator, someone else must have bought it and entrusted it to him. It was of a higher Rank but the same Rarity, and it also looked fairly different from the scimitar I had used a few days ago—my first-ever magical weapon.

I Equipped both the scimitar and the Stealth Cloak, while Unequipping the Suit  —  though I didn’t actually take it off, just losing its additional effects. At last, I didn’t have to choose between improved stealth and having a weapon. Without putting on my hoodie, I approached the slumbering pixie with colorful butterfly wings. She looked quite different from the other three, and actual flowers were growing from her cute dress.

I knelt down and tried to shake her awake. It didn’t work.

“Hey, wake up, sleepyhead,” I said. It was worth checking whether the Spell was as effective as it should be. Even when I practically shouted “Good morning!” right into her pointy ear, she didn’t react. Poking her in the cheek didn’t do much either. As I examined the little being more closely, I noticed her nose was very small—barely there—and yet she breathed just fine. I pinched her nose, which only made her breathe through her mouth.


I decided it was time to stop fooling around and prepared a Phantom Bolt. I didn’t launch it at her head, as that would only cause unnecessary damage. As the illusory bolt of Mana hit her in the shoulder, the pixie jumped awake.


“W-what’s going on?!” she exclaimed, looking around. Apparently, she still hadn’t noticed me kneeling right in front of her.


Has my Illusory Existence improved so much after reaching the fifth tier? I thought as I stood up and tapped her shoulder from behind. Surprised, she finally saw me and instantly tried to jump away. But I had already caught her. 

“Hello, Xi,” I said with a smile while gently squeezing her shoulders. “Let’s have a talk, shall we?”

The poor pixie could only nod in fear, her face even paler than usual.

***

Only by encountering other sapient monsters did I understand how truly badass kobolds actually were. I mean, those crazy motherfluffers had literally set themselves on fire to improve their chances of defeating me. In comparison, pixies weren’t even half as brave…


“So you’re saying that when you entered the Dungeon through the Fusion Portal, it already had a wild monster as a Keeper, and now your tribe is stuck here as fodder?”


I walked with Xi at my side as she led me toward their base. In the past few minutes, she had told me everything I asked without hesitation or guilt. Despite being an Elite, who was supposed to be as strong as two normal Players at the same Level, she trembled like a leaf each time our eyes met. It really felt like I was bullying her, even though I hadn’t made any explicit threats. Then again, I guess she realized it was me who put her entire party of four to sleep, and she was also aware that she couldn’t see through my stealth, so her fear wasn’t baseless.


“Y-yes, Mr. Player, it’s as you say. We’re really in a pinch! T-this is why I want to ask you a favor… I-if this isn’t too much to ask…”


With how she always stuttered, she reminded me of myself. Her blue and red-hued eyes were disproportionately big, making her look like a real-life anime character—very cute but almost uncanny. With her hair meticulously styled into twin ponytails woven with vibrant blue and fiery red threads, she stood out among the trio of pixies, the ones I had moved into the minivan to let rest. Though the other Elite, Mimi, was also quite eye-catching with her green punk-styled Mohawk.“Hmm, what are you not telling me, Miss Xi?” I stopped and gave her a scrutinizing look. According to her, we were halfway to the cavern, where the other pixies and their Princess were waiting for the scouts’ return. We had probably walked half a mile already without encountering anyone—the Dungeon was quite big for being called “small.”


“W-whatever you mean, Mr. Player?” The pixie's eyes darted around, avoiding direct eye contact. “I a-answered all your questions!”


“Just with your group of four, you should be able to take down a Champion monster,” I said. “And if your Princess helped as well, the fight would be completely one-sided.” 

“D-don’t kill me!” she pleaded. “I-I didn’t lie to you, you just didn’t ask me about this, that’s all!” 

“Okay, listen here, Xi.” I sighed. “Let’s make some things clear—I won’t harm you for no reason. If I wanted you dead, I wouldn’t have woken you up to begin with. Believe it or not, but I’m a good guy!”


Except, I just slaughtered an entire Dungeon full of kobolds today, but you don’t need to know that, I added in my mind. And I’m currently a ghost possessing the body of an innocent guy, and my parallel world self is some kind of evil emperor. But actually, I’m a good person at heart; I swear!


“Y-yes, I understand!” Xi nodded vigorously. “You see, Mr. Player—”


“You can call me Lex,” I interrupted her.


“You see, Mr. Lex,” she continued, “the Dungeon doesn’t have clear Zones for every monster, so it’s not like the Keeper is alone either… if it was on its own, we would’ve already taken the Core! B-but the scary Matriarch is also protected by her husbands a-and some of the children! A-and as for us, only up to five outsiders can enter the Core Hall… Besides, we already—”


“Hush,” I silenced her with a frown. “It seems we have some company.” 

The passage we were passing through had a number of branches, but, according to Xi, all of them led to a dead end almost immediately. The main route we followed also meandered in a zigzag pattern, obstructing our line of sight and confining our view. But thanks to my Stalking Skill, I could vaguely sense the presence of other beings, and aided by my Luck, I knew that something was hiding just around the corner.


I put on my hoodie and crouched quietly, stepping away from my confused companion. A few seconds later, accompanied by the buzzing of wings, a pixie with a pink Mohawk holding a pair of daggers entered our sight and, to my surprise, rushed at her fellow monster.


“Qiqi!” Xi exclaimed as she barely avoided the sudden attack with a flutter of her wings. “S-she’s respawned! Where are you, Mr. Lex?! Please, help!”


I had some doubts about the current development, but at the very least, it confirmed one thing—despite being an Elite monster, Xi was a real pushover… 


Chapter 7.

I had many ways to interfere in the situation, considering the aggressive pixie failed to notice me. But I wanted to see what Xi could actually do if pushed to her limit. Also, as an Elite, she wouldn’t die from a hit or two, anyway—at least not if it wasn’t me doing the hitting.

“Mystic Missile!” Xi raised her left hand and three pencil-sized darts of violet energy shot towards the other pixie. At the same time, the Warlock took out her wand and prepared for another magical attack.

That ability looks like a Spell, but it doesn’t seem to be related to any Element, I noted. I should ask her about it later. Also, a wand, huh.

Wands provided by the System were actually quite interesting — they could hold up to one magical ability, ready to be quickly launched without using any of your Mana. The only restriction was that you needed to prepare that ability beforehand and that it couldn’t cost more than half of your Level. The ability could be anything using Mana, be it a Spell or a Mystic Art, but obviously not a Miracle.

What Xi used the wand for, though, surprised me. A dozen colorful butterflies manifested when she activated her weapon, charging at the other pixie, who had just blocked two energy darts and dodged the last one. I also noticed that the dagger wielder’s eyes lacked focus or clarity, instead replaced by a subtle hint of untamed ferocity, akin to that of a beast.


Faced with an onslaught of butterflies, the wild pixie growled. From her shoulders, water whips sprouted and encircled her, forming a protective whirlpool that lasted long enough for her to force her way through the summoned creatures and reach the Warlock. As Xi stepped backward, she tripped over a rock and fell on her butt, demonstrating her unparalleled prowess as a proud Elite monster…


“Ouch!” Xi cried out, rubbing her bottom, her eyes on the verge of tears. 

Girl, you have a damn Essence Field to protect you… I wanted to shout, barely holding back from palming my face. It seemed that it was time for me to interfere. I had already started to move when the Mohawk pixie pushed through the butterflies, so I reached them before Xi could be cut by the two daggers that had magically grown to the length of short swords.


I decided to put my all into the surprise attack. I activated the Lucky Strike, a Technique of the Wheel of Fortune, and swung my scimitar at the pixie’s nape from behind. At the same time, I activated both the Shadow Dance Surge and the Shadow Trace Authority. The former covered my body and weapon in a transparent dark hue, boosting my speed, while the latter created an afterimage that executed the same attack, though it was much weaker. 

Critical Lucky Hit!

As my blade sliced through the Essence Field and then the flesh of my opponent, I encountered significantly less resistance than I had anticipated. With that single motion, I cleanly separated everything above the base of the neck from the body, taking a portion of the pixie's shoulder with it. Instead of blood, a fountain of vivid green liquid gushed forth, completely drenching the unfortunate pixie Warlock who hadn’t gotten away in time from the freshly made corpse.

You have contributed (96%) in slaying a [Flutterby Pixie Trickster - Bronze, Elite, Level 25]. 40% EXP bonus. You receive 100 LEC. You receive 50 CP.

Funds: 3695+100=3795

Contribution Points: 522+50=575

Xi shrieked as if she had been scalded with boiling water. I couldn’t blame her this time; I really hadn’t expected things to end up being so… gory. Greenish, but gory nonetheless.


“Calm down,” I said, patting her on the shoulder. “Everything is fine. The fight is over.”


“My dress is r-ruined!” Xi cried, on the verge of tears.


“This is what you’re worried about?!” I exclaimed, taken aback. “The blood should disintegrate soon enough anyway.”


“But the flowers!” she said, almost sobbing. “They’ve already started to wilt!” 

“Okay,” I said with an exaggerated sigh, “next time I won’t interfere in your battles and will let you bravely take care of yourself! You’re a big girl, after all.”


“W-what?!” Xi regained her composure almost instantly and stood up. “I don’t blame you, Mr. Lex. Thank you for saving me! S-so please, don’t leave me alone! Though I hope you won’t wait until the last moment next time…”


“That will depend on your behavior…” I teased her with a smirk. “A-anyway, it seems you aren’t very popular among your fellow pixies, are you?”


After I managed to maintain my outward confidence for so long, I finally slipped and stuttered once. It was still tremendous progress for me, considering I was speaking to a stranger. 

“How did you know?!” The pixie gave me a surprised look before adding in a whisper. “And we’re pixies, not fairies…”

“I mean, why else would you be attacked for no reason?”

“Oh, y-you’re talking about this.” Xi sighed. “That’s Qiqi… We lost her when we t-tried to take over the Matriarch.”

“I want the details.”

After a brief explanation, I understood what had happened. There had been five Elites in their group, including the Princess, and they believed that was enough to challenge the Dungeon Keeper. They had failed, losing two of them. Since they weren’t directly connected to the Dungeon, dying meant losing their minds and reviving as wild monsters without sapience. While they fought the Matriarch and a few of her Elite “husbands,” the rest of the pixies lured out the normal Mud Capybaras. In the end, their raid had cost them two Elites and ten of the thirty normal pixies.


“Will they recover their minds if your Princess becomes the Keeper?”


“Yes, but…” Xi hesitated, then continued, “Each day they spend as Minions to a wild monster costs them years of their memories.” 

“I see…”

As we continued on our way, we encountered three more wild pixies. I swiftly defeated two with a sneak attack, earning 84 LEC, but I still didn’t level up. It seemed that the last five Levels of the Bronze Rank were at least as difficult to raise as the previous ten. I left one pixie to Xi to see if she could, at the very least, deal with a normal monster. She succeeded, casting her Mystic Missile three times, which did the job.

“What is this magic?” I asked, curious. “It seems like a Spell, but I’m not sure.”

“You don’t know?” Xi looked visibly surprised. “It’s just an Occult Cantrip. Don’t Mysticist Players get one as well?”

Mysticist was a Soulwalker Player Class focused on the Mystic Arts, according to what Ciesta had told me.

“I have Occult Concepts, but I didn’t get one.” I shrugged. “I guess that makes sense… if someone only has Mystic Arts, they won’t have much in terms of reliable offense.”

I had two Mystic Arts myself: the Lucky Charm — which I had cast at some point while we walked, just in case — and Reign Elements. However, if I used only those, I wouldn’t fare as well in a straight fight compared to someone using basic Elemental Spells from Common Concepts. So, it turned out that Mystic Missile was a way to provide those relying on Occult Concepts with some basic offense, although there were also Concept Grimories available. Those allowed one to use Spells just like my Skull Staff.


On another note, despite the intriguing name, the Reign Elements Art of the Magician Concept had rather limited usability. When I tested it a couple of days ago, it barely helped me control a liter of tap water, having an even weaker effect than the Broken Chalice Art. Even the Water Concept’s Bubble Shot dealt more damage than anything I could do with that Art. Still, my Affinity with the Magician Concept had increased manyfold since then, so it was worth giving it another try; after all, it could manipulate all four Common Elements, providing a lot of versatility. The Magician Concept was of Epic Rarity; it shouldn’t be too shady, right? 

“C-can I ask you something, Mr. Lex?” Xi said, her eyes darting around. The green blood had already disintegrated, but it left her hair and dress rather disheveled.

“You answered a lot of my questions, so why not? Go ahead.” I didn’t owe her an answer if I didn’t like her question, anyway.


“You used magic to put me and my group to sleep, but you also use a Surge when you fight in close combat,” Xi gulped before continuing. “Could it be, and s-sorry if I’m wrong, that you’re a legendary Truthwalker?!”


I shrugged. “Legendary or not, I’m indeed a Truthwalker. Why?” 

“Amazing!” The way Xi looked at me suddenly changed, now her eyes were filled with awe and excitement. “I never thought that I'd meet a mythical creature such as yourself for the second time in my life! T-this is a real honor! C-can I hold your hand?!”

“E-eh, okay.” I wasn’t sure how to react to the change in her attitude. Were the inhabitants of Heliron brainwashed to worship Truthwalkers? Considering that Paragons focused on increasing their Charisma, that wouldn’t be as unrealistic as it sounded. Aliya and Co hadn’t been that surprised, though. Then again, I wasn’t sure if Arrold and Iriri even realized that I was one, and Aliya had also been unnaturally interested in watching me perform Miracles.

“Te-he-he, a real Truthwalker…” Xi giggled as she squeezed my hand with a silly smile on her face. “This is fate! The first time I met a Truthwalker, I was saved from the slavers, and now you come to my aid again! A-and other pixies never even met one!”

“Yeah, sure…”

Thinking that I had some time to spare, I called upon the Skill options I had.

List of Available Skills

BODY: Athletics, Bodybuilding, Jogging, Calisthenics, Grappling, Physical Tolerance

NERVE: Gymnastics, Sprint, Yoga, Evasion, Accuracy, Hunting

MIND: Calculation, Memorization, Physics, Biology, History, Spatial Thinking, Language Comprehension

SPIRIT: Patience, Relaxation, Mental Reaction, Concentration, Meditation, Mental Tolerance

FATE: Faith, Persuasion, Empathy, Intimidation, Intuition, Acting

Non-surprisingly, I hadn’t gained any new available Skills. If it had been before my conversation with Luxuria, I would’ve chosen something that scaled with my strongest Attributes, even though that wouldn’t help me improve them until the Steel Rank. Something like Intuition, Meditation, or Evasion could give me an edge in battle and various other benefits. But after learning about the peculiarities of the Spectral Human Race, I had to choose something different. Something that could increase Mind.

As a result, I didn’t have that many options. From what I had heard from Ciesta, even a seemingly useless Skill like History could be valuable when raised high enough, and we had discussed Biology, which I had even considered as a potential choice. However, after reviewing all the Skills more than once and doing it again now, I focused on two options: Spatial Thinking and Language Comprehension. The former had perfect synergy with Imagination, while the latter I could easily level up just by focusing on the ancient language I muttered when Invoking Miracles.


In the end, though, it wasn’t just about the speed of improvement or future potential but about compatibility and my shortcomings. I made my choice much easier than I had anticipated. 

You have learned Spatial Thinking (level 1)!

Spatial Thinking — You gain advanced competence in spatial thinking. This Skill improves your ability to understand and mentally manipulate spatial relationships between objects and shapes, allowing you to clearly and accurately recognize their size, orientation, location, direction, or trajectory.

Type: Utility

Development Priority: Intelligence+

It took us only a few more minutes to reach our destination, but Xi still refused to let go of me. I felt rather bashful at first, but it was the first time in my life that someone held me in such high regard, so I couldn’t bring myself to push her away. It didn’t help that Xi was a real sweetheart despite being a monster—and an Elite to boot.


“Here we are!” Xi said as we reached the entrance to a large, bright cavern. She finally let go of me, probably too embarrassed to be seen by others while clinging to me. Four pixies stood guard, blocking our way, their faces filled with caution rather than bravery.


“Who is this, Xi?” the bravest of the four asked, stepping forward with a firm grip on her wooden buckler and dagger. She still seemed too afraid to look at me for more than a moment. “D-did you catch one of the intruders who activated Challenger Mode?” 

“Don’t be rude!” Xi glared at the pixie. “You’re standing before a Truthwalker! A real one! So don’t disgrace the tribe and show some respect to our esteemed guest!”

“F-forgive me, oh great one!” The pixie's face turned pale as she lowered her head and hastily scurried away from our path. Of course, by "great one," she meant me, not Xi. At least she didn’t prostrate herself or anything like that…


Despite the grim situation of the tribe, the atmosphere inside the base was rather lighthearted. One group of pixies played cards at a wooden table, while a few others slept in hammocks made of vines. The cavern exuded a cozy ambiance, with flowers and grass flourishing on the ground and rainbow-colored moss adorning the ceiling, casting an enchanting glow over the surroundings. This was a stark contrast to the grim passageway, with its dim lights and a mix of asphalt and mud.


At the center of this peculiar room, sitting on a large sunflower with petals of red, yellow, and orange, a very eye-catching pixie was getting a manicure from a much more ordinary one. I didn’t need to be a famous detective to guess the former’s identity. 

Flutterby Pixie Mystic Princess

Type: Monster, Elite

Rank: Bronze, Level 25

As we approached, the manicurist pixie halted her work and glanced up at us with wide eyes, clearly taken aback by Xi leading a stranger into their base. She stole a quick glance at the Princess, who simply waved her already manicured hand in dismissal.

“Hello, darling,” the pixie purred, bestowing me with a sultry gaze. "As I understand, you’re the scout of the group of Players who have graced our humble Dungeon with your presence?"

For the most part, the Princess shared features with Xi. But the clear contrast lay in their "style." While Xi exuded authenticity, appearing as an open book with nothing to hide, this pixie seemed to be trying too hard to present herself in a favorable light. Her turtleneck dress was chaotically adorned with countless flowers in various colors, her butterfly wings a mix of toxic green and pink, matching her eyes. To complete the ensemble, she wore heavy makeup, with violet lips and overly thick eyelashes. Despite her attempts to appear mature, the overall image she projected resembled a fourteen-year-old playing with her mother's cosmetics.

“No, I’m not the scout,” I clarified. “I am the Party.”

I demonstratively took off my hood, revealing illusionary V-shaped dog ears hanging down in a way that hid my human ones. One of the scouts had already assumed that I was Canisian, so why not pretend to be one? At the same time, I activated the Shadow Surge and created a Shadowball between my hands, making my identity as a Truthwalker evident at a glance.


“W-what?!” The Princess lost her balance on the flower, and her pink-and-gold laurel crown almost fell from her head.


“Mr. Lex is a Truthwalker!” Xi puffed up her chest as if she were bragging about herself, not me. “And he’s hella strong!”


“I see…” The Princess gasped as she straightened her crown. “And he’s even using the Ultra Rare Shadow Concept…”


“Xi already told me about your situation,” I said, “as well as the reward you can offer for my services.”


“A reward, you say…” The Princess squinted, giving a judgmental glance to the other pixie, who had already spilled the beans to me. Xi could only lower her head apologetically. 

“The Pixie Dust,” I said, looking straight into her large eyes. “Give me enough of it, and we have a deal, Princess Zizi.”

This time, Her Highness tried to glare at Xixi, but the clever girl had already hidden behind my back.


“It’s not like Xi told me anything I didn’t already know,” I casually lied with a shrug. “Every Player worth his while knows about the greatest treasure of pixies, don’t you think?”


The Princess closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Then she put on a people-pleasing smile that made her seem immature. Her acting was so bad that I wondered if her Charisma was as low as mine…


“Okay, let's delve into the specifics, Mr. Truthwalker,” the Princess shifted back to her seductive tone. “Or should I call you Sir Lex?”


“Mr. Lex is fine.”


The Princess invited me to join her on the large sunflower, but I politely refused. I wasn’t sure it could support my weight, and it felt a bit too small for both of us. Did she plan to sit on my lap? I wasn’t Santa Claus or a Catholic priest to enjoy something like that… 

As we discussed the details of our deal, the other pixies paid us their utmost attention. They had already been drawn in by my earlier demonstration and watched me with awe and a hint of fear. To be fair, they were a group of monsters close to my Level, and if they attacked all at once, I would be in trouble. On my way here, I had made some contingency plans in case my negotiations didn’t go as well as I wanted—I equipped the Stealth Cloak but didn’t activate it, and I also had the protection from the Lucky Charm I had recast. I was prepared to use my illusions to distract any potential opponents long enough for me to escape the cave.


Unfortunately, my newest trump card, the Lullaby Spell, was on cooldown, and it wasn’t going to change any time soon. If I still had it, I could have probably put every fairy here to sleep long enough to escape and never be found again. Then, hunting them down would have been easy. Or I could have just killed each one of them while they slept. The Phantasmal Lullaby was that strong of an ability if used correctly. However, I wasn’t sure how much Mana it would cost to use on a couple of dozen pixies or how effective it would be without the element of surprise. In any case, it didn’t matter now that I couldn’t even cast it. I just needed to focus on my “acting” so the worst-case scenario didn’t happen. Thankfully, it felt rather natural for me to pretend to be overconfident—so natural, in fact, that I wondered if that was the influence of my physical body, which belonged to a talented and experienced actor, or if the improvement to my Communication Skill was to blame. In any case, my little demonstration had the desired effect. 

“You want both pink and blue Pixie Dust, five vials each?!” Princess Zizi exclaimed after I voiced my price.

“You have twice as much, don’t you?” I shrugged. Zizi glared at Xi, yet again.

“And you want to be paid in advance…”

“Because why not?” I said. “It will increase the chance of success.”

“And how can we be sure that you won’t just escape after getting the reward?” The Princess squinted her large, colorful eyes.

“And here’s an interesting thing, Princess Zizi,” I told her with a heartfelt smile. “You can’t.”

I continued before she could complain, “But it’s not like you have a choice in the matter, either.”

Who knew that acting overbearing could feel so good?


Chapter 8.

“You’d better fulfill your part of the deal, Mr. Truthwalker,” Zizi said through gritted teeth as a few other pixies handed me ten vials they had fetched from a treasure chest that, apparently, had been hidden under the throne flower.


“Don’t worry, I was just teasing you a bit,” I said as I put the reward in my Storage. “I’m as interested in clearing the Dungeon as you are. I’m the Challenger here, after all.” 

“Please, don’t joke like that anymore…” The Princess visibly relaxed. “By the way, what happened to the rest of the scouting party? Did you kill them?”


A part of me wanted to tease her more and say that I did, but the way she asked felt off 

“Nothing serious, I just put them to rest,” I said without realizing how it sounded to others.

“Don’t worry about this,” Zizi said with a strange smile, as the other pixies visibly stiffened. “I’m sure they attacked you first, and you just defended yourself! Mi has been rather rebellious recently, so… it would be a problem if she’s revived as an enemy… ahem.”


The Princess cleared her throat awkwardly, realizing that perhaps she had said too much. Before Xi or I could clear the misunderstanding, a voice sounded at the entrance. 

“Your Highness, we have an urgent matter to report!”

The three newcomers, led by a certain Mohawk pixie, froze as they noticed me. As the other pixies gazed upon the trio that had “miraculously” come back to life, an awkward silence descended upon the entire cavern.

***

“I can’t believe you tricked that greedy Princess out of ten vials of dust,” Mimi the pixie Trickster said as the five of us walked through the dark passageway. “As expected of a Truthwalker—a being with overwhelming Charisma. You’re a Paragon, right?!”


After our negotiation was over and the misunderstanding cleared, we agreed on our next course of action. I, accompanied by the scouting group, including Xi and the other three familiar pixies, was to clear all the monsters that weren’t in the Core Hall. This required a lot of walking around and someone to lead the way. At the same time, the four were supposed to keep an eye on me, or at least I assumed as much.


Overwhelming Charisma, my ass, I thought with a wry smile. I had already talked to so many people for so long today that my social skills were completely spent. And I didn’t even gain a single level in Communication after my negotiation with the Princess. I hoped that if I ignored them long enough, they would get the cue and give me some silence…


“Not only that, he also defeated all four of us without any effort; it’s not a shame to lose to someone of this caliber!” one of the two non-Elite pixies added. I didn’t even bother to remember each of their names, to be honest.


“With him, we have a chance to get our revenge against those damn capybaras!” the second Rogue pixie said. “‘They think they are such a big deal, stupid rodents!”


“I don’t think they can have such complicated thoughts,” Xi joined the conversation. “And they are elementals, not rodents…” 

“You would be way more popular if you weren’t such a smarty-pants all the time, Xi!” the first Rogue complained.


“You’re so much cuter when you’re quiet!” the second Rogue added, not realizing that such a statement was equally true for each of them. 

“S-shut up, you meanies!” Xi fumed at them, surprising the two pixies.

Trying to ignore the casual banter of the silly little monsters, I examined the Perk options for my two latest Titles as I continued to jog along the dull passageway. If there was ever a decent time to think about suitable Perks, it was now.

[The First Champion Slayer] — As the first of your Progeny Type to slay a Champion-Tier monster on your own, you’ve proven yourself worthy of a Perk that will help you repeat this achievement over and over again. Make the monsters that proudly call themselves Champions tremble before your might!

Perks Available: The Underdog’s Reversal (Epic), The Bane of the Strong (Ultra Rare), The Slayer’s Delight (Ultra Rare)

Those Perks followed a familiar pattern — one more specialized but of a higher Rarity, and two more general of a lower one. None of them were weak, and the Epic Underdog’s Reversal, in particular, was rather life-saving despite its obvious limitations. Once a day, it allowed you to completely reverse all the damage received by your Essence Field in the last ten seconds — you would be completely healed, and the opponent would bear the full extent of the damage they had dealt to you. This effect was somewhat similar to that of the Lucky Charm, but more reliable in a way.

“We’re just kidding, no need to be angry at us, Xi!” the second Rogue said. “There’s no harm in some jokes between friends, right?”

“Since when are you two treating me as a friend?!”

“What?!” the two normal pixies both exclaimed. “W-weren’t we being good friends since always?!”

“Cut it out, you all,” the Mohawk Pixie Trickster, Mimi, interjected. “It seems that Mr. Truthwalker is busy with his Player System, don’t disturb him. Especially you two, Ri and Ji.”

So that’s what they are called, I noted. I have no idea who’s who, though. Not that I care.


I gave a short nod of appreciation to Mimi. Even if I wanted to defend Xi, I didn’t know much about the relationship among the four monster girls, nor did I have the social skills necessary to reach any reliable conclusion based on the little I had seen of their interactions. It was more convenient for me if they simply did their jobs without involving me in their personal matters. I would be gone from the Dungeon as soon as I completed my Quest anyway. There wasn't much point in socializing with them, other than to learn new information — something that I still planned to do, but only when we were alone with Xi, as she seemed like the easiest pixie for me to… ahem, to get along with.


Each of the Perks seems very lucrative, I thought as my mind returned to the matter at hand. 

The Bane of the Strong was a simple debuff that decreased a target’s Attributes — except Fate — and the higher those Attributes were compared to mine, the stronger the effect. Among the three, it seemed to be the most lackluster at first glance, as the decrease wasn’t that significant — just two and a half percent for every hundred-percent difference. In other words, an Elite with twice as many Attributes as me would only lose five percent of its power. The Slayer’s Delight, on the other hand, was more practical — it effectively doubled my rewards, be it EXP, LEC, or CP, for slaying any being that met the conditions. Moreover, it allowed me to recover a small percentage — two percent for Elites, four for Champions, and so on — of my HP, AP, and MP after killing any such being on my own.


“S-sorry, Mr. Lex,” Xi was the first to apologize, and the other two followed suit. 

“It’s okay, Xi.” I smiled at her, ignoring the other two. I doubted that they had any information she lacked, and I had already built a basic degree of trust with the Warlock. It made total sense to give her some favoritism, or so I thought. She turned her head away, her cheeks a bit redder than before, while the two little Rogues barely held back their giggles.


And we, Players, are supposed to slay those silly beings? I couldn’t help but wonder for a moment.


All three Perks could be used only against opponents whose total sum of Attributes, excluding Fate, was at least three times mine. That was actually better than if they only worked on Champion monsters and beyond — the Perks would apply even to other Players and normal monsters, as long as there was a big enough difference between us. Each of them had a restriction that rendered them unusable if anyone assisted me in battle.


As we didn't encounter any opponents on our way back, it didn't take us long to reach the cavern that forked into the main paths. I had already concluded my thoughts on the Perk from the First Slayer Title, but I wasn't in a hurry to confirm it, as none of them could be used until I actually encountered a Champion-Tier opponent. Who knew? I might still have a change of heart.


"The leftmost path leads to the Core Hall, while each of the other paths ends in a large cavern not much different from the one where we established our base," Mimi explained. "The only difference is that those other caverns are interconnected through a mud river, allowing the monsters to travel between them and the Core Hall as well."


"That doesn't sound good." I frowned. "I doubt any of us could chase them into the river."


"That's not much of a problem," Xi chimed in. "Even though the Dungeon currently lacks clear Control Zones, even mud elementals can't survive in the river for long. Plus, they aren't exactly the brightest. As wild monsters, they can ignore us fellow monsters, but not a Player. Their instincts will force them to attack you on sight and disregard their own safety."


"Player-killing instincts?" I raised an eyebrow. "You lot don't seem to have those."


"For us sapient monsters, those instincts are more defensive," Xi clarified. "If you attack us, we'll be forced to fight back with our full power. Otherwise, wouldn't it be too easy for Players to level up if we agreed to cooperate?"


"I attacked you when I woke you up from my Spell."


"T-that doesn’t count."


"Okay, let's get going, then." I nodded. "Lead the way, girls."


"Girls?" Mimi squinted her colorful eyes. "This has been on my mind for a while, but you seem rather nice to us for a Player. Never in my life have I been called a girl by someone of your kind."


"What?" Her comment confused me. "How else do people usually refer to you?"


"This thing, monster, creature, insect, little bi—"


"Okay, I got it," I interrupted Mimi. "Not every Player is an asshole, you know?"


"Everyone who ever entered our Dungeon back at Heliron was," the Mohawk pixie stated matter-of-factly. "Regardless of their Race—feline or canine, whether they were a Player or a Cultivator—for you guys blessed by the System, we aren't that different from domestic animals, are we?"


"Mi!" Xi exclaimed. "Why are you being so rude to Mr. Lex out of nowhere?!"


"Whatever do you mean, Xi?" Mimi looked sincerely confused. "It's not like I think they are wrong. We monsters are just a type of domestic animal; it doesn't matter if we're wild or not. Natural Sapients squeeze us for EXP and Coins, just like they use their Dairy Platypuses for milk and eggs. That's just the natural order of things."


“Dairy what?” I would have spilled everything in my mouth if I had been drinking anything. It seemed I had a lot to learn about Heliron. 

“There are good Players!” Xi glared at Mimi and then wrapped her hands around my arm. “And Lex… I mean, Mr. Lex is the best one of them!”

“Like the ones who saved you from slavers?” Mimi gave the other girl a sad smile. “Do you remember the story the Princess told you?”

“Even if she paid them with dust to save me, they still risked their lives for my sake!” Xi was getting agitated. “And they were very kind to me!”

“Did they kill the so-called slavers, Xi?” Mimi asked slowly, deliberately.

“I-I don’t know…” Xi said. “I d-didn’t see anything… when I woke up, everything was already over.”

“Yeah, of course,” Mimi said sarcastically. “You didn’t even see any slavers, and by the time you woke up, they were already taken care of. The group of benevolent Players had already disposed of the bodies to spare the delicate sensibilities of someone pure and innocent like you.”

“I saw the slavers when they attacked me!”

“And they were masked, weren't they?”

“W-what are you getting at, Mi?!”

“Want to know a curious fact? What if I told you that the Princess gave them the dust only after the kind and passionate Players saved you?”

“Wouldn’t that mean that they saved me of their own will and Zi just returned their kindness?!”

Xi clutched my arm harder. She was trembling. I wanted to say something, anything, but at the moment I couldn’t think of any words that would make the situation any better. I just silently listened to the heated conversation, just like the two confused Rogue girls.


“I never saw such an ugly grimace on her face, never before, nor ever after.” Mimi didn’t even hide the disdain in her voice. “Others weren’t present, but we three Tricksters were. After all, she wasn’t brave enough to face a group of Players on her own, you know?”


"They blackmailed her?!" Xi gritted her teeth, a mix of disbelief and anger crossing her face.


“I didn’t hear their conversation.” Mimi shrugged. “But what I saw was a delighted expression on her face when they just appeared, and unhidden resentment as they continued to talk. Just one last question, if I may?” 

“W-what?”

“Did anyone know where you were going to be at the time of the kidnapping?” Mimi lowered her head, her expression hidden behind the Mohawk, making it impossible to read her face. “Because I had no damned clue, despite being the one tasked with guarding you. We were about to receive the right to a Dungeon, so we moved to a different part of the forest. And, for some reason, you loved to sneak away on your own, together with a certain someone.”


Xi was silent, her little body trembling uncontrollably. Why did my chest hurt so much seeing this stranger on the verge of tears? I told myself that this had nothing to do with me. And yet… something about her reminded me of someone. A person who had been as alone as she was, even when surrounded by people. A person who oh so often chose not to face the truth that lay before him. 

“Who were you going to meet that afternoon, Xixi?” Mimi's voice grew louder with each word. “Who could tell those Players to prepare an ambush to catch you, former Princess Xixi?!”

“She would never do this!” Xixi shouted as she raised her head and glared daggers at the girl with a Mohawk the color of fresh grass. “We were raised… as sisters… s-she would never…”

Now, the pixie was sobbing uncontrollably, her face buried in my Stealth Cloak, covering it in tears and snot. And yet, her butterfly wings didn’t lose any of their color; they were as beautiful and breathtaking as always, which only made the sight of her even more heartbreaking in contrast. 


“Enough,” I finally said, mustering the courage to look at Mimi. “You've said enough, girl. We’re going into the next passage. Alone. You three guard the cavern, just in case.”


“B-but…” one of the Rogues said in a barely audible tone, realizing my intentions without fully understanding the language. She remained worried about their worthless orders, as if they could do anything against me if I turned hostile. 

“We’ll do as you say, Player,” Mimi declared, taking two daggers out of the sheaths on her waist and spinning them at her fingertips. “I’ll trust you. For now. But if anything, and I mean anything, happens to our legitimate Princess, I’ll find you, and I’ll kill you, no matter how many of my lives it takes. No matter how strong and dangerous you think you are, Truthwalker, I’ll track you down, you hear me?!”

“J-just like you did those assholes?” I asked, stuttering for a moment, to my shame. 


Mimi gave me a scowl with a barely hidden hint of shame and turned her back to me. She hadn’t gotten them, just as I had assumed. I took the absentminded Xi by the hand and led her into the passageway second from the right. I hoped that slaying some mud monsters would bring her—us—a sense of relief. If only for a short while. It was then that I realized I couldn't leave Xi alone. Not when she reminded me so much of myself. 

Your comprehension of the Left Out Concept improves by 20%, to 71%!

Your comprehension of the Broken Love Concept improves by 8%, to 32%!

Thank you, System, I thought. Thank you so damn much.


Chapter 9.

“S-sorry, I made your cloak dirty…” Xi said after calming down. About five minutes had passed since we stepped into the passageway.


“No worries,” I replied. “Just give me a minute.” 

That was as good a chance as any to Readjust my Concepts.

Concepts

Elemental: Mirage (E, 70%, In-level 5), Void (L, Grand, 13%, N-level 5), Shadow (UR, 38%, N-level 25)

Biotic: Cat (C, 55%, N-level 17)

Occult: The Wheel of Fortune (UC, 81% N-level 25), Magician (E, 32%, N-level 13)

Ego: Left Out (E, 44%, N-level 18) [Locked, 71%], Broken Love (E, 42%, N-level 18) [Locked, 32%]

Interestingly, the Void Concept’s Mastery hadn’t improved since my encounter with my other self. I couldn’t be sure if it was his doing, Luxuria’s help, or something else, but that was a relief. The Concepts currently set as my Secondary ones had both reached their highest level, and my two new Ego Concepts weren’t available, so if I wanted to train, I had only two choices left.


After setting Magician and Cat as my Secondary Concepts, the first thing I tried was gathering water from the air using the Reign Elements Art. Despite the Magician Concept's improvement since the last time I used it, things didn’t work as well as I had expected—I only managed to make half a cup of water, even after focusing for a minute. It turned out that separating water particles from the surrounding air wasn’t as simple as it sounded, even with the relatively high humidity in the Dungeon. For better or worse, there were patches of mud here and there in the passageway, which had a higher water content, though separating it cleanly was still a challenge. 

“Who knew that just getting some water to clean my clothes could be so complicated?” I whispered to myself as I washed away dirt and mucus from my Cloak using my Epic ability with a super cool name… “The Water Concept would’ve been more useful for this.”

After all my misadventures today, the Cloak hadn’t been exactly pristine even before Xi used it as a handkerchief. Now, though, I skillfully manipulated clean water to give it a more presentable look, even if temporarily.

“You can even control elements?” Xi noted. “Your abilities are really something else!”

“Yes?” I smiled at her. Her eyes were still red from crying, but her expression had mostly returned to her normal, cheerful if shy, self. “Then, what do you think about this?”

I canceled the illusion creating dog ears and instead used the Cat Concept’s Lifebending to create cat ears and a tail. Of course, the pupils of my eyes changed as well. With the improvement in both my Mastery over the Concept and my Affinity with it, I didn’t even need to see myself clearly to use Cat Shifting without any help.

“Y-you can even disguise yourself as a Felisian?!” Xi exclaimed, even more impressed with me this time. “I-is there anything you can’t do, Mr. Lex?!”

“Still calling me mister even after making a mess out of my beloved Artifact?” I grinned at her. “Just Lex is fine. But just for you. I won’t allow other pixies to address me casually. At least for now.”

“O-okay, Lex.”

“Regarding what Mimi told you…” I said, almost regretting it when I saw Xi’s expression change from bashful to pained. Almost. “I-I think you don’t have to worry about the past too much as long as we don’t know all the facts. In any case, if the Princess is the one who wanted to get rid of you, it means that the Players actually chose to spare you and punish her, which makes them not as bad as they could seem at first. A-and if she’s innocent, then it means she still saved you, and they are the ones who’re at fault…”


“W-what do you mean get rid of me?” Xi looked at me with wide eyes. “D-didn’t Mi imply that Zi wanted to undermine my credibility as the future ruler by making me suffer a loss?”


How much more innocent could that girl be? I thought, feeling even angrier at those who tried to harm such a person. 

“Never mind, let’s forget this topic for now and focus on the task at hand,” I said. “Show me the way.”


The rest of the way, we jogged in silence, though for some reason Xi didn’t let go of my Cloak, holding the end of it as if afraid I could disappear at any moment. That wasn’t completely wrong, though—if I Equipped it, she would instantly lose my presence.


We didn’t meet any of the elementals until the very end of the passageway—according to the pixies, the Capybaras exclusively gathered near the mud river and rarely ventured too far from it. We encountered one of the “wild” pixies, which I left for Xi to deal with. She needed a distraction more than I needed EXP and LEC from some normal opponent below my Level.


We stopped when we finally saw a wide entrance to a cavern from which the sound of flowing water could be heard. I took two pinky-sized transparent vials, one filled with blue dust and the other with pink. 

“Okay, do you mind if I use my reward for helping you people before facing our enemies? Is there anything I need to know about the dust?”

“I can tell you where it comes from, but I think it’s better if you don’t know, Lex…”

Now, that was a disturbing remark… but not disturbing enough for me to change my plans!

Common Pixie Dust (Pink) — A very peculiar substance that temporarily boosts your training and learning capabilities, but at a cost. Upon consumption, you’ll improve your Physical Skills and Attributes 500% faster for the next three hours. After the effect is over, you’ll be exhausted and fall into a deep slumber until you fully recover. It doesn’t affect artificial increases in Attributes, such as those from Potions. Beware — it can be addictive in large quantities! Interaction detected: [Human Sloth] allows complete recovery in four hours per vial.

The blue one had a similar description but applied only to Mental Skills and Attributes. If not for the interaction with the Human Sloth Trait, I wouldn’t risk taking those now. But if recovery only required four hours — and eight hours if using two vials — I’d still have more than enough time to recover before the time limit. I needed it to advance a new Skill as quickly as possible, and I also lacked a few points in Body and Mind before reaching my full potential. The sooner I got there, the better.

“Are you sure?” Xi asked as she saw me opening the first vial. “You’ll become rather vulnerable after the effect is over.”

“No worries, I believe you’ll protect me.” I winked at her. “Plus, I’ll only sleep for four hours per vial.”

“Seriously?” Xi looked at me in disbelief. “Usually, people are out for an entire day or two after just one vial.”

“I’m just built different,” I said. “So how should I use it?”

“Just put the tip in your nose and inhale; it’s nothing complicated.”

I did as she said, and in the next moment, the world became bright and full of color. In fact, I’d say that the effect was very similar to a sudden increase in Nerve. The dust had a pleasant smell, a mix of citrus and pine.

“I hope I didn’t just smell your fart or something,” I joked.

“W-well…”

“What’s with this awkward silence?” I asked, my hand stopping in the middle of opening the blue vial. “D-does the dust really come from your—”

“Not at all!” Xi waved her hands desperately. “It’s more like dandruff from our wings!”

“Oh, so it’s just like pollen on butterfly wings?” I sighed in relief. “Don’t call it dandruff, please. It makes it sound worse than it actually is.”


The second vial smelled of lavender and peppermint; it cleared my mind and gave me a sense of unity with the world—sort of like when I had increased my Spirit. I doubted the effect was strong enough to consider it addictive, but perhaps the System was warning against consuming too much at once? In either case, it was time for us to fight. 

“So those are the so-called Mud Capybaras, huh?” I muttered as we hid behind a stalagmite near the cavern’s entrance. I was a bit high on the dust but otherwise in peak condition. “They look like… dirty clay figurines of fat rodents.”


Ten compact mud monsters lay peacefully on the ground near a river of extremely thick, brown water that flowed slowly, carrying stone debris and rocks. They were strange, unnatural creatures, closer to animated mud than actual living animals. Xi didn’t call them elementals for nothing. I identified the smallest of them, about the size of a large dog. 

Mud Capybara

Type: Monster, Minion

Rank: Bronze, Level 22

“Don’t underestimate them, they have both melee and ranged attacks and are surprisingly fast!” Xi warned me.

I continued to examine our foes. It turned out that the rest, except for two particularly notable specimens, were around the same size and Level as the first one. As for those two Capybaras that were closer in size to ponies than dogs…

Your current Gear can’t Identify beings of a Rank higher than yours.

And, indeed, I recalled that the Identify function of the Gear had this restriction. I had seen Ciesta’s Level despite her being at the Silver Rank because it hadn’t actually been me who had Identified her, but my copy from the other dimension.

“Hmm, it seems two of them are of the Steel Rank,” I noted as I led the way away from the cavern. “Do you mind if I take care of them all on my own?”

My Trainee Quest required me to slay four more Steel Ranks, and it seemed that I would complete it soon enough. It worried me, though, that clearing the Core Hall could end up being harder than I initially assumed. We walked some distance away so we could talk normally without alarming the Capybaras. The river was loud, anyway.

“Are you sure, Mr—” Xi cleared her throat—“I mean, Lex?”

“Of course, I’d prefer to share some fun with you, but I have a Quest that requires me to kill Steel Ranks on my own.”

“F-fun? No, I mean, even if they aren’t Elites, their higher Rank makes me doubt I could take on two of them alone... and then we have eight more Capybaras to deal with. Even for you, this shouldn’t be easy, right? Especially considering you're a Paragon whose greatest strength lies in empowering others…”

“And why would you even think that I’m a Paragon?” I almost laughed at her wild claim.

“W-well, you’re so cool and charming, and cool, and… well, charming. You’re just overflowing with Charisma!”

At that point, I really couldn’t stop myself from laughing out loud, and so I did, but not before I put on the hood of my Stealth Cloak to silence the sound.

After laughing to my heart’s content, I took off the hood and said, “You really overestimate me, Xi. While my Fate is high enough, it’s exclusively focused on Luck. Without my Communication Skill being as high as it is, I would’ve been stuttering twice as much as you do…”

“You’re just teasing me, right?!”

“Well, let me show you the real power of a Truthwalker.” I grinned. “Just hide and enjoy the sight.”

I linked my Mirage to Cat, and thus, started to Invoke perhaps the cutest of Miracles in existence. With my Stealth Cloak to completely hide my presence, I recited mysterious chants in an ancient, profound language. And a few minutes later, the Phantom Cat House manifested into existence, disturbing the peace of poor, oversized capybaras.

“Is this really a Miracle?!” Xi almost shouted, but the monsters didn’t hear her—they were far too busy dealing with dozens of cats that kept appearing from a transparent miniature castle. “What are those animals you’re creating? They’re so cute!”


This time, my Affinity with both the Miracle and Cat Concepts was higher, as was my Mastery and the Imagination Skill. Moreover, my newest Spatial Thinking Skill played a significant role, making it much easier for me to understand the House’s dimensions and be aware of every detail. Of course, the end result was more elaborate and impressive compared to the last time I had used this peculiar Miracle. I also learned to appreciate it more now that I understood my Concepts wouldn’t be with me forever. Just today, so many of them had transformed into something else, disappearing along with all the powers they provided. The Cat Concept was only of Common Rarity, so it was only a matter of time before I replaced it, but its abilities were just so adorable...


The capybaras charged at the summoned cats like bulls seeing red, headbutting the poor imitations into oblivion. In exchange, they received desperate claw attacks aimed at their beady green eyes and exposed bellies where the mud was less thick. The normal capybaras sustained some decent damage to their Essence Fields, but the Steel-ranked pair seemed to react too quickly to be hit in any vulnerable spot. Despite being larger, they were also more agile than their Bronze counterparts. Occasionally, some of the monsters shot pellets of mud from their bodies at the Cat House, proving they also had ranged attacks. 

In any case, I hadn’t planned to finish off the monsters with the Miracle alone; it wasn’t as overpowering as some of my other options. Instead, I controlled the phantom cats to gather all the mud capybaras as close together as possible. Then, I took the Skull Staff and cast a Shadowball right at the center of the group.

Critical Hit! x10

According to my estimation, the spell wasn’t weaker compared to when I had cast it before, which meant that the Staff still used my own Shadow Affinity even with the Concept Unequipped. That was good to know.


The expanded darkness took care of six of the capybaras, which was less than I had expected—I had thought none of them would survive. They seemed more resistant to shadow magic than the Lycanians, and by a fair margin, considering that Cultivators are usually comparable to Elite monsters. Nonetheless, the cats finished off the remaining two Bronze Ranked monsters almost instantly, leaving only the two Steel Ranks with a quarter of their Essence Field each. 

You have slain a [ Mud Capybara - Bronze, Monster, Level 22]. You receive 44 LEC.

…

…

You have slain a [ Mud Capybara - Bronze, Monster, Level 24]. 20% EXP bonus.  You receive 48 LEC.

Perhaps not unexpectedly, the two survivors realized that nothing good awaited them if they stayed, so they rushed to the mud river. Thankfully, I had already lured them away from it before casting the Shadowball. I used the Reign Elements Art to raise the ground beneath their feet, making them stumble for a moment, and simultaneously cast a Phantom Bolt at each of their heads. At that point, the phantom cats had already surrounded the poor capybaras, showering them with endless attacks.

You have slain a [Jovial Mud Capybara - Steel, Monster, Level 25]. 30% EXP bonus. x2 EXP for killing a being of a higher Rank.  You receive 100 LEC.

Level up! You are now Level 22! You receive 4 Free Attribute Points (FAP).

You have slain a [Jovial Mud Capybara - Steel, Monster, Level 26]. 40% EXP bonus. x2 EXP for killing a being of a higher Rank. You receive 104 LEC.

Quest notice: Steel Rank beings slain: 3/5

“Wow, finally a single Level!” I shook my head with a wry smile. “Progress really slowed down after I reached Level 20.”

Funds: 3795+44+44+46+46+46+46+46+48+100+104=4365 LEC

You’ve successfully ambushed a group of higher Level enemies and killed them without even being found! You’ve also used your Imagination and Spatial Thinking for your Miracle and to control the situation! Your Skills are improved.

Spatial Thinking reaches level 2.

Spatial Thinking reaches level 3. Your Mind is increased by 2.

Spatial Thinking reaches level 4.

Spatial Thinking reaches level 5. Your Mind is increased by 2.

Spatial Thinking reaches level 6.

Spatial Thinking reaches level 7. Your Mind is increased by 2.

Warning! You’ve reached your natural limit of seventy-five Mental Attribute points. All additional points are withheld until the Steel Rank.

Imagination reaches level 22. Your Spirit is increased by 1 (withheld).

Stalking reaches level 27. Your Nerve is increased by 1 (withheld).

Ambush reaches level 27. Your Fate is increased by 1 (withheld).

Your Cat Concept reaches Neophyte-level 18.

Your Cat Concept reaches Neophyte-level 19.

Your Magician Concept reaches Neophyte-level 14.

Your Unequipped Concepts are improved.

“Well, of course, the higher you get, the harder it is to raise a single Level,” Xi said. “So, for how long were you stuck? A week? A month?”

“For a few hours.”

“He-he, you got me with this one!”

“No, I mean, I really had my last level-up a few hours ago,” I explained. “But since then, I have killed a couple of dozen opponents, three of them being at the Steel Rank, just like you just witnessed. Before, I would’ve gained a few levels already.”


“T-that’s just unfair!” Xi pouted. “You Players are such cheaters! Just to let you know, I’ve been stuck on my current Level for half a year!”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I shrugged. “Kobolds in the Dungeon I cleared were growing as fast as I was. You’re just unlucky with your environment.” 

“Y-yeah, you aren’t wrong…” Xi slumped her wings and shoulders. “Our previous Dungeon, which we acquired after so much hardship, had already reached its limit and didn’t have half as much Essence to consume as this one does.”

“So nothing stops you now, right?”

“As we aren’t controlling the Dungeon, we only get scraps from capybaras,” Xi said. “But even so, I think I can reach Level 25 in a week!”

“Good for you.” I patted her on the head, which made her wave her antennae. “As for me, I hope to become a Steel Rank today…”

“Unfair!” Xi jumped back from me with a flutter of her wings. 

“By the way, what about Monster Companions?” I asked as something came to mind. “Do they grow in strength faster? And what benefit does a Player get if their Companion takes over a Dungeon? And in general?”

“W-why so sudden?”

“My friend has her Companion taking over the Dungeon I cleared today. Though she isn’t a Player.”

“Well, your benefit as a Sentient is that you gain wonderful company!” Xi said, pointing at herself. “A loyal friend that can accompany you to Dungeons!”


“I’m fine on my own.”


“Ahem,” Xi cleared her throat. “And your Companion can also Respawn if killed in a Dungeon, with all her memories intact… As for them becoming a Dungeon Keeper, there’s not much benefit to a Player, but if you’re a Sentient or Cultivator, you can absorb Essence at an accelerated pace, just like monster minions. There are many other benefits as well!”


“You sound very enthusiastic,” I said. “What’s in it for you? Let’s say you become my Companion; what benefits will you get?” 

“M-me?!” Xi covered her face with her hands. “B-becoming y-your c-companion?! T-that would be too big of an honor for me!”

“Would you have to accompany me everywhere?” I asked. “Would you be able to leave the Dungeon with me? Just what if.”

“I can leave the Dungeon even without becoming a Companion, as I’m not directly linked to it,” Xi said, serious as she calmed herself down. “Companions don’t have to accompany their Master all the time; in fact, there’s no restriction on distance at all.”


I nodded. Aliya had come to the Kobold Nest without Iriri just fine.


“But,” Xi continued, “a Natural Sentient can only have one Companion, at least until Silver Rank. They share a part of the absorbed Essence — which is just EXP for Players — with them, so being separated won’t be very beneficial. In the first place, finding a willing monster isn’t easy…” 

“I can imagine that not many would want to call someone a Master and be bound to them…”

“No, the biggest issue isn’t that,” Xi said. “It's that if the Master dies, their Companion will cease to exist as well.”

“Yikes. And if it’s the other way around? If the monster dies permanently?”

“A Sentient can’t have a new Companion… they also permanently lose the Secondary Concept Slot that they used for the Bond along with the Concept. For those reasons, it’s quite rare for anyone to even consider such a deal, despite the possible benefits. Especially for monsters…”

This explanation gave me a better understanding of the relationship between Aliya and Iriri. So the Cait-Sith was basically bound for life to the Lyncisian girl. What circumstances led to them accepting such a deal? Or perhaps, considering the difference in their status, Iriri wasn’t given a choice at all? Or maybe for her, becoming Aliya’s Companion was a great honor, just as Xi had referenced the possibility of becoming mine? After hearing the explanation, I decided against making such an offer irresponsibly.


“I see,” I muttered, loudly enough for her to hear. “This isn’t for me, then.”


In any case, I worked best alone. Yes, just being on my own was for the best… 

Your comprehension of the Left Out Concept improves by 5%, to 76%.


Chapter 10.

I contemplated whether I should do something with the mud river by Reigning Elements, such as felling the tunnel through which it flowed, but decided against it. After all, there could be unforeseen consequences. I didn’t even need to consider using the river to travel directly between the different caverns — even if the Magician’s Art allowed me some degree of control over the elements, it was not to the point where I would be safe diving into the unknown abyss and possibly facing monsters underwater.


“Let’s return to the cavern at the entrance and continue to the other paths,” I said. “Are you ready to face Mi again?”


“I-I still don’t know what to say to her,” Xi said. “I know she cares about me, but I also want to believe in Zi... Even if those Players weren’t as good as I believed, it doesn’t matter, because you are not like them!” 

“Just repeat this to her, and you’re good,” I said. “Probably…”

It wasn’t like I could give her any decent advice on human psychology. As far as relationships went — and I decided to consider pixies as people because I wasn’t a jerk — she was probably far more experienced than I was.


As we made our way back, I checked my latest Title one more time, but the Perks were still as ridiculous as when I skimmed through them earlier. 

[The First Witness of the Divine] — As the first of your Progeny Type to interact with a Divine Being face-to-face (even if that was just their Avatar, mind you), and not being obliterated or losing your mind, you’ve achieved quite a feat. And, it seems that the Deity that contacted you found you quite to her liking as well! What a lucky fella, choose your Perk and get your due reward. Or tell the self-proclaimed gods to screw themselves.

Perks Available: Luxuria’s Grace (Legendary), The Profane Dogma (Legendary), The Lucky Prayer (Rare)

Two of the Perks were ridiculously strong, being of Legendary Rarity, while one was just Rare, not even Ultra. And, of course, their effects couldn’t be further apart. The problem was that choosing one of the two Legendary Perks would be a royal pain in the ass. To say the least.

To say the least.

[Luxuria’s Grace] (Legendary) — You witnessed the Deity of Lust, Luxuria herself, and gained her favor. What more needs to be said, Casanova? Acquiring a harem has never been easier!

Effect: All beings capable of being sexually or romantically attracted to you are ten times more susceptible to your Charisma. They will find you more attractive in general and will have an easier time developing positive feelings toward you. You gain limitless sexual stamina, along with a significantly increased libido. Consensual intercourse further increases the target’s susceptibility to your Charisma tenfold, resulting in a hundredfold increase in total. Your Affinity with the Lust Concept (Ultra Rare) is increased by 30% and improves with your advancement in Rank. It can become a Title of its own.

“Lex, why is your face so red?” Xi asked politely. “If you’re tired from all the running through the passageway, we can rest.”

“I’m fine, it’s just that a certain Perk I was offered made me a bit angry.”

“What kind of Perk is it?”

“A Legendary pain-in-the-neck kind of Perk.”


“L-Legendary?!” 

Luxuria’s Grace was pretty much the last thing I would ever need. To begin with, it really sounded like something a complete scumbag would dream of. If the influence of very high Charisma was like what I had experienced when encountering Luxuria, wouldn’t that be just a sort of mind control? Thanks, but no thanks. And if I ever met her follower or Apostle, I would need to be very careful around them, especially if they were female. As for the other Legendary Perk…

[The Profane Dogma] (Legendary) — You faced a Deity’s Avatar and didn’t even flinch? You resisted the influence of their overwhelming existence? Look at you, atheist much? Where others see the Divine, you see just a person—a very powerful one, but still a person. And isn’t this the truth? But beware, those who proclaim themselves as gods don’t particularly like non-believers. In fact, some hate them with a passion.


Effect: You become invisible to the clairvoyance of Deities, except when they are granted the authority to observe you by the System as part of their duty. You become immune to all effects related to faith, including Divine curses and blessings. You can recognize any being touched by the Divine, and once per day, you can activate this Perk to temporarily cut them off from their Deity for a period that depends on the depth of their connection and the difference between your Fate Attribute. It improves with your advancement in Rank and can become a Title of its own. Selecting this Perk will make certain existences hostile and will prevent you from becoming a follower of any Deity. 

The effects of the Perk were extremely specific. It wouldn’t improve my general fighting power at all, but it could give me a greater degree of freedom from the strongest beings in existence. I couldn't be sure if Luxuria would appreciate it if I decided to pick that Perk, or if she was among those who could turn hostile. Other than her, I hadn’t encountered any Deities directly, and perhaps not every one of them was an Administrator like her, going around contacting people. Wasn’t there that one canine Deity depicted in the Kobold Nest? Additionally, Luxuria had mentioned that my other self was trying to become a Deity himself. Wouldn’t that help me against him? But the question was—at what cost?

“Do you believe in gods, Xi?” I asked without slowing down. 

“What do you mean by believe?” She tilted her head. “I know that they exist; that’s a fact.”

“Huh, so you've met a Deity?”

“W-what?! Of course not!”

“So, how do you know, then? Is it common for them to come to Heliron?”


“Well, there are all sorts of blessings people receive from them, and they are recognized by the System. Isn’t this enough?” 

“I guess you’re right. What about people with a deeper connection to gods?”

“I heard that some particularly outstanding Players or powerful monsters can receive benefits from following a Deity, but nothing concrete… I’m just a small pixie from some backward forest, you know!”


“Fair enough.” I shrugged.


If there were powerful people borrowing the strength of Deities, then this Perk could be a lifesaver. On the contrary, it could also provoke them, making their masters hostile toward me for no reason. It was a double-edged sword, and I had too little information to determine whether it would be a curse or a blessing. 

As for the last Perk, just like it sounded, the Lucky Prayer allowed me to pray and receive a random blessing from a random Deity once per day. Even for a Rare Perk, it didn’t sound that impressive, but who knew how powerful a blessing could be? Some of them could potentially be helpful enough to make it easier for me to defeat an Elite Boss within the time limit.


Then again, not being spied on by some unknown entities is a good enough reward by itself, I thought. I don’t particularly like being watched. But is it worth the risk? I have enough powerful Perks already… Maybe I should play it safe with the Rare option? 

Your Void Concept reaches Neophyte-level 6. 

Following the sudden notification, a so-familiar voice echoed in my head, causing me a headache. Both literal and figurative.

DON’T CHOOSE THE PROFANE DOGMA, IT’S A TRAP.

“Are you okay?!” Xi immediately reacted as she saw my discomfort.

“Y-yeah, I’m fine.” I clenched my fists. Here he was again. But this time, his presence was far too weak to be a threat. And how could the Voice Concept’s Mastery increase out of nowhere.

CHOOSE LUXURIA’S GRACE. EVEN IF YOU DON’T USE ITS EFFECTS, IT WILL BRING YOU CLOSER TO THE GODDESS AND EARN HER FAVOR.

Shut the heck up, I've had enough of your nonsense! I shouted at my other self in my head, trying my best to look normal on the outside. Go befriend her yourself, she seems nice enough! 

WITH THE PROFANE DOGMA, YOU WON’T BE ABLE TO RECEIVE MY HELP ANYMORE.

Sounds just perfect!

WITH IT, YOU MAY NOT BECOME A SLAVE TO THE GODS, BUT YOU WILL BECOME A SLAVE TO THE SYSTEM.

And aren't we all already its slaves?

DON’T MAKE A HASTY CHOICE. THINK LEX, THINK.

A part of me urged caution, telling me to at least consider his words. Another part was suspicious of his sudden involvement in the first place. But the bigger part was simply eager to spite my other, entitled self. And so, in the spur of the moment, I did exactly that.


You receive a Personal Perk — The Profane Dogma (Legendary)! Deities without Administration Rights won’t be pleased, but who cares? 

Eat it, you fake loser, I snickered at the voice in my head.

WELL SHIT, YOU REALLY JUST WENT AND DID IT… DON’T TELL ME I DIDN’T WARN YOU, BOY… THAT’S WHAT YOU EXPECTED TO HEAR, HMM?

In a moment, the voice of the other Lex Lurker shifted from disappointment to amusement, from seriousness to playfulness.

OH GOSH, I CAN’T BELIEVE I WAS SO GULLIBLE BACK IN THE DAY. OR IS IT JUST BECAUSE YOU LACK MOST OF YOUR MEMORIES?

And that was when I realized I had screwed up.

JUST SOME BASIC REVERSE PSYCHOLOGY AND YOU DO EXACTLY WHAT I NEED. HA-HA-HA, THANK YOU FOR BEING SO EASY, BOY. THIS PERK WILL SERVE OUR PURPOSE WELL.

You really got me this time, huh? I thought, maintaining my composure. Oh no, I just chose a cool Legendary Perk because of your masterful manipulations. How terrible! Just as expected from the Void Monarch, the one and only! You’re so amazing!

Before I could hear his sarcastic comeback, I activated the Profane Dogma, targeting myself.

Your connection to the Demigod of Void, the Void Monarch, is temporarily blocked. Time remaining: 727 minutes

Even if we assume that he tricked me, at the very least I now have a way to make him shut up for half a day, I told myself. And maybe he was just pretending to be in control after he failed to convince me to take Luxuria’s Grace.

"You know, I kind of feel left out when it looks like you’re just talking to someone in your head…"


"People usually call this thinking, Xi."


"Not necessarily. For example, you can always talk to your Monster Companion with just a thought! And now you have a similar look."


"Don’t worry; I don’t have any strange voices in my head… only my own." That wasn’t completely false. Both Lexor and Alex could be considered “my voices,” in a way. 

“And the System’s!”

“And the System’s.” I smiled at her, but then frowned. “Wait, do you hear this?”

We were still a couple of hundred yards from the exit, but I could clearly hear the sounds of battle in the main cavern. I prepared the Scimitar and the Cloak, then rushed toward the source of the noise. Surprisingly, Xi kept pace with me, fluttering her wings faster than I had ever seen.


When we reached the cavern, we were met with an unexpected sight. The three pixies we had left to guard it were engaged in deadly combat with a group of eight more pixies. The fight was far from even. Mimi was going all out with her dual daggers, dancing between the wings and blades of her frenzied former companions, but it just wasn’t enough. She and the other two were getting closer to being completely surrounded, and their Essence Fields were dangerously low. It was simple math: even if the enemies were all normal pixies, Mimi was roughly equal to two normal monsters in strength, maybe three if they lacked cooperation. In other words, they needed our help, and they needed it fast.


I had to make a decision that would affect the outcome of the fight. If I Equipped the Skull Staff, I could eliminate most of our enemies at once. But with the Unequip cooldown, that would take too long. Considering how dangerous the situation was for our allies, even casting a couple of Phantom Bolts might be too slow. Instead, I took a more direct approach.


I sent an illusory copy of myself into the middle of the battlefield as I charged at the pixies full speed. If the monsters were surprised by my illusion, they didn't show it. However, it distracted one of them just long enough for Mimi to behead her with a powerful slice of her dagger, which momentarily became twice as long as she used her Technique on it. I had already reached the opponent closest to me and split her body in half at the waist. Without waiting to be found, I Reigned the ground under one of the pixies, creating spikes to attack her from below. She didn't die, but her Essence Field was nearly depleted. Xi finally entered the fight as well, sending her butterflies at our enemies from afar.


Just like that, in a matter of seconds, the battle situation had completely reversed. Now, even if we factored in the “math of battle power,” we were even at eight points or eight normal monsters — me, Xi, and Mimi counted as two each, plus two more pixies against eight wild monsters. And that was me being humble about my strength. Nonetheless, any serious fight could still turn for the worse due to bad luck or a single foolish mistake.


While I was busy killing my first target, one of our allied pixies mistook my illusion for my real self and hid behind it. Unfortunately, it was just an illusion, not my real body, so it couldn't protect her from an attack by one of our enemies. Her crude wooden spear passed through the illusion effortlessly and nearly struck the pixie—Riri, if I remembered her name correctly—in the head. This situation didn't go unnoticed by Mimi. The elite rushed to help her companion and was barely in time to block the thrust. While defending her dear friend, Mimi left herself open to a counterattack from another wild pixie. This one moved faster and attacked more viciously than the rest of the pack. The wild creature came up from behind and managed to thrust her dagger right into Mimi's shoulder. I reacted quickly and sent a Phantom Bolt at the enemy before she could inflict more damage. Momentarily confused, the enemy couldn't avoid a strike to her heart, which depleted the rest of her health. But one detail was striking about the fallen foe—her dagger was covered in luminescent green light. The weapon shone ominously even as its owner fell.


Now Mimi's Essence Field was only at 10%, and that was getting lower and lower. Her health was also at half. The wound on her back, right where one of her wings was growing, started to be covered in spots of corrosion, not much different from the corrosion created by my own Shadow Ball. 

"You are going to be fine, Mi," Xi said as she ran to us.

Her face hid a hint of concern beneath the smile she wore. I checked Mimi's status. Her Essence Field was already depleted, and her health continued to drop. Black spots covered both of her wings, making them wither like flowers left without water for far too long.


“Xi,” Mimi said, anguish on her face. “I am sorry for being so harsh on you. I apologize for my rudeness, Mr. Truthwalker.” 

“What do you mean, Mi?” Xi replied. “You only shared your honest opinion!”

“Maybe…” Mimi said with a self-deprecating smile. “But perhaps I was just being negative and trying to convince myself that the world is a harsh and unfair place. Maybe I only see the worst in people, and I was trying to make you see the world the same way. Maybe I was just trying to infect you with my negativity…”


"That's all well and good," I said, realizing where this was going, "but stop talking like you're about to die or something sad like that."


I took a Health Potion out of my Storage. If I wanted to have the best chance of winning the battle against the Dungeon's Champion, I needed this Elite monster as my ally. And some silly poison couldn’t take her from me. 

“I think this little vial should be enough to save you.”

"A Health Potion, huh?" Mimi looked at the vial in my hand. "It could have helped if that were an ordinary wound. But it's already too late. If it had been a common one, then there might have been a chance. And anyway, those aren’t exactly designed with us monsters in mind."


The Mohawk pixie shook her head, making it clear that she didn’t want me to even try to save her. But even a slim chance of success was more important to me than a cheap Potion.


"We can't know if we don't try," I said as I poured the contents of the vial onto her back. The flesh around her wound started to return to normal, but that didn’t seem to be enough. Despite the Potion healing a significant portion of her Health, it didn’t seem to completely counteract the effect of the poison.


"The poison has already entered my body deep enough; just healing the outside wound won’t help," Mimi said. "Well, I warned you, and you just wasted your Potion for nothing.” 

I shrugged. It was worth a try.

“I'm going to die, but it's not like I will be gone forever.” Mimi said. “I believe that you will clear that Dungeon and bring me back before I lose my personality. If you fail, then our entire tribe is finished anyway. If you succeed, then, at worst, I'll lose more of my memories than I want to, but it’s not such a big deal, you know?”


"Sorry, it's all my fault," said Xi. "If I hadn't run away scared to face you and your words, then we wouldn't have left you alone, and nothing like this would have happened to begin with..."


"Nonsense," Mimi laughed. "And why are you guys sad, anyway? If you hurry up and kill the Matriarch, everything will be over. And I’ll also forget all the rude stuff I told you, Xi. Such an embarrassment, ha-ha." 

“Do any of them look like they can keep a secret?” I blurted out. “They will definitely remember your every embarrassing word.”

"Huh, sure enough..." Mimi paused for a moment before starting to laugh like she heard the funniest joke in the world. She laughed and laughed, as if that were the last mission she had to complete… and then, suddenly, she was gone. Her Health reached zero, her eyes closed, and her body went limp.


"Mimi!" the three remaining pixies exclaimed in unison. They hugged her body tightly. Even in her final moments, she was laughing at the situation. The three girls stared in a daze at the corpse of their companion. And then, after fully realizing what had just happened, they burst into tears. 


Chapter 11.

While the three pixies were lamenting the temporary loss of their friend, I was checking my notifications. A Player must do what a Player should be doing, regardless of the circumstances.


Your comprehension of the Left Out Concept improves by 5%, to 81%.


Funds: 4365+46+44+46+50+50+48=4649


As expected, the wild monsters didn't leave any loot for me. At the very least, I earned some money, which was a nice addition. However, I hadn’t received coins for every pixie, only for those I had directly impacted. Since I wasn't part of the party with the three girls, I wasn't certain if I could even invite them as they weren't actual companions of any player.


Now, I had to carefully weigh my options. Initially, I had planned to clear the dungeon only after resting when the effect of the Pixie Dust expired. However, waiting too long would mean risking having one of our strongest allies potentially turn into an opponent.


I also considered the situation of my other companions, but from what I knew, they were safe in the Kobold Nest waiting for my return. There was no rush to reach them as it would take some time for them to take over the Dungeon anyway. This gave me more reasons to avoid rushing.


Nonetheless, I observed Mimi's disintegrating corpse and noticed that the girls had finally calmed down, more or less.


“Xi,” I said, “how often do you usually cry in a day? This is your second time today.”


“Usually,” she replied with bloodshot eyes, “I only cry once before going to sleep. People sleep better after crying their eyes out, you know.”


“You know, Xi? The worst part is that I can’t tell if you’re joking or not.” 

This finally elicited a laugh from her. Unfortunately, the other two pixies didn’t understand my attempt at humor since they were unfamiliar with "Fangish".


“Anyway,” I continued, “I have a question for you.”


“What is it?”


“Will Mimi lose any of her memories if I complete the quest today? If I defeat the Matriarch in a few hours instead of waiting until tomorrow.


“Well,” Xi pondered, “I am not really sure what we have here is not a common situation. We know how many memories our companions lose based on second-hand knowledge from other monsters and the previous fairy queen of our tribe. But as far as I know, the longer a sentient monster is dead as a wild one, the more memories we lose. This is an exponential process. In other words, you lose a few times as much memory after the second day as you had lost after the first one. It is also very possible that this works the same for every hour or so. Even at the most optimistic estimate, she would lose around a week's worth of her memory as soon as she completely reforms as a wild one.” 

“Is there a way to avoid it?”

“Yes, if a new Dungeon Keeper interferes with her mind before she’s reborn, though keeping memories on purpose this way is a rather wasteful use of Essence…”


“Okay, it’s decided then,” I said. “I’ll take care of the Matriarch in a couple of hours. Before that, we should clear the other two pathways and rest while we can.” 

“Wait,” Xi said, “shouldn't we prepare more for this battle? Even with all your powers and our help, the final battle wouldn't be easy. Moreover, Mi was an important combatant and without her things would only get more troublesome.”

“What are you talking about?” I smirked. “I didn't even use a tenth of my power so far, believe it or not. The Miracle I had shown you just before is actually the weakest one I have. Who do you think I am? I am a Truthwalker and a mere Champion, even if surrounded by other monsters, can't be my opponent. Moreover, you are going to be there, watching my back, so I have nothing to fear.”

“Whoa!” Xi looked at me with admiration. “You really are amazing, Lex!”

I turned away from her in embarrassment. “Yeah. I'm not that bad. To be honest with you, though...”

I turned back to her. “The more we wait, the more the Champion will understand that something is wrong. If we kill the monsters in the other caves and then give it too much time, even if it is as mindless as a normal beast, it will feel endangered. Who knows what it will do to get back at us. The same way she can send the fairies here, she can make her other underlings attack us out of nowhere, making me unable to unleash my full power. I need us to gain the initiative.”


Now that I thought about it, attacking them first was the only option. Moreover, I had no idea what my enemy outside the Dungeon would do if I waited too long. Who knew? Maybe he would call for someone who also had a Challenger Token. I would have to deal with some powerful enemies inside the Dungeon as well. Then again, even with the token, he wouldn't be capable of overcoming the level limit. So maybe that would actually be good for me.


"Also, one more thing," I stated. "How can a normal, wild pixie have such potent venom? If all of you possessed something like this, you would be far more intimidating than you appear."


"We may look cute, but we are far from weak," Xi responded with a pout. "For beings at our level, we are more dangerous than creatures like goblins. To answer your question, it's partially my fault…"


"Why is that?" I inquired.


"The girl who harmed Mi is Bi, who turned out to be her most formidable opponent despite being just a regular pixie and not yet an Elite. She had a great fondness for all types of poisons. I suggested she experiment with something... She kept applying her favorite poisons to her dagger repeatedly until it transformed into an Uncommon Rarity Artifact.""That's quite extraordinary," I remarked. "I was unaware that it could happen this way. Is it truly so simple to create new Artifacts?"


"For a Player, no. It's better to purchase one or obtain it from a Dungeon. But for us monsters, using our regular weapons in various ways is essentially the only method to acquire powerful equipment. Additionally, to be honest, Bi applied various poisons for years before the effect occurred. So it's not a quick process at all. A truly skilled and talented Player could reach Silver Rank in that timeframe. And she only obtained an upgraded dagger."


“Fair enough.” I shrugged. “Inform those two girls to return to your tribe's base and inform the Princess. The rest of you need to prepare.”


Xi conveyed my message to the two pixies, leaving us alone. The bodies of all the pixies, whether wild or our dear Mimi, had already dissipated as if they werenever there.


"Now onto our next destination," I said. 

“Okay.” Xi nodded.

She seemed to have calmed down after the recent events with her friend, arguably the only one in the tribe who genuinely cared about her. We headed towards our destination through the second entrance from the left, similar to the last time. Inside the tunnel, there were no capybaras. It appeared that we had already eliminated all the wild pixies, judging by the numbers I had taken down. Additionally, one of the wild Elite Tricksters that Xi and Mimi had defeated an hour before my arrival.


"Mimi was always kind to me," Xi said after a moment of silence.


"Really?" I inquired.


"Yes. Today was the first time she was harsh or spoke ill of anyone."


"I assumed she was always like that," I replied.


As we reached the cave at the end of the tunnel, we fell into a contemplative quiet. If anything, I had asked Xi to accompany me to give her space, without distractions or facing the princess. I questioned the current ruler of the tribe, but what significance did it hold for me?


The cave we reached was not much different from the one we had encountered earlier that day. Except for a really, really big capybara right in the center, much larger than any I had seen before.


"Is this one of the husbands?" I asked, unable to identify the large creature using my Gear. Obviously, it had to be at the Steel Rank.


"I guess so."“Well, we are in luck. The more of these guys we slay before the final battle, the better for us.”


Now, I faced quite a dilemma. My Concept Readjustment had finished its cooldown, allowing me to replace my Miracle with the strongest one - the Phantom Cataclysm from the Magician Concept, which I wanted to keep for the final battle against the boss.


So, I had to choose a different Concept good enough to defeat the beast before me without using my strongest trump card. It wasn't obvious which choice to make, considering I had lost many of my Concepts due to my other self’s interference, and the two strongest outcomes of that interference weren't available to me yet.


Maybe I should use the cataclysm now and then save the raging shadow for the Matriarch?


Who could be a better target than her? If I were lucky, the shadow could weaken them enough for me to absorb it again. However, if the shadow I created turned out to be too powerful, like last time, we could be in trouble.


Let's test my idea on a safer target first.


After contemplating, I decided to use the Raging Shadow on the beast before me and save the Cataclysm for later. If the beast was alone, I wouldn't even need it. I assumed my power would suffice for a one-on-one battle as long as I initiated the attack from the shadows.


Unfortunately, there were two capybaras that were not much different from the ones I had previously defeated - bigger than normal ones but not as intimidating as the so-called husband, which was the size of a small car or a normal-sized horse. I could only imagine the size of the Matriarch if less powerful monsters were that enormous. Perhaps she wasn't large but more dangerous in other ways, maybe akin to a magic user among her kin.


Due to the noise from the river, the capybaras did not hear us as we stood at the entrance to their cavern. I instructed Xi to wait outside and not interfere unless absolutely necessary. Then, I focused on Invoking the Miracle.


With the Elite as my target, I entered the familiar trance. It was the second time I used the Raging Shadow Miracle today, allowing me to notice more peculiarities while executing it. I felt the Essence gather around the target I had chosen, unnoticed by anyone else but me. A few minutes later, the pitch black copy, equal in size to the husband, revealed itself in the middle of the cavern, instantly catching the attention of every monster in the vicinity. This time, nothing unexpected occurred. It was just a usual Miracle without any bonuses other than the advantage of being unnoticed, resulting in a critical hit. The issue was that the Raging Shadow, similar in strength to the Elite, now had to face it alongside a group of other monsters, creating an unfair battle.


The capybaras evidently didn't adhere to any chivalrous code of conduct. So, when the Elite faced its shadow copy, the other capybaras did not sit idly by. The two other Steel-Ranked capybaras flanked the shadow to hinder its movements, while the Bronze-Ranked capybaras gathered at the back of the cavern near the river bank to launch rock shots from a distance.


Despite its slightly greater power compared to the original, the Shadow quickly became overwhelmed. Unlike Aliya's Shadow, it lacked nearly unlimited recovery. In just a dozen seconds or so, even though it dealt noticeable damage to the Elite and the two Steel-Ranked capybaras, it shrank by about a third of its original size. However, I had a plan; it wasn't my intention to leave it to perish or to hope it would overpower them. Instead, I aimed to gain more strategic options for my future fights. Holding the skull staff in my hands, I concentrated on creating a potent shadow ball, directing it not at the enemy, but at my own creation.


The shadow ball struck the Shadow capybara, expanding and brushing past the three Steel-Ranked opponents it faced. Luckily, my strategy succeeded. The Raging Shadow thickened and grew, almost fully restoring its original size upon my summoning it.


The three Steel-Ranked capybaras, though not unscathed, did not suffer significant damage from the shadow. However, being preoccupied with the shadow, they failed to notice me. This allowed me additional opportunities to attack before they realized the true situation.


I focused on aiming the second shot of a shadow ball, this time targeting the Elite. It was hit just as it engaged the shadow copy, receiving significantly more damage to its Essence Field. Moreover, the Raging Shadow finally became bigger than the original and pushed it back with brute force in the exchange. I was unsure how it worked; I doubted the shadow had as much mass as mud. Perhaps it had what was known as Essence Mass?


Regrettably, those two Spells consumed a significant portion of my mana. One of the normal Steel-Ranked beasts finally noticed my presence, and soon even the smaller ones attacking from a distance became aware of me. I didn't have time to equip the Scimitar, as the cooldown for Unequipping the staff would be too long. Therefore, I had to rely solely on magic for attacking. I gestured to Xi, who had been watching from the sides, not to interfere for now.


I knew I had to handle it myself. 


Chapter 12.

Two of the Steel-ranked beings, the Elite and the normal Steel-Ranker, were still fighting my shadow capybara. They didn't even have a chance to be distracted before the one that noticed me charged in my direction.


To stop it, I had to use magic. While charging, the elemental beast also shot a big rock at me at a rapid speed. I activated the Mirage Veil and dodged the projectile. Then, I created Shadow Tendrils under the beast's legs, which not only slowed it down but also threw off its balance. I sent a couple of Shadowbolts that hit directly at its head, blinding it and depleting all of its remaining Essence Field. At the last moment, I jumped away from its charge, causing it to crash into the wall. A System notification informed me of its death, but unfortunately, I didn’t receive full credit, so it didn’t count toward my Quest.


With my main distraction gone, I had complete freedom to assist the Raging Shadow. However, when I paused to assess the situation, my creation appeared much stronger than before. It effortlessly fought the remaining capybaras, with fairly good odds. Even though the calculations didn't add up logically for me, as I wasn't familiar with the actual difference between the Bronze and the Steel Rank, it still seemed like an Elite monster could hold its own against more than a dozen opponents with astounding strength. Perhaps if the lesser capybara variants had charged the shadow head-on, it would have been defeated much faster, as ranged attacks weren't as effective against it.


I moved deeper into the tunnel, away from the cave, so the enemies lost sight of me. I hoped that would suffice for my stealth to kick in and render me invisible once more. Indeed, it did. As I swapped my staff for the scimitar, I entered the cave unnoticed, as nobody paid me any mind. I waited until I could properly Equip my weapon, all the while observing the battle as the empowered shadow was gradually being forced back by the combined effort of the remaining capybaras. The Elite adversary was already down to half of its Essence Field as the primary target of the Shadow.


With the blade in hand, I cautiously made my way to the enemy's backline, still undetected. Moving closer to the unsuspecting group of Bronze-ranked capybaras, I positioned myself just a couple of feet away from the nearest one. My plan was simple: eliminate the weaker foes while my Raging Shadow kept the two largest threats occupied.


I began mowing down the seven capybaras. Perhaps they had depleted a lot of their magic or whatever they had been using to launch rocks at my shadow capybara, or maybe my attack was simply too unexpected. Very quickly, I efficiently defeated them. My first strike effortlessly decapitated a mud elemental. Before anyone could notice me, I had dealt with two more. Now, only four regular capybaras remained.


Finally, being a Bronze-Rank, it was clear that my stealth wasn’t absolute yet. The capybaras now identified me as the enemy and, desperate to save themselves, two charged at me while the other two continued their rock throws – more like rock shots, as their attacks resembled gunshots but were much slower.


For the first time since the battle began, I took some damage. Despite the Mirage Veil being active, I couldn't evade all the ranged attacks at such close range. The two lesser threats weren't swift enough to be a major danger. By activating Shadow Dance, I dodged their attacks and maneuvered one to stumble into the river.


I proceeded to use the Reign Elements Art to control the mud river's water and conjured a wave that struck the two capybaras at the rear. The remaining one was impaled by an earth spike I manifested just in time, slowing it enough for me to strike it down.


I reprised my tactic of concealment to regain my stealth advantage. It was simple when someone else distracted the enemies. I concealed myself behind a stalactite, awaiting the ideal moment to strike. I projected an illusion of myself towards the remaining foes without being noticed.


The issue was my dwindling mana after exhausting all my spells and abilities. The Reign Elements Art turned out to be quite costly. Nevertheless, I had one last skill that could change the course of the battle, although it wasn't as if I was losing. I still had an Elite ally, ready to step in at any hint from me.


The Elite capybara had only a fraction of its Essence Field remaining. The other one, less damaged as it mainly supported from the side, still possessed a third of its field. They had both suffered some loss in health despite the remaining Fields. The Raging Shadow was on the verge of losing ground, and my options were limited. With no mana left, I had to confront the two imposing adversaries directly.


It excited me more than I wanted to admit. A wild part of me desired to be thrown into a battle where I was at an unfair disadvantage. Additionally, I had already lost a third of my Essence Field to the ordinary capybaras, indicating how perilous the situation was. I was very concerned about my survival, increasing my anxiety to handle the situation more efficiently. A few full-powered hits from any of them would be enough to finish me. Therefore, I concluded that the best action was to avoid getting hit altogether.


The most disappointing aspect was my inability to use two Surges simultaneously. If I could, I would have been much more powerful. Besides, I did not even have any Ego Concepts accessible to me. Curse the System and my other self...


While maintaining my stealth, I charged at the two remaining capybaras. I struck the Elite from behind just as it hurled a rock at my illusion and shoved away the Raging Shadow, which was less furious now.


Critical Hit!


I targeted the Elite from the side, aiming at its neck. The blade barely pierced its mud-covered fur, but it depleted the remnants of its Essence Field. Unsurprisingly, my attack did not go unnoticed. The formidable beast gathered strength from its hind legs, raising its front paw in a strike more menacing and furious than any it had previously aimed at the shadow. The strike was filled with power, and if it landed, I had no chance of survival. It did not help that removing the scimitar from its body took a crucial moment. Thankfully, someone else drew the monster’s fury. I activated the Mystic Switch on the other Steel-Ranked capybara, just thrown back by the shadow's charge.


As anticipated, the Elite’s attack was relentless. The regular capybara had no chance and suffered a fatal blow. Unfortunately, this meant I did not receive the full contribution for this Skill and still needed to defeat one more Steel Ranked opponent to complete my quest.


The husband, bewildered after attacking its own ally, was vulnerable to one more sneak attack. Its back was completely exposed to my scimitar. Activating the Shadow Dance made the attack even swifter. I carved through its muddy body with minimal effort, as there was no Essence Field to block it. 

You have slain a [Jovial Mud Capybara Husband - Steel, Elite, Level 25]. x2 EXP for killing a being of a higher Rank.  20% EXP bonus. You receive 400 LEC. You receive 100 CP. 

Quest notice: Steel Rank beings slain: 4/5

Level up! You are now Level 23! You receive 4 Free Attribute Points (FAP).

Now, I faced my last opponent, the one I had created myself: the severely weakened but still threatening shadow of the Elite. This time, I had no one else to help me, but the difference in our stats wasn’t as significant as when I had faced Aliya’s shadow earlier. And this one was even weaker than when I had created it.

It charged at me, raising its body for a paw strike not much different from its original. I cut at its head with the scimitar while displacing myself using the Mystic Switch, replacing my position with the already dead capybara. As the shadow got smaller under the effect of the Shadow Dance, I felt my vita and mana slightly recovering, absorbing part of it back into myself.

The remainder of the battle was one-sided. I had already memorized the attack patterns of the capybaras, which would be extremely helpful when I faced their main group. I checked the money I had received. Additionally, my Concepts advanced a little bit as well.

Spatial Thinking reaches level 8.

Spatial Thinking reaches level 9. Your Mind is increased by 2 (withheld).

Spatial Thinking reaches level 10. Your Mind is increased by 4 (withheld). Your Spatial Thinking Skill has reached a milestone! The chance of being exposed after a successful ambush is slightly decreased.

Spatial Thinking reaches level 11. Your Mind is increased by 2 (withheld).

Imagination reaches level 23. Your Spirit is increased by 1 (withheld).

Your Magician Concept reaches Neophyte-level 15. Your Mastery over Magician slightly improves! [Magic Presence II] becomes [Magic Presence III]!

Your Magician Concept reaches Neophyte-level 16.

Your Magician Concept reaches Neophyte-level 17.

Your Unequipped Concepts are improved.

Funds: 4649+40+40+44+42+40+42+40+40+100+104+400=5581

Have at least 5000 LEC in your Funds at once (5581/5000)

Contribution Points: 575+100=675

If I managed to get at least one of the normal Steel-Ranked monsters with a full contribution, the Quest would’ve been complete already, I thought with a hint of disappointment.

“You were absolutely incredible,” Xi said as she approached me almost immediately after the fight was over. She paused for a moment. “How could you use one Miracle after another? And they’re all so different. I didn’t know that Truthwalkers had such incredible powers.”

Considering what to tell her and how much she actually knew about the Players, I paused for a moment.

“But then again,” she continued, “I’ve only heard rumors about Truthwalkers as I’ve never met one. I wonder if everyone like you is so powerful.”

“I’m not so sure,” I replied honestly. “To be honest, I’ve never met another Truthwalker either. Among the Players I've met so far, none were. It’s very rare, especially among the sentient Races, which are more proficient in cultivation. But if I had to guess, Truthwalkers who aren’t Super Novices like me may have a more specialized approach to battle.”


“Super Novice? What is this?”


“It’s a special type of Player, Xi.” I winked at her. “A very special one, so keep it secret.”


“I don’t understand, but okay! By the way, I noticed some interesting details in the fights that you participated in. Do you mind if I give you some advice? Though it might be presumptuous of me. I apologize for asking." 

“No, it’s completely okay,” I said, not quite understanding why she was so nervous about it. “If you can help me get just a little bit stronger, I’m all ears.”

“R-really?! Awesome, then here’s what I think…”

On our way back, I listened to Xi as she described various ways to better utilize my abilities. Some of her ideas were quite obvious to me, while others were surprising. In any case, her intelligence was extraordinary, considering she had only seen me fight a few times. One thing she mentioned was that I could use a double Miracle under the right circumstances. When she mentioned it, I immediately thought of ways it could be applied.

Another thing she said was that during the fight against the Elite and its underlings, I could have cast one more shadow ball before being noticed if I had just distracted them with my illusions. Regarding my illusions, she gave me some interesting ideas. Instead of creating illusions of myself, I could create illusions of my enemies, confusing them. It would have been much more distracting if I had created a capybara about to attack its own allies or even masked myself as a capybara. Though those would require me to train my Imagination a bit. Another impressive way to use illusion magic she mentioned was to create some kind of obstacle to hide myself from sight, making it easier to stay unnoticed for longer. I instantly wanted to try it in practice and see how it would interact with my abilities.

"Xi, did anyone ever tell you that you're a genius?"

"A genius? N-no, but I was told that I'm too annoying with my unwanted advice."

"That's just silly. Also, didn't you mention that it was you who advised that pixie to apply poison to her daggers?"

"Yes, but that advice won't work for most others, as they aren't proficient in making poisons. I just assumed it could work, and somehow it did."

"It seems to me that you deserve way more respect in your tribe than you get, at least from what I saw."

"Mimi told me the same. But I'm not sure. I was a leader temporarily, and it didn't work out well. You heard the story from Mi. Also, my methods weren't exactly liked by most others in the tribe."

"Can you provide me with an example?"


"Well, I attempted to teach the girls how to train like warriors or soldiers, instruct them on various formations and physical conditioning. However, we pixies are not well-suited for this kind of work."


“They seemed like a group of children,” I chuckled. "In the past, I would spend hours meditating and maintaining the same physical position, which was far more tedious than whatever you had them go through. Let me guess, you did it yourself as well, didn’t just order them around."


"Of course. I still train regularly. I mean, every day."


I couldn't help but laugh and pat her on the shoulder. "You know, I admire that. Despite facing rejection from everyone, you continue to follow your own path. Keep it up, Xi, and one day you will be the most influential person in your tribe, surpassing even the lazy princess. And if they still can't appreciate your brilliance, you can always find others who will."


"Thank you," she replied bashfully. Soon enough, we arrived at the hallway view, the paths. 


Chapter 13.

In the middle of the hallway cavern, Princess Zizi waited for us with her hands on her hips and a pouting expression. She was surrounded by the entire tribe, dozens of those little girls. Most of them gave us curious glances, while some were more cautious.

"Mr. Lex, I am disappointed," said the princess. "I left my important fighting force with you, and you already lost one of them before we even started the actual decisive fight."

I frowned. It seemed she forgot that they needed me more than I needed them. I was just about to put her in her place when Xi opened her mouth.

"Sorry, Zi. It's all my fault. I offered to split up so we could do our job faster. It ended up in disaster, as you probably heard already."

The princess sighed. "Yeah, I heard the general gist of the story. Though the girls told me you would tell me more details. I'm not sure about the details."

"Also, Mr. Lex fought really hard to save us," Ri and Li entered the conversation. "It's really not his fault. If it wasn't for him, it's possible all of us would have been dead. We are very lucky to have him on our side!"

My face relaxed. It seemed I would not need to say anything too rude after all.

"Also," Xi said, "we just defeated one of the husbands and ten other capybaras, including two of the Steel-Rank."

"Steel Rank, you say?" Zi took a displeased expression. "I don't like it. Before the Challenger Mode was activated, only the Matriarch had just become Steel-Rank and everyone else was at Bronze."

That was new information. I didn't know the Matriarch had been Steel-Ranked even before I entered.

“So what?” I said. “It's not like you're going to be fighting them on your own. And why are you not getting stronger anyway? You are also part of the Dungeon.”

Xi explained, “The rules of the Challenge mode don't apply to us because it's the Dungeon Keeper who decides on the distribution of the Essence that becomes available to them with the mode.”

"If it's as you said, and you indeed managed to defeat such a large group on your own, then you should be real-deal," the princess said, half-heartedly. "Then I think we have a decent chance. Only if you have not used all of your powerful abilities already."

"No, I keep the strongest of them for later. Obviously," I laughed. "Also, I plan to not wait too long and start the final battle after a couple of hours."

"What's the hurry?" someone asked. It was one of the pixies from the sidelines.

"Well, for one, I don't want to wait until Mimi, who we lost, joins their side. Also, as that event proved, the capybaras may send fighters beforehand, running around the Dungeon aimlessly. It's very inconvenient for us if we don't have the initiative."

"Okay, so you are going to clear the last path?"

"We are going to clear the last path," I said, emphasizing the word “we”. "After all, I didn't see you in battle yet. If we want to operate well in the final battle, we have to know each other's capabilities."

Also, showing off a little bit of my power to the princess will make her more obedient. Then, she will follow my command if the need arises instead of doing something foolish.

Though I wasn't sure yet how useful she would actually be in battle, I doubted she was much stronger than Xi or Mimi. As I looked at the dozens of pixies surrounding me, I realized something.

“I have a question,” I said. “Do you think it's possible to lure the capybaras out of their base? Because then we won't be restricted to just five of us, and can fight with the entire force of your tribe.”

"Well, about your idea," Xi explained while the Princess looked away in shame, "It was exactly what we did. As for why we lost, it's because the other capybaras attacked us from the other side. As it turned out, they could travel between tunnels by burrowing through the ground, and thus we were surrounded. To begin with, the total force of the capybaras, as well as their numbers, were superior to ours. And that's how it all happened."

I smiled at her words. "Well, this time we will have all the capybaras outside of the base already slaughtered, unless some of them use the river to escape to other tunnels. We can thin their numbers out before the attack and lure them out. One thing that makes me relieved is knowing that it is possible. The last Dungeon I cleared had an impenetrable door that closed as soon as my ally and I started the fight with the Champion."

That made things much less complicated. “And even if most of you die, you won't lose too much. As long as I win eventually and allow the princess to take over the Core, you will be returned to your true selves without much problem, right?”

This made the majority of pixies have a complicated expression. It seemed they weren't exactly fond of the idea of dying, even if temporarily. How did they expect to be proper monsters if they were so afraid of being harmed? Compared to the kobolds, they were way too soft.

"It is just like he said," exclaimed Zizi, glaring at those who were particularly afraid. "It's not a big deal. And you already know most of you won’t be among the ones to fall."

She added, after almost convincing most of them, "You should be proud to die for the sake of me and my tribe."

This time, the pixies had even worse expressions than when I first told them they had to fight. It made me wonder, how the heck was she even their leader.

"It's okay," Xi interjected. "Lex is really strong. It's very likely that none of you will even risk anything. His Miracles are truly something else. He took care of a group that included one of the husbands and ten others. He was all on his own. And it wasn't even a tenth of his true power!"

Oh well, now I will feel bad about any of them actually dying, which is probably unavoidable.

As far as I knew, the main base had a couple dozen capybaras, including many at the Steel Rank. Even though I had already slain one of the husbands, the Matriarch had four of them. I could only hope that the last tunnel hid one as well. That would mean we have fewer of them to face in the final battle.

“So, who would be the other two, including the main party of five, who will actually enter the Core Hall? Are there any volunteers?”

Before I even finished my sentence, two pixies stepped up towards me. They were familiar faces.

"We will avenge Mimi," said one of them.

“Well, we technically already did, but let's do it anyway.” I wasn't sure they even understood what I was talking about. They probably realized the meaning from my body language and eyes alone. After all, they didn't understand the language I spoke. So that was the only reasonable explanation.

“If you have to fight, then I think you should get better weapons. Most of you have daggers made of bone or just wood.”

Unlike the Elite pixies or those who were estranged by the Dungeon, most of the normal pixies of the tribe had really poor weapons. Understanding monsters could use the weapons of the Players, and I wasn't so stingy as to not lend out some of the System-created artifacts. So, I opened the Storage inventory and bought two Common Slash-type weapons from the F-Tier Shop.


Artifacts (F): 

Slash-Type Melee Weapon (Bronze, Common)—30 LEC

Blunt-Type Melee Weapon (Bronze, Common)—35 LEC

Pierce-Type Melee Weapon (Bronze, Common)—40 LEC

Mana Staff (Bronze, Common)—50 LEC

Mana Wand (Bronze, Common)—60 LEC

Concept Grimoire (Bronze, Common)—70 LEC

Physical Resistance Suit (Bronze, Common)—100 LEC

Magical Resistance Suit (Bronze, Common)—140 LEC

Anti-Projectile Cloak (Bronze, Common)—150 LEC

Stealth Cloak (Bronze, Uncommon)—200 LEC

Personal EF Generator (Bronze, Uncommon)—300 LEC

Funds: 5581-60=5521

After my Rank had advanced, I had access to a more advanced version of the Shop with uncommon-Ranked mixed damage type melee weapons, but they were too costly. I doubted they would need something as powerful anyway.

Just before I took one out, I paused for a moment. Now that I thought about it, what if, now that I completed my quest with 5,000 coins, I used my money to equip all the pixies? That would skyrocket their power. I inspected the new F+ Tier Shop.  
 

Artifacts (F+):

Mixed-Type Melee Weapon (Bronze, Uncommon)—300 LEC

Vita Compressing Ranged Weapon (Bronze, Uncommon)—500 LEC

Mana Sphere (Bronze, Uncommon)—500 LEC

Universal Resistance Suit (Bronze, Uncommon)—1000 LEC

Concept Holder (Rare, Uncommon)—5000 LEC

The Shop finally had some truly interesting ranged weapons. I didn't mean magic guns, but weapons like bows. However, they had some obvious restrictions. Basically, a bow-like Artifact required vita to create arrows, so the number of projectiles was limited. But still, this would give the Players, monsters, or cultivators who didn't have mana the ability to attack from afar.

But maybe giving weapons to pixies would be overkill, considering that even if I took back the weapons after borrowing them and sold them all, I would still lose a lot of money for no particular reason. Well, okay, maybe increasing my chances of survival wasn't exactly “no reason”. In fact, it was a very important one. But still, if I didn't have to lose money, I didn’t want to. Or at the very least, I would only give the weapons to a few of the higher-leveled ones.

Or at the very least, I would only give the weapons to a few of the more highly-leveled of them. After all, the Uncommon weapons from the F+ Shop weren't cheap even for me. And I still had to consider improving my items after getting to the Steel Rank.

“Well, thank you for the generosity, but I'm not sure that would be a good idea,” Xi said as she realized my intention when I took out the two daggers from Storage. "You see, even though we monsters can use Player weapons, they would have much lower efficiency for us. The weapons we usually use have been with us for a long period, bonding to us in a certain way, which makes them more effective. Of course, if we can use a System-made weapon for a while, creating a bond, then it will be a much better choice than a self-made one, at least if it is made out of good materials."

I glanced at the crude daggers of Li and Ri again and compared them to the perfectly chiseled daggers created by the System. "Even if you are right, I still think there would be more benefit to the ones I created, or rather, bought. Moreover, I can also buy ranged weapons."

“I think it’s better for the girl to fight the way they are used to,” Xi said after pondering for a moment. “Though thank you for the offer.”

In the end, Li and Ri took my daggers, and said that they would use them if they end up more efficient than their original weapons.

"How many of your pixies can actually use magic?" I asked. "And how many have experience fighting? Even if I manage to create a situation where numbers are on our side, I'm not sure if that will be enough."

"Don't underestimate us, Mr. Truthwalker," the princess interjected. "My girls may be inexperienced, but they have me to lead them. And to be honest, we were just taken aback by the surprise attack. Otherwise, we would have fought much better against the capybaras."

"How about testing it in practice?" I said with a smile. "How about you girls take care of the monsters in the last tunnel? I would just watch you from the sidelines and only intervene if you are about to lose someone."

"What do you mean?" The princess looked at me incredulously. "You want to just watch us fight without doing anything?"

"Well, I need to see what you are capable of, and we need to be sure of each other's abilities," I tested her.

"Well, I'm not sure about this idea," she added. "After all, I didn't see you fight either."

"Okay, I'm just kidding." I smiled. “The most important thing now is for us, the main party of five, to see each other in an actual fight and learn how to cooperate at the basic level. If everything goes right, we won't ever need to lure the capybaras away from their lair this time. That will be the best-case scenario.”

The princess nodded. “Let's go, then.”

“Oh,” I added, “and the rest should also follow us, just in case. Who knows, the Matriarch might send another wave of her underlings through the main tunnel. It would be troublesome if they wipe our forces out, while we just leave them here to wait.”

I made my way through the entrance to the last tunnel. We moved at a decent pace as I jogged, and the pixies followed me from behind. The largest group was that of the normal pixies, who were keeping their distance from us five forerunners.

"Did he really take care of the 10 monsters right before your eyes?" the princess asked Xi.

“Yes, he was absolutely amazing. And he did it not once, but twice. Even if the first time there was no Elite.”

“Hmm, I don't think many other Truthwalkers are nearly as powerful as him,” said the princess.

"Aren’t we lucky to have such a reliable ally," Xi said as she winked at me.

I just shook my head. I was a bit surprised that Xi said nothing about all the things Mimi had told her and didn't try to question the princess. I was grateful to her for that, as we needed her cooperation for now. After the battle, things would be quite different.

"As far as I know, even Truthwalkers can only have two secondary Concepts, and they only have one type of Miracle... Are you not lying to me, Xi?"

“I guess Lex is just special.”

“Yes, special indeed.” The princess frowned and gave me a suspicious glance.

"It seems you are rather knowledgeable about us Players, princess."

"Well, of course," she replied. "I have some basic knowledge as I had some encounters with them as the leader. I was the one responsible for dealing with the guests and invaders most of the time."

"Okay, I didn't want to tell you guys this, but I am not an Invoker. I am a Super Novice."

"What is this, some type of class?"

“Oh, so you didn't hear about it. Well, whatever. You can just consider it as a special class for very special people.”

She didn't need to know that with this class, I sacrificed potential to easily advance to the Silver Rank. Not that it would matter to her at all.

"The key feature of my class is that I can Readjust my Concepts and I have more than two of them, obviously. In this way, I can cast Multiple Miracles within a certain time frame."

"So you can even get two Miracles at once?" she asked.

"I think I can, we already discussed it with Xi," I replied. “Though with some caveats.”

The problem was that a Miracle took some time to cast, and I would need time to Readjust my Concepts. The effects of the Miracles I had were rather eye-catching, which was not so good. It would make it hard for me to go unnoticed, especially with being vulnerable during the Concept Readjustment. And then I would need more time to cast the other Miracle. But then again, I had one that could actually go unnoticed as far as I knew, which was the Misfortune Phantasm. I wasn't quite sure how exactly it worked. Besides making others temporarily unlucky, it also dealt damage to them. If the effect didn't give me away, then I could use it before another one. As for being left unnoticed, I could just put my enemies to sleep with my Spell.

As my thoughts reached this point, I heard a noise further ahead. We were about halfway towards the cavern at the end of the tunnel. I realized that something had gone against our initial plans.

If I had to guess one of the reasons why the pixies had lost to the capybaras in their fight back then, it was that they fought in enclosed places. They were relying on their speed and possibly numbers. The tunnel was the worst type of environment for them. As for capybaras, their main attack was charging at someone and then jumping at them. All they needed was to rush alongside the tunnel, and dodging them would be close to impossible. Now we had to face an unknown number of those beings heading right towards us. Who knew if there was an Elite among them? The worst thing was that even if I wanted to, I couldn't use any Miracle. I had no time to prepare one, and the Concept Readjustment was still on cooldown.

Everyone immediately tensed as we stopped and prepared to engage. Honestly, I wasn't that worried. How strong could they be? While the enemy almost certainly had some at the Steel Rank, we had at least two Elite pixies with us. Xi prepared her butterflies. The princess, apparently, had the same Butterfly Concept. Their tribe was called Flutterby for a reason. The princess created one big butterfly, and judging from the bright color of its wings, it was a poisonous one. The princess commanded her butterfly to create a cloud of violet color that covered almost the entire space of the tunnel like a wall.

"Let's see how they pass through the paralyzing cloud," Zizi grinned. "Even if they had become stronger, I don't think they could ignore my most powerful ability."

I still had Shadow and Magician as my Concepts, which was rather lucky. Not wanting to fall behind the two pixies, I decided to prepare for our enemies as well. Using the Reign Elements Art, I raised the ground from the floor and the sides of the tunnel, creating a three feet tall barrier. I continued to reinforce it, making the terrain less and less passable. Now the charging capybaras were in for a big surprise. I also prepared to cast the Shadow Ball.
The racket of the charging capybaras was getting louder and louder until we saw the one leading them. And for better and worse, that wasn't an Elite one. But definitely a Steel-Rank, as I couldn't identify it. The thing was, though, that there were four of them Steel Ranked normal capybaras. And, roughly speaking, each of them was equal to Bronze Ranked Elite if not stronger. But they were mindless elementals, and we had prepared to face them.


From over the barrier I had created, I sent a full-powered shadow ball right to the face of the forward runner. And as the ball expanded, it also covered the ones around and behind it. Then came the Paralysis Cloud of the Princess. I had no idea how it worked against the beings that weren't quite alive, but it seemed that the Elementals had a body that worked with a very similar principle to us living beings. And then came the erected barrier in which the Steel-Ranked capybaras ran into. 

The capybara in the lead crashed into the barrier with a loud bang, causing a domino effect. The rest of the monsters smashed into it, piling up like train cars colliding into a wall. Soon, the capybaras filled the tunnel, forming a mountain of tangled bodies.

What happened next wasn't a battle—it was a massacre.


Chapter 14.

"Let's go!" the princess shouted, pointing her pink wand forward.

The normal pixies, who had looked so scared and anxious before, rushed at the helpless capybaras with their daggers. Some of them, the few warlocks, sent Mystic Missiles at the enemies.

Even though the capybaras were still alive and had almost half of their Essence Fields left, I kept them at bay with Phantom Bolts and shadow bolts. I didn't even need to Unequip the skull staff or interfere much.

The frenzied pixies attacked with their daggers with unexpected ferocity. They were done trembling in fear—it was time for sweet revenge.

Of course, that meant that I lost a significant portion of the experience. But I doubted that the remaining capybaras would have been enough for me to actually level up to Level 25 before facing the Matriarch. In fact, I still hadn't reached Level 24 despite single-handedly slaying an Elite with full contribution before. If you thought about it, the increase in the experience requirement was getting quite ridiculous. I only hoped that things would return to normal at the Steel Rank and that such a slowdown was reserved for the last levels of every stage. Or maybe I just underestimated the difficulty of getting stronger and was asking for too much.

Funds: 5521+42+44+50+50+40+42+46+44+42+44+100+104+108+100=6377

As my shadow ball affected almost all of the capybaras, I received coins for nearly every 14 of them. That number was quite surprising, as it was more than in the previous caverns. It was quite cathartic for Zizi as she looked at the pixies, who had already calmed down after finishing off every last one of the monsters.

"It seems we make a good team," said the princess smugly.

I couldn't deny that her cloud did contribute significantly. After all, after crashing into my barrier, the capybaras didn't continue the fight. At the very least, the normal ones ended up being completely paralyzed under the effects of the cloud.

“Well, at least we had a resounding victory,” I said, trying not to go near the mist. “I wonder if it could affect the allies as well.”

“We pixies have enhanced tolerance to all sorts of poisons,” she said. "Moreover, my girls have good compatibility with my abilities. As for you, I am not so sure. Maybe I am even stronger than you."

I could only shake my head at this statement. At least one part of the plan went wrong, and I didn't show off as much of my power as I wanted. It wasn't such a bad outcome though because, apparently, the way we defeated them raised everyone's morale.

"We still need to go to the end of the passage, I’ll go ahead on my own just in case there is another group or an Elite," I said.

"Okay, no problem with that."

It didn't take long for me to scout ahead and make sure that none of the capybaras were left. In the meantime, I was thinking about how to approach the final confrontation and prepare for anything unexpected. What if the Matriarch chose the same way to attack us ahead of time? In some way, that would be beneficial, as the current confrontation proved. But maybe we had just been lucky.

"Did you use similar tactics back when you fought the Matriarch?" I asked the princess as I returned.

“The tunnel near the Core Hall is much wider than the one we were walking through right now. As for the Matriarch, well, actually she didn't follow us into the tunnels to begin with. She isn't exactly the type to move around a lot.”

"What do you mean?" I asked.

"Well, she is more... well, she is really big and doesn't move much. You'll understand when you see her."

"Do you mean that she is fat?"

"Basically, yes. She uses powerful magic and is really hard to damage."

"What kind of magic?"

"She can create mud golems and also sends powerful rock attacks. She can also create a quagmire under our feet."

"So in addition to all the capybaras, we will also have golems to deal with."

"The golems are quite powerful, but the main problem is that they block any advance towards her. To be honest, we didn't manage to deal even 10% damage to her Essence Field when we fought. And now she is even stronger since you activated Challenger Mode. So I really hope that your Miracles will live up to our expectations."

"The most important thing is to deal with the small fries," I said, recalling the fight against the Elite husband. Without the normal capybaras, things would have been much easier. My remaining Miracles were effective at dealing with them, especially the Misfortune Phantasm, which I was planning to use first. After that, we will have the number advantage.

One thing I had feared the most was that the capybaras would use their ability to move inside the Dungeon without any limits and attack us with their entire remaining numbers. But if the Matriarch wasn't capable of moving or was just too ineffective at it, then things changed. If they actually decided to leave the Core Hall, that would be for the better and make our goals much easier to achieve. Of course, I had no illusion that something so convenient would happen.

We returned to the entrance cavern without anything noteworthy happening. The pixies were giving me curious glances, as whatever caution they had about me had severely decreased after we effectively fought against the wild monsters without losing any of our members. In fact, we hadn't received even a single point of damage, which probably gave them the illusion that the final battle would be as easy. Well, they were wrong. A Steel Ranked Elite was on another level of power, let alone a Champion one. And who knew how high the level of the Matriarch was?

Considering that Velgo the Shadowborn was at the level limit of the Dungeon when I faced him, anything was possible.


We rested while I waited for the cooldown on the Concept Readjustment to end. While the pixies were chattering in small groups, I entered the minivan where I had left the rifle. Maybe, just maybe, I would be forced to use it. So I took it with me, just in case. And while resting, I decided to sit on the soft chairs of the car instead of on some hard rocks. I tried to see if the engine could be turned on, but it wasn't the case. Maybe if I could use some kind of electric power, I could turn it on, but the Reign Elements Art only allowed for me to manipulate Air, Earth, Water, and Fire. At least for now. I would have to manipulate electricity to activate the car, if it was working at all to begin with. 

What I found in the glove compartment of the car was a nice surprise—a music Player with some high-end earphones. I only hoped that it had some nice music in it. I turned it on and plugged the earphones into my ears. Rock from the 80s suddenly reverberated through my head. I hadn't had much time to enjoy good music when I was a high school student, but I still remembered how much my dad loved to listen to hard rock of his youth, and perhaps that led to me loving the same type of music.

"Hey, what are you doing?" Xi said as she entered the car.

“Enjoying myself.”

"Are you listening to something?" she asked, looking at the earphones with curiosity.

“See for herself,” I said as I took one earphone and held it out towards her.

Before she could plug it into her pointy ear, Xi suddenly jerked back her head.

"Oh, it's very loud!" she exclaimed.

"Really? It doesn't feel that loud to me.

“And the sound is so aggressive and even a bit chaotic. What sort of music is this? It's very different from the songs we Pixies play. Those instruments are very strange. I like flute much better.”

"You can play the flute?" I asked.

"Every pixie has a musical instrument of her choice. Mine is a flute."

“It's nice, I'd like to hear you play it someday.”

“Why someday? I can play it now. In fact, why don't we gather everyone and have a go at playing our favorite Pixie songs?” Xi suggested. “Our Flutterby tribe is famous for having some of the best voices among the pixies of our generation!”

“You can even sing?” I wondered out loud.

"I am terrible at singing." Xi blushed. "But Zi is unmatched. She and Mimi make such a fascinating duet." She suddenly shut her mouth, and her expression clouded.

"Well, maybe we should reserve the concert for after we actually beat the capybaras," I said, to which she nodded.

“Hmm, after all, your ears are strange,” Xi blurted out suddenly.

"Those are just usual ears for us Canisians," I lied through my teeth, even though part of me wondered why I was still trying to keep my true identity a secret when there was no point anymore. We were allies, after all.

“And this thing also belongs to the inhabitants of this world called Earth,” Xi continued to ponder out loud. “If I didn't know better, I would have assumed that you are one of them, or at least were here before. Or maybe I'm just too dumb, and you figured out how to use the technology while traveling for the past few days. Come to think of it, you didn't tell me much about your past before the fusion of the worlds…”

This girl is too smart for her own good, let me play along with her for a moment, then, I thought.

I shook my head in defeat. "Okay, I think you deserve to know the truth," I said in exasperation. "Actually, I am an earthling. My kind is called humans, and I was left out by the System, which refused to send me to the Tutorial with the rest of humanity."

Xi paused for a moment. First, her eyes went wide, and then she burst out laughing. "Haha, you almost got me there! Everyone knows that the System never makes any mistakes. But that would have been a very fascinating story if it were true."


I shrugged. Well, if she didn't believe me, then I wasn't going to over-explain to her. After all, once everything was done and over, we would probably never meet again. As the topic was over, I resumed enjoying the music while I could. At one point, the music player would run out of battery, and it would be problematic to recharge it. 

"Do you want a drink?" I asked as I took a can of Sprite out of my Storage.

What could be better than drinking Sprite while listening to some good music? I now had both earphones plugged into my ears but made the sound a little lower, so I could hear what Xi replied to me.

"As long as it's not tomato juice, I'm fine."

“Why tomato juice?”

“I hate tomatoes,” she said. “We ate them all the time while we were in the Filorian Woods.”

Was that the name of the place where the pixies originated?

“No, it's something sweet, so you'll probably like it.” I took a sip from the can and then held it out to her. She gave me a strange look.

"Hey, you just drank out of it?"

"Yes, so what?"

"Isn't this considered an indirect kiss?" she said as she turned away from me.

"What? If that were the case, I would have kissed my entire family and some of the classmates I had back at school." The second part was a lie. I didn't share any drinks with any of my classmates, but that would have been too much to say out loud.

"You know what, you're right. It's not a big deal." She took the can from me with a jerking motion and took a few sips. "Wow, it tastes almost like nectar from the Horian Rose."

"I've never heard that name," I blurted out.

"They rarely grow outside of the Filorian lands. We only had them during holidays or when we were celebrating something."

"I'm glad you like it," I said. "So, what are you going to do after the fight is over? Confront the princess?"

"That will be only right. Otherwise, everything Mimi told me was pointless," she said, her eyes filled with determination. "I want to believe in Zi, but I don't know. She wasn't acting like herself after the previous princess left us."

"Did she die?"

"No, she became a Companion to a Player."

"Wow! No wonder Mimi didn't have such a good impression of Players."

"No, she actually didn't mind it when that happened. But most of us don’t have a good impression of Players. Some of us are not exactly glad that she left us to our own devices, but who could blame her? Not many monsters could refuse such an offer. "

“I see.” I nodded. “Regarding your confrontation with the princess, I'll support you. Don't worry about anything. I'll be on your side on that matter.”

"Seriously? Thank you so much, Lex," Xi said as she hugged me. "You are really so reliable. I'm so glad to have met you. If I ever had a big brother, I think he would be just like you."

Her words touched something in my heart, making my chest tighten.

"Like a big brother," I whispered. I understood it was a reminder of some memories that I had forgotten.

Did I have a little brother and sister that I forgot? I wondered. No, that doesn't make sense.

I pushed the strange thought away. Perhaps I was just remembering something from a movie. Or even more likely, those weren't even my emotions at all. Didn't my body belong to a guy who has a sister? Though Lisa was the older sibling, but did it even matter? His longing for meeting his sister yet again probably resulted in this emotional pain. And Xi just reminded that part of him about it.

As I listened to the music, enjoyed good company, and a good drink, I created a plan that maximized our chances of success. The only problem was that thanks to the fact that I had taken the pixie dust, I wanted to complete the Challenge before it took effect and made me fall asleep. So I was tight on time if I wanted to maximize my chances. I readjusted my Concepts and took the Wheel of Fortune as the main link to the Miracle. The Misfortune Phantasm wasn’t the strongest Miracle I could Invoke. So why did I choose it instead of the False Cataclysm? The fact was—I didn't. Because, just like Xi had told me, why not use both? I just needed a little help.

"If it works, we are going to absolutely slaughter them with very little risk," the princess concluded after I had explained my plan. "But it is honestly unbelievable that you can do something so unreal."

“You’re lucky to be on the same side as me.” I smirked. “So you better to believe in me.”

“Considering that you are going to be ahead of us, you will be risking the most if what you said is a lie.” The princess shrugged. “To be honest, I am not very confident about holding back the enemies after your first Miracle. We can only hope that it's as potent as you say, and we can lure the majority of the monsters away to defeat them while they're weakened.”

“Wasn’t it you who told me to not underestimate your girls?”

“You’re right, some mud rats won’t stand a chance! Just make sure that you succeed at your side of the battle, okay?!”

After I explained the details of my plan to the pixies, all that remained was to wait until the cooldown of my Concept Readjustment was over, which didn't take us long at all. In the meantime, I exercised physically for a bit. Thankfully, that didn't mean that I was tired before the fight—thanks to the vita, my physical stamina was recovering much faster, and by the time we were to move out, I was in my peak state on all fronts.


Now was the time to finally execute the plan. 


Chapter 15.

I walked alone through the tunnel towards the Core Hall of this Dungeon, with the pixies only following me halfway. We were worried that the Matriarch or her underlings would detect them too early. So they had to wait for a while before the forces that were supposed to support me followed along in a few minutes so that they could enter the Core Hall exactly when I finished casting my first Miracle. Then, it would be up to them to lure away the unlucky capybaras that would be a problem for each other, giving the pixies a big advantage.

Just as I had been told, the tunnel suddenly widened dramatically, expanding to a diameter of around fifty feet on each side. I hoped the princess was right, and the Matriarch wasn't the type to charge or move at all.

I was wearing the activated Stealth Cloak and hoped it would be enough to go unnoticed while casting the Miracle. I had never been discovered before attacking in the past, but who knew if the Bronze-tier cloak would be useful against a Steel-Rank Champion? Even with all my advantages and the Stalking Skill, I had considered upgrading it to the Steel-Rank. The Cloak would then take ten Essence points, which would, in turn, make me unable to use any other equipment while using it. In the end, I decided to believe in my own stealth.

The rest of the passage went in a straight line, so I could see the Core Hall from afar. This wasn't typical, considering that monsters were usually restricted to their zones. In one way, this was an advantage for us, but it also made this Dungeon a complete death trap for any Player under normal circumstances. Without the pixies, even five Players as strong as me wouldn't have easily cleared it. Maybe I was underestimating my power, but a normal group of five Players would have no chance against dozens of capybaras.

Life in the capybara's base was thriving, if you can even call it a form of life. The capybara's nest was almost as big as a soccer field, with a ceiling at least fifty-feet tall. Luminescent crystals on the stalagmites and stalactites illuminated it brightly. Some of the capybaras were enjoying themselves in a wide pond connected to the river.

What caught my attention first was the big mountain of mud at the center of the pond. It took me a few moments to realize it was alive. It was hardly a living thing, just a big pile of mud, fifteen feet tall and just as wide. It was round in form, with a small capybara head at the top, wearing a crown. This had to be the Matriarch.

I doubt she can run far, I thought as I shook my head. Or get out of the pond to begin with.

What surprised me unpleasantly was the number of capybaras. I counted more than thirty-four, which was higher than I had expected. But a couple of days had passed, so it didn't surprise me that the Matriarch created more offspring.

There were three Elites, which was different from my expectations. Seven of the normal capybaras were also Steel-Ranked. Given the power of the enemy, we normally had no chance. But thankfully, I had Miracles, and they were called Miracles for a reason. As far as fighting against multiple enemies went, a Miracle was an unstoppable force that changed the course of battle and reversed any numerical advantage. I could only imagine how powerful Miracles would be at higher levels and Ranks. No wonder the System limited the number of Truthwalkers per sapient species.

I was sure I wasn't the only one who could use a Stealth Cloak to hide from potential enemies and create a Miracle unnoticed. While most Players and Invokers didn't have the bonuses to stealth that I did, the Cloak alone was rather powerful and useful. I was sure there existed even more powerful items that improved stealth, as well as some Skills and Concepts that enhanced it further.

Making sure I was truly hidden and no one had even the slightest chance of noticing me, I started the chant of the Misfortune Phantasm for the second time ever. The first time, I used it on a much smaller group, but I was also of a lower level myself. Using it on a bigger group required much more energy and slightly decreased the effect, especially on the Steel-Ranked enemies.

My level wasn't the same either. I entered a trance as I chanted the words of the ancient language. I forgot about my surroundings, entering a state that was hard to explain. I was meditating and allowing something greater to be created through my body. I lost control of myself, but at the same time, I had more control than ever.

It was addicting and did something to my consciousness that I couldn't fully understand. Perhaps it was because I was Invoking multiple different Miracles in the same day, which was impossible for any other Truthwalker who didn't choose the path of the Super-Novice.

I was nearly done with the invocation when the atmosphere in the cavern changed and the capybaras became flustered and alert. One drawback of this particular Miracle was that its effects started before it was completely Invoked. But I didn't pay attention to this, since they still hadn't found me. Before the monsters could realize what was wrong, the Miracle was finished. Instantly, a veil of dark miasma fell upon the capybaras, but not all of them. The first time I cast this Miracle, I probably wouldn't have been able to control it. But now, after training my focus with Invoking one Miracle after another and also with my Spatial Thinking Skill, I learned to control it better. I focused only on the normal capybaras, both Bronze and Steel-Ranked, while avoiding the Elites and the Matriarch. Including them would have forced me to spend more of my mana and vita, which I needed to save for something else.

As soon as I finished the invocation, I used the remains of my mana to cast the Phantasmal Lullaby on the Matriarch and her husbands. Because I was more than half spent on mana, the effect was weakened. But I still felt it worked well enough to give us at least fifteen minutes for the Elites and ten minutes for the Matriarch. This time wouldn't have been enough for me to recover normally, but thankfully, I had a solution in the F+ System Shop, even if it was a costly one: an Inferior Essence Potion, which cost me two hundred Lesser Essence Coins. I took it out and drank it, and then started to run from the Core Hall, if you can even call it that, which I hadn’t even enter fully.
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Thankfully, I could cast Miracles from a fair distance away, and the capybaras were mostly in the far corner of the hole. It gave me some important time, as I was chased by dozens of monsters, some the size of a horse. That was rather exciting. At that point, my reinforcements had already arrived. Four pixies had already reached the capybara nest, Xi and Zizi were creating their butterflies. Alongside with Ri and Li they lured the capybaras deeper into the tunnel where the rest of the Flutterby Tribe was waiting.

The distraction allowed me to hide behind a particularly large boulder, which I also made even bigger with my illusion, completely covering myself. The ideas Xi had given me were solid. Hopefully, that would be enough for the capybaras to lose sight of me. Just as expected, thanks to the Misfortune Phantasms, some of the capybaras were attacking each other instead of the four “baits” or the butterflies. The luckier ones, if you could call them that, encountered the paralysis cloud of the princess or were struck by the Mystic Bolts of Xi.

With a loud racket, the monsters galloped past my hiding spot. It was thrilling, though I wasn't afraid of being noticed at that point. The Essence Potion required calm and quiet to be effective. It recovered a fourth of my vita and mana, but only if I wasn't using any of it. As soon as I cast an ability, the effect would end, and it required almost a minute for a full recovery. In other words, considering its cost, the Essence Potion was rather lackluster. But it was pretty much the only way to recover mana faster than normal. The other option I had considered while making my plan was to use the new Artifact from the F+ Shop, the Mana Sphere, which was an item that could’ve been filled with mana which I would later utilize. While it sounded just perfect, the item used six Essence Mass, which made it impossible to Equip alongside the Stealth Cloak. It was obvious which I needed more.

After ensuring that the normal capybaras were lured away and that the Matriarch and her confidants were deeply asleep, I activated the Concept Readjustment and linked Mirage to the Magician Concept. Two minutes in, and I had mostly recovered my vita, and more than half of my mana was back. With this, I could start casting a subsequent Miracle for the first time ever. And, most likely, I was the first Earthling to do it. A glance at the battlefield showed that the pixies were slaughtering the Bronze-Ranked capybaras, but the Steel-Ranked ones were a different challenge. Even with the effects of my Miracle, they were still tough to crack.

I guessed the tribe would still lose some members. But it was better than being completely slaughtered, and they would revive soon enough without losing much of their memories. The main MVPs were Xi and the princess, though Li and Ri were surprisingly effective due to their flawless cooperation. They were also two of the most experienced fighters of the tribe among the remaining pixies.

Now I had to focus on the Miracle. The only problem was that my mental stamina wasn't that decent. Casting and Invoking weren't simple tasks.

Well, I decided that I could manage somehow. I started the chant. Perhaps because of the little time that had passed since the last Miracle, the feeling of being in a strange, abnormal state was much clearer. It was very similar to what I had experienced when I had allocated a bunch of points to my Spirit at once. It seemed to improve my Spatial Thinking Skill, and part of the reason I gained better control over my Miracles was the Imagination Skill as well. I could feel, though barely, how my mana was mixing with vita and interacting with the Essence in the air.

Basically, casting a Miracle was like creating a magnet that attracted outside Essence, providing a much more significant effect than a normal Spell or Art. But I wondered, what if someone could control the Essence directly all the time, just like I controlled elements using my Reign Element Art? Wouldn't that make the Level and quantity of their overall Essence mostly irrelevant? But at the same time, it would limit their power to the Essence of the outside world.

This made me think of how Ciesta had fought against me when I had been possessed by my copy from another world. They weren't using their own power. Instead, they had been using the Essence in the air. However, now that I had a deeper understanding of the invocation process, I felt that it wasn't in the air per se, but in a different dimension altogether. What was Essence to begin with, and how was it connected to the applicable abilities? These thoughts were fleeting, appearing in my mind and disappearing as soon as I realized I had them. After all, most of my existence was focused on creating magical effects that I didn't truly understand.

Before I could finish my Miracle, the Matriarch awakened. She was furious, but not enough to attack her husbands, who continued dreaming peacefully. She didn't find me, even though I was now standing only about forty feet away, making it easier for me to target my invocation. I focused most of its power directly on the most powerful enemy.

But she started chanting herself. It wasn't a Miracle, but something else. From the mud around her, humanoid-shaped clay dolls emerged. It was strange since the capybaras had never encountered any humans. The most human-like creatures they had seen were pixies. From what little I had gathered, monsters were created from human emotions or something similar, so they probably had an intuitive idea of humanoid beings.

So those are mud soldiers? I noted. A total of seven of them, each seven feet tall, rushed to help the poor offspring of the Matriarch that were mercilessly attacked by the “evil pixies”. Unfortunately, I couldn’t finish the Cataclysm before they were created.

Fortunately, the soldiers just passed near me and not one of them bumped into my currently unmovable self.

Well, I hope the Pixies will be all right, I thought. And maybe, just maybe, they will defeat all the enemies and manage somehow to even help me out a bit. I’m probably asking for too much.

After all, I wasn't that sure to defeat a Champion and three Elites, all one Rank above my own. Even with the Miracle, especially considering what I had already spent most of my vita and mana, and even with the Potion, I was short on the magical resources to fight with.

When I finally finished the second Miracle, illusory hurricanes started to swirl from one corner of the cavern to another. The tornadoes directly hit the still-sleeping Elites. I was quite lucky, as there was less than a minute before they would naturally wake up. At that point, the ground was shaken by a powerful earthquake, which disturbed even the Matriarch, making her highly alert. Her head was even smaller than that of a normal Steel-Ranked capybara and not much different from a normal Bronze one, the biggest different was in her eyes. Those two red beads filled with hate washed over me, as she realized I was the culprit behind all the strange occurrences she and her offspring were encountering. But she couldn't afford to think about or attack me because she was dealing with lightning striking her from above.

With a series of critical hits, the health of the Matriarch and the three Elites their Essence Fields getting chipped away. The Elites soon lost half of their respective Essence Fields, and the Matriarch had been damaged by less than twenty-five of her entire Essence Field, despite the main target.

I finally took out the rifle, AR-15. It was fully loaded, but not for long—I shot at the Champion monster until I was out of bullets, which didn’t take long. But, as it turned out, the era of the guns was over with the achievement of the Steel-Rank. I could barely notice if the shots made a difference, even when all of them hit the opponent to the head. At most, it took five percent of its EF, which was ridiculous. I threw the outdated weapons to the ground and took out the scimitar, instead.

Now was the time to really check how far I had come as a Bronze-Ranked warrior and how powerful I was. Just in numbers, the three Elites and one Champion were equal to 10 Players, which was even more than a Boss, though not quite as dangerous as an Elite Boss. But that was only if we ignored the Level difference between us. Perhaps, facing an actual Elite Boss at my own Level would’ve been a tad easier.

At that point, I had much more vita than mana and decided to keep the remainder of my magical power for a certain final attack, which had a chance to work but would diminish my mana significantly. This meant I had to focus on close combat using my vita, which was way more exciting than just sending magic from afar or from stealth, if you ask me.

To save time, I hadn't replaced my Wheel of Fortune Concept. So now, other than the Mirage, I had two Mystic Concepts to rely on. Thankfully, they were my most powerful tools at the moment and were perfect for close combat against more powerful opponents. Though maybe the Shadow could have been a good replacement for the Wheel of Fortune, considering my stamina was dangerously low. The mental fatigue was high enough already for me to feel some indistinct headache, which was also another reason why I decided to avoid using mana for a while.

"Let's see how strong you are," I said as I rushed to face the Elite that had already charged at me despite the cataclysm against it. Things were about to get fun…


Chapter 16.

The Elite directly passed through a small tornado, which took 10% of its Essence Field in a moment and added multiple injuries to its body of mud. I smirked as I activated the Mirage Veil and jumped at it. Among other things, it decreased the effect of gravity on me, making acrobatics much easier. At the same time, another Elite sent a flying rock at me while I was in the air. Normally, that would make it very hard to avoid, but in my case, the Veil created afterimages of me, and I didn't even have to dodge as the attack only grazed my cheek, aimed only at my afterimage. The most dangerous opponent, the Matriarch, was blinded by the lightning and deafen by thunder, making it hard for her to help her husbands. And to be honest, my hands were full with them alone. Before, it took a lot to defeat just one of their kind, though it was supported by a dozen companions.

If I had to guess, the difference in our body attributes was at least tenfold. A direct hit would probably be enough for me to lose my entire Essence Field and get injured. And the Elites could tank a lot of my attacks. With a scimitar in hand, I landed on the back of one charging at me and inserted the blade into its back to fix my position on it. Suddenly, it lost its balance as a big gap appeared beneath its feet, a phantom earthquake. Thankfully, with the scimitar inserted into its back, I managed to keep my balance before jumping away as it crashed into a stalagmite.

Now the third Elite opened its mouth and was about to bite my head as I landed on the ground. I was just in time to activate the Mystic Switch to replace myself with the first Elite. The third one took a big bite out of its fellow husband's butt, leaving it without any Essence Field at all and with its health getting lower and lower. Perhaps even for a Mud Elemental, having a large chunk of its butt chomped away was more damage than it could take.

It happened so fast that I almost missed a rock, which was closer to a missile, that the Matriarch sent at me. It was on a whole different level compared to the ranged attacks of the Elites, let alone normal capybaras. The projectile she launched was in the form of a rocket, literally, maybe a large bullet of the highest caliber, and its speed was also in a different league. Thankfully, I reacted in time and hadn't deactivated my Mirage Veil. Still, the attack pierced my shoulder. Even with the Magic Resistance Suit, though Unequipped, and the Veil, which decreased the damage of magic attacks, it still hurt like hell and took a fourth of my Essence Field away alongside five percent of Health. As I activated the Mystic Switch again and replaced myself with the Elite who had tested its fellows, an entire barrage of similar attacks hit the place I just left. On the bright side, rock missiles were also effective against the husband and took a third of its Essence Field, leaving it with only ten percent left.

Just one of those missiles took twenty-five percent of my Essence Field, but it required six of them to do the same to the Elite. Just how much more resilient were these guys than me? It was really like walking on a tightrope with both of them. I felt the excitement overwhelming me. My False Cataclysm was still ongoing. One  husband was nearly defeated already, or rather incapacitated, while the other was recovering from the magic attack of his wife. The last one probably realized that getting close to me would only make me change spots with it at the most unfortunate time and decided to keep some distance while also standing between me and its wife. It was an overprotective husband. How much they loved her or shared between each other was unclear. They were monsters, and I doubted they had any marital activity going on; it was probably just the System that gave them those titles or something.

It seemed that I relaxed a bit if I had time for those silly thoughts. But in reality, my mental fatigue was just too high for me to relax. I even started to consider if I should retreat for now and help the pixies, and then we could defeat the Matriarch and her Elites together. But that wasn't a good option, considering the Cataclysm wouldn't be active forever, and it was the best chance I had to fight them while they were at a disadvantage.

In the meantime, the Illusory Lightning fell on the body of the Matriarch, who had already gotten to half of her Essence Field. I couldn't help but feel good about it. By my understanding, the False Cataclysm would last for about a minute more, bringing the Matriarch to a third of her EF and maybe three-fourths of her health. If I wasn't done with them by then, I would have no choice but to retreat and try to attack later. In fact, if I were completely rational instead of trying to finish everything as fast as possible, I could have waited until we killed all the lesser capybaras. Then we could have attacked the alliance and the Champion, luring them away one by one and using our numerical advantage. The main restraint of that plan would have been the Pixie Dust, which I had taken on my own accord, risking for no important reason using a less effective strategy. But it was so much fun. And then again, if I wasn't capable of dealing with a challenge at this level, would I ever defeat my other self or just an Elite Boss?

"You can do it, Lex!" I told myself and activated the Lucky Strike, attacking the Elite that hadn't recovered from the Matriarch's ranged attack yet, from behind.

Lucky Critical Hit!

I separated its hind legs from the rest of its body, which was enough to make it a non-threat for now. The last Elite was enduring the tornadoes and even some lightning strikes, which mostly targeted the Matriarch. Its health was already at half, while its Essence Field was completely gone. It was no wonder considering that I scored a critical hit with the Miracle. I even considered if casting two Miracles in succession was a sure way to succeed at the second one, because I felt like I couldn't fail with them. Perhaps the success rate wasn't random, after all.

If only I had some mana to spare, I could have finished the last Elite. Maybe that was also a perfect opportunity for me to retreat and regroup with the Pixies. But at that point, my blood boiled. I wanted to kill all of them by myself. I had to, if I was ever to face even greater challenges. Choosing the easy way out wasn't an option for me.

The Matriarch sent yet another volley of rock missiles at me. I dodged most of them, but one grazed my leg, taking five percent of my Essence Field but not slowing me down. With a speedometer in hand, I charged at the last remaining husband.

"Do you call yourself jovial capybaras? Let's see how happy you'll be when I'm done with you!" I smirked like a villain.

It seemed the Matriarch couldn't just send attacks non-stop. She needed some time to cool down. She had also lost the opportunity to send her mud soldiers at me as well. Perhaps if I had to deal with the summons as well, I would have had way more trouble. But on the other hand, if the soldiers stayed here, then the pixies would have dealt with the other side of the battlefield way faster and would have already assisted me. So it was a big question which option was the best.

The Elite tried to headbutt me, but   the decreased gravity from the Mirage Veil, I dodged it. I leapt into the air, flying right past him. As I struck, I activated Lucky Strike, slashing with my scimitar. The blade connected with its shoulder and sliced clean through its neck, beheading him. Without an Essence Field to protect him, the capybara couldn't withstand the Steel-Ranked weapon, even with my limited strength.

Now it was just me and the Matriarch. Unfortunately, the Cataclysm was over, and I still needed to reduce her health and Essence Field by a third on my own. My vita was down to one fourth as well. I had to hope that the Matriarch was as weak in close combat as she appeared. As a Champion, her stats likely favored mind and spirit, making her a mage-like opponent. Her Body was tough, but her Nerve was negligible in comparison, meaning close combat might be my best chance.

The Matriarch aimed five rock missiles at me. One more second and they would strike. They flew at me at breakneck speed, and even with my heightened senses, I could barely follow their trajectory. The Mirage Veil was supposed to reduce magic damage, but the difference in our magic stats was immense.

But that didn't matter. I had prepared for this. I dodged two missiles, barely. Two more headed straight for my chest, but I had chosen the Wheel of Fortune for a reason: the Lucky Charm. In past battles, I learned how to control its power more precisely, only activating it when it mattered most instead of making it react just to the first attack. It worked as planned, triggering twice and protecting me. And so two of the missiles were sent right back at its own creator at their full speed. I dodged the sixth one of the missiles and received the seventh, to my leg.

This time it was my thigh, which wasn't pierced. It was still not very fun to have fifteen percent more of my Essence Field being lost, even despite the fact that it wasn't a direct hit and my Mirage Veil was still active.

The reflected missiles didn’t hurt the Matriarch that much, reducing her Essence Field by only ten percent. An attack that could have brought my Essence Field to zero had minimal effect on her. At least it was better than AR-15. I had some vita left for a Lucky Strike or two, but that wouldn't be enough. I hoped she was helpless in close combat or that my final plan wouldn’t work. I couldn't rely on the pixies, either; the fight would be over in seconds.

"Let's see how you like this," I said, activating the Bane of the Strong. The System notified me that the Matriarch lost fifteen percent of her Attributes. This ability gave me the best chance to complete my Quest. It was powerful against opponents far beyond my league. And, as it turned out, the Matriarch had six times more stats than I did.

Even if more missiles hit me, I wouldn't be as weak against them anymore. Though an entire volley would be too much. The Perk decreased my opponent's stats by fifteen percent, but the additional reductions from my Mirage Veil made the decrease even more significant.

Suddenly, the ground under my feet turned to mud. The Mirage Veil helped me avoid it, reducing the effects of my surroundings on me, thus making the mud less sticky. I noticed how cost-efficient the Surge had become since I raised my mastery to the Initiate level, the entire fight I had been using it without much problem. Before, that would’ve long since exhausted my vita.

The Matriarch stood at the middle of the puddle. To strike her with my scimitar, I would need to step into the water, severely limiting my mobility. Instead, I decided to jump to land on the Matriarch and stab her head, hoping it would be enough. She wouldn't be able to attack me back if I did it right.

I gathered strength in my legs and waited for the right moment. When she was about to create more missiles, I jumped, launching myself at her. I landed on her massive body as new missiles appeared at her sides, but it was too late for her to aim. I slashed at her head, but my scimitar rebounded with a loud clank. The critical hit lowered her Essence Field to ten percent. A few more strikes, and she was finished.

Suddenly, tentacles of mud grew from the Matriarch's body, constraining my limbs. Those tentacles were squirming like snakes as they hold me tightly, and my meager Strength wasn’t enough to resist at all. A thick tentacle moved toward my neck as the monster looked at me with hatred and triumph. I underestimated it due to following normal logic. Who could’ve guessed that, unlike the normal capybaras, she could manipulate her own body in such a complex way? But I still had a chance. The last chance…

I was about to risk it all, when I heard a voice: "Lex!"

It was Xi, standing at the entrance to the Core Hall, half her Essence Field gone, but her colorful eyes filled with determination. I hadn't shared my final attack plan with her as I had thought of it only after arriving here, but she understood when I shouted, "The stalactite!"

She sent a few Mystic Bolts and three butterflies at the stalagmite directly above the Matriarch. As her attacks weakened the rock, I put my remaining mana and mental focus into activating the Reign Elements Mystic Art, controlling the stalactite above me with a single purpose: to make it fall.

I shouted even as I was being strangled by the thick mud tentacle around my neck. My Essence Field was getting close to zero, closer and closer with each passing moment. The Matriarch, a massive piece of rock with a sharp edge, was falling towards her. She made her final scream as the stalactite pierced her entire body, starting from the temple of her head, right through the beautiful crown of jewels. As her massive body splattered, I fell into the muddy pond. A bunch of messages from the System congratulated me on achieving something extraordinary once again. No new Title, though.

You have contributed 77% in slaying a [Jovial Mud Capybara Matriarch - Steel, Champion, Level 30]. x2 EXP for killing a being of a higher Rank.  50% EXP bonus. You receive 960 LEC. You receive 240 CP. 

Level up! You are now Level 25! You receive 4 Free Attribute Points (FAP). Congratulations! You’ve reached the peak of the Bronze Rank!

The cold water was probably the only thing keeping me from losing consciousness. As water started to enter my lungs, I squirmed, thrashing my limbs in an attempt to get to the surface. Thankfully, someone else saved me. Thin and delicate, but surprisingly firm hands dragged my body to the surface and then out of the pond. I coughed out the water and wanted to scream from the terrifying headache that almost made me faint. And yet, I couldn't help but start to laugh.

“We did it!” Xi hugged me.

"That was amazing," I shouted. "That was damn amazing. We won. We defeated them all."

"Yes, Lex, we did," she smiled brightly.

Then I closed my eyes and rested my head on her thigh, using it as a pillow, as my world descended into darkness.


Chapter 17.

***Xi Flutterby***

Xi of the Flutterby tribe had always felt different from the other pixies. She was shy, but that wasn't unusual. She was talented at magic, but there were other pixies even more talented. She wanted to be free but also accepted by others. Those were common and normal desires. Her thought process, however, was fundamentally different from everyone she ever met. She thought outside the box, reaching incomprehensible conclusions from ordinary clues. Her imagination felt unnatural for a mere monster. She was closer to what some might call a natural genius, if a flawed one. And it was something that could make others uncomfortable. Especially among Pixies, the type of monster that had Joy as their Primary Concept and who were born out of it. Even her named sister Zizi grew distant as they got older. Mimi was the second-closest person to her, but she never managed to fully understand her, either. Then, there was the third person, the one who fully acknowledged Xi. She was their leader.

"Those like you, Xi, hold the potential to bring our people to greatness," said Axa, the former princess who was about to become a High Pixie and leave the tribe with a chosen Player. "But with your ingenuity, you can attract more attention than the meager power of our species can afford to. In the end, I'm not sure making you the next princess instead of Zizi is a good idea, but there's no question you are the more qualified one."

"I don't know," Xi replied. "Other Pixies love Zizi more than me. She understands them, relates to them better. We are creatures of joy, and I'm usually the gloomy one, all inside my head, when everyone else is having fun."

"It's because you think of things that don't cross their minds," Axa said. "Wasn't it you who advised Ci on applying poison to her daggers? Or Zi on using her power to focus on manifesting just one butterfly and the best ways to use her Paralysis Cloud?"

Xi nodded.

"You are the reason why your Tribe is so far ahead of others of your generation," Axa continued. "You and only you."

"But I am not even that strong," Xi rebutted. "Helping others is one thing, but it's entirely another to do something myself."

"Yes, but that's why you should become the princess, so no one can say a word against you ever again. Our entire Race needs you."

Xi didn’t know what to reply to that.

"But," Axa pondered for a moment, "you don't need any of them. If you find the right person, perhaps you will find your happiness, not as a normal monster, but as one accompanying a Player or a cultivator."

Axa patted the still young and perhaps immature Xi on the shoulder before standing from the gorgeous flower twice her height and putting the crown on her head. As Xi had been on good terms with all the Elites, no one complained about her becoming the next princess, the first real princess among their generation. After all, Axa was only appointed to them as an elder, she was a temporary leader. But still, many were confused and didn't consider her fitting for the position compared to others who considered Zizi the prime example of how a pixie should be.

Though Xi didn't feel comfortable with her role, the decision of the princess was absolute among pixies. However, to truly change her class and become one, she needed to wear the crown and reach Level 20. Normally, she would have received her position only after reaching Level 20, but since the previous temporary princess left early, the position was bestowed upon her without the actual Class, but with some additional differences. This meant she could pass her position to someone she considered more fitting if she wanted to.

Xi took her position seriously and became more proactive with her advice to other pixies, trying to teach them combat tactics among other things. However, the lazy monsters who liked to have fun rather than work weren't thrilled about being treated like soldiers. She was too much of a pushover to enforce her will on them, and Mimi alone wasn't enough to enforce obedience, especially since Zizi always asked Xi to be more lenient towards others. Trying to make Pixies “take lessons” and learn more about the outside world, about Players and other monster Races, wasn’t a successful plan, either.

Feeling an even greater gap between her and the normal Pixies, Xi started to be more attached to Zizi, even if they were already like sisters. Their relationship changed, with Zizi now acting more like an elder sibling rather than being her equal. All of this culminated in the unexplainable kidnapping accident. The fact that she had been in such a vulnerable position was a hit to her already weak reputation. She decided she wasn't fit to be the tribe's leader and considered passing the crown to Zizi. She expected her decision to make her more liked by the other pixies and closer to Zizi, but none of it was true. She became even more of a strange one in the tribe. Even those who treated her well before she fulfilled her role as princess were now bitter at her for the harsh training and lessons she had attempted to enforce.

The Dungeon they finally got for themselves was already dying, with barely any free Essence left. The previous owners had been completely slaughtered over and over again, becoming just wild monsters. Replacing them wasn't hard, and those who had slaughtered the previous inhabitants had long since left. The Dungeon wasn't popular, with only a few attempted raids over the years that the Pixies inhabited it. Most of them only raised a couple of levels, no more than five, and never even fought a single Player in their entire lives.

While this could be considered stagnation, the tribe was grateful to Zizi for finding such a safe haven to fool around without worrying about being killed. However, the place had no potential for growth. Even when the path to a New World was open to them, they weren't thrilled about changing the location. The only reason they attempted this dangerous change was that the Dungeon's core had started to decay, meaning it had only a few more months before collapsing. Instead of finding a new safe haven on Heliron, which would’ve been hard, they decided to risk it. A decision they instantly regretted.

After Zizi became the princess, she barely talked to Xi. The only people consistently around her were her scouting party… which she wasn’t a leader of. This was funny, considering Xi was supposed to be senior to Zizi and Mimi as a former princess, but she preferred it this way.

Everything changed when Xi started to ponder if everything was her fault for abandoning her position and leaving everything to someone else. She was the only one who had a bad feeling about the portal that opened in their Dungeon, but she was afraid of being laughed at. And as a result, they were slaughtered and ended up in a seemingly unwinnable position. While others didn’t realize it yet, but Xi knew that they all were just waiting for their grim fate.

Then, a Player like no one she had ever met, a legendary Truthwalker named Lex, appeared in her life like a sudden sun in the deepest of nights. He illuminated a path forward not only for her tribe but for herself. She admired his strength, confidence, and determination. Unlike her, he had important goals to achieve at all costs. He carried something much greater than himself on his shoulders. She just knew it.

The most important thing was that he listened to her. He listened to her advice, found it helpful, and was grateful for it. When she blabbered without thinking, he wasn't put off, and when she was silent, he didn't find her boring. Sometimes he even preferred silence himself. When Mimi exposed Xi's deepest wounds, Lex offered his shoulder despite them being strangers. That was when she truly understood the type of person she wanted to become and the type of person she was destined to become by being born different.

When in the middle of their final fight, everything started to fall apart and the seven mud soldiers entered the fray, Xi knew she couldn't just keep her silence. Unlike Zizi, who hid in the back lines after using most of her mana, Xi knew she had to make them remember her training.

"Take the D-type formation," she shouted, or rather she thought she shouted. Her voice was barely hearable and didn't reach anyone. She clenched her fists and added as much force to her vocal cords as she could.

"Everyone, take the D-type formation!" This time, her voice reverberated throughout the battlefield.

At last, realizing that was happening and that they had to act quick, the pixies who were still alive took a triangle formation with Li and Ri at the forefront and the few Warlocks at the back, including Xi.

Now they had a much better time cooperating. Xi continued to command the pixies to change their formation to fit the situation. Despite it being years since her training, she had still drilled the basics into them well enough for them to remember things such as formations. When someone was about to be overwhelmed, she either went to help herself or guided someone else. With her wit and quick thinking, she slowly but surely pushed the enemy away, winning their side advantage. Each time they managed to defeat a soldier or a Steel-Ranked Capybara, they noticed as everything became a tad bit easier.

In the end, they still lost some more members, but they won with nine people left, including Xi and Zizi. The only problem was what everyone was completely exhausted and not a single pixie except for the princess had her Essence Field above fifty-percent.

"We have to help Lex!" Xi shouted and flew towards the final battle. Realizing the fight on their side was almost won, with only a couple of soldiers still alive and posing no real threat, she glanced back at the princess, expecting her to follow. But Zi just shook her head and said, "Wouldn't it be much safer to wait until we recover and everything is already over on that side?" Xi didn't have time to ponder the meaning of those words, and left to help her savior alone.

Li and Ri were unable to even stand up as they fought at the forefront and their physical fatigue reached peak, and the rest of the Pixies also were either without leverage or completely spent. Despite being alone, Xi's will to help her dear Player never wavered, even if it meant risking her own safety.

When she finally reached the scene, she found the seemingly unbeatable Truthwalker cornered. Yet, despite being alone, he had killed three Elite Steel Rankers and nearly defeated a Champion, the Dungeon Keeper. It was a feat straight out of a fairy tale, and she was witnessing it firsthand.

The amazing person she considered a brother figure, despite their brief acquaintance, now needed her help. She understood him with half a word and helped him kill the nefarious monster Champion, piercing the Matriarch with a stalactite like a stake of justice. Immediately, she rushed to the hero as he went underwater. When she saved him, he seemed completely spent, his Essence Field barely holding up as far as she could tell. He rested his head on her thigh, closed his eyes, and lost consciousness.

Xi was exhilarated. Not only was the tribe saved, but she had played a critical role in the victory. She felt she had reunited with a part of herself she had been rejecting when she had to command her people. Now, she was useful to the one she admired the most. For the first time in her life, Xi felt fulfilled.

Yet, that feeling didn't last long. Before she could fully enjoy the happiness, the princess and the surviving pixies approached her.

"Wow, he really didn't lie and was powerful enough to use two Miracles. I never heard of a Player with such power. And we are very lucky that he lost consciousness," the princess remarked with a smug smile.

"What Zi said was quite strange. What do you mean? How is him losing his consciousness lucky for us?" Xi said, and like the others, she seemed to catch some uncomfortable clues in the tone of the princess.

"Isn't it obvious?" the princess scoffed, looking at them as if they were fools. "Do you really think a Player like him would care about our lives? I'm not stupid, and neither are you," she added with a hint of venom. "People like him are extremely rare, and they're not exactly fond of sharing their secrets with strangers. Do you think he'll let us leave when he wakes up?"

"What are you saying, Sister Zi?" Xi exclaimed, stunned. It had been a while since they had referred to each other as sisters.

"I am not your sister," Zi declared sharply. "I am the princess of this tribe."

"Do you want to kill him?" Xi asked, flustered by the implication. Even though she suspected Mi's accusations might hold some truth, she still believed Zi had her reasons for her actions. "He risked his life for us, and this is how you repay him?" Xi trembled with anger.

"For our sake?" Zi mocked. "He's doing whatever he wants. He challenged this Dungeon because he was as interested in clearing it as any of us. But he chose to attack now, not wanting to risk that our lost comrades would be reborn as enemies, making it impossible for him to complete his objective. He needed us as much as we needed him. And despite knowing this, he dared to ask for our Dust as a gift. He’s really as shameless as any of them Players."

Zi brimmed with logic and intelligence of her own when it suited her, although she usually appeared carefree and frivolous. Her words carried weight, stirring the cowardly instincts of the Pixies, yet not all were convinced.

"Lex is a good person," Ri interjected.

Li nodded in agreement and added, "He went out of his way to save Mimi and help us, even when he didn't have to. He faced the Matriarch as soon as possible to preserve her memories from before she accused the princess of betrayal."

"What did you just say?" the princess snapped at Li, who awkwardly laughed and scratched her head.

"You know, seeing you act like this makes me think that Mimi was right!" Ri reassured, echoing Li's suspicions.

"Just like Li said," Xi finally added, "Mimi and I had a discussion regarding the suspicion that you were directly related to my kidnapping."

"What atrocious accusations, Xi. I didn't know you harbored so much hate for me, even after you gave up your position out of kindness. Let me guess, you changed your mind and now want to replace me using false accusations?"

"I didn’t want to acknowledge it, but those accusations are anything but baseless. You were the only one who knew where I would be when I was attacked."

"How does it matter if you were just unlucky to encounter the poacher?" Zi retorted.

"I wasn't just attacked; I was ambushed. And with such cooperation that I couldn't even see my attackers. What kind of deal did you make with the Players that supposedly saved me? And where are the culprits? Why has no one ever seen them, even after they were supposedly taken care of?"

"Yes, I hired the Players to save you. Is that what you wanted to hear?" Zi replied defensively. "I was worried about you, and now you blame me for everything?"

“I…” Xi paused for a moment, trying to find the right words.

"If I was indeed behind your kidnapping, wasn't it for the best?" Zi argued, challenging Xi. "You don't understand what it means to be a Pixie. You don't know how to relax or have fun. You want us to work hard instead of enjoying life. Do you really think that's what our tribe needs?"

Xi felt the weight of the princess's words and the whispers of the Pixies, torn between loyalty and fear. "If I hadn't led them, if I hadn't trained the girls, we would have lost this battle," she argued, swaying some to her side.

"You protect this Player because he offers you a chance to lead, using us like cattle, just as all Players do." Zi shook her head as if being disappointed.

"You think killing him will allow you to absorb his Essence and become stronger?" Xi accused, realizing the princess's true motives. "You're willing to betray him despite his goodwill."

Zi smugly confirmed, "If we kill him, his Essence will enrich the Dungeon and our tribe. We're not allies to Players; to them we're monsters. We deserve to rule, not be used."

"You make no sense, Zi," Xi retorted. "You want to bring glory to our Race but refuse to train. If we align with Lex, his faction could protect us and provide resources, ensuring our safety."

"Nonsense."

"And I've seen that Lex doesn't view us merely as resources. He respects our thoughts and emotions," Xi added, exhausted by Zi's manipulations.

"I'm tired of your foolishness. You forget, my dear Xi, you’re no longer the princess; I am, and your place is to obey."

"Then, according to the rules of Pixies, I have the right to challenge your position in a fair battle. Do you accept? We can prepare the stage tomorrow and solve our contradictions…"

There, indeed, was a rule that allowed anyone to challenge their leader, but only once. But it was barely ever used by pixies, and some of them didn’t even know that this tradition even existed.

The princess sneered, "If we're about to fight to the death, why not now? Or what, are you afraid? If you refuse, then it’s okay. We just have to kill the Player and wait until you’re ready."

"Let’s fight now, then." Xi gritted her teeth at the shameless words. Zi knew better than anyone else that she had preserved more of her energy than anyone else, and their fight would in no way be fair. But Xi also held a trump in her sleeve, though she could only use it once. It was now or never.


Chapter 18.

*** Xi Flutterby ***

As tensions escalated, the princess and Xi prepared for a direct confrontation, each determined to prove her strength and resolve in a battle that would decide not just the leadership but the very soul of their tribe. The spectators formed a circle around them, but no one cheered for either side.

Zi's confidence in her abilities as a summoner was evident as she summoned her giant butterfly for the second time. The butterfly from their previous encounter had long been defeated. Xi, now low on mana, had about twenty-percent left, while Zi had more than half of her reserves and full Essence Field. A competition in magic seemed futile, so Xi chose another way.

The fight began in earnest, with Xi attacking the princess with her tiny fists. Despite being a mage, Xi had trained her body diligently, unlike Zi, who had always lazed away. This gave Xi a slight edge in physical combat, despite Zi's Magic Princess Class granting some bonuses to body and nerve. The paralysis cloud, which would have ended the fight instantly, had little effect on Xi, who held her breath and continued to fight.

"Is this all you got?" Zi laughed, firing a pink beam of light at Xi from her wand. The beam struck Xi in the chest, depleting a significant chunk of her Essence Field. Xi was then attacked by the large butterfly, which sent her sprawling to the ground. Xi had already used all the charges from her wand, leaving her with only her Mystic Bolts, which she hadn't yet utilized. Summoning new butterflies the normal way would’ve taken too long for her, and if she wanted to do it, she would’ve done it before the fight.

It was evident that the battle was a one-sided beating. While the Pixies who had sided with the princess grinned and mocked Xi, those who supported Xi and Lex wore heavy expressions. One of them even shouted, "Why are you not fighting back, Xi?"

It was strange. Xi's mana should have been partially restored by now. She had always been diligent in her training, and even with the mana expended in the previous battle, her recovery rate as a mage should have been sufficient. Yet, she refrained from using her Mystic Bolts, opting to fight with her fists instead. Her Essence Field was already down to twenty-percent, while the princess remained at full strength.

"It's as if you don't even try," the princess mocked. "I haven't shed a sweat. If your favorite Player saw this, he would refuse to take you as his companion. You're just way too pathetic."

"I am pathetic? And what about you? Who doesn't even know what my main Concept is?" Xi shot back, a fierce determination in her eyes.

"What do you mean?" The princess frowned.

"Well, I am a Warlock, which means I have a mystic Concept. Do you even know what it is and what it does?" Xi's voice was steady.

"So, you wasted all this time to hit me with your hidden secret attack? Something you never showed to anyone before?" the princess snorted, her confidence unwavering.

"Indeed. Because it has a certain condition to be used. Otherwise, it's pretty much useless. But it's not useless now," Xi pointed her finger at the princess. Just then, the large butterfly flew a fair distance away, opening a clear path between the two of them. "I am the Hanged Man. And now, the one who is going to be hanged is you," she declared.

A rope of dark energy materialized from Xi's finger, catching the princess by the neck. In the next moment, it disappeared, seemingly doing no harm. Yet, the Essence Fields of the two combatants were suddenly reversed. The princess now had only twenty-percent of her Essence Field left, while Xi's was restored to full.

Without hesitation, Xi launched a barrage of Mystic Bolts at the princess. "Who is pathetic now? Who is the pathetic one?" she mocked, her confidence surging.

The princess, completely flabbergasted, could only watch as Xi charged at her. Two Mystic Bolts hit the princess in the head, followed by a powerful punch from Xi. With the princess's Essence Field nearly depleted, she felt the full force of the attack. Xi took the princess's wand and threw it away before employing a technique she had secretly trained on her own. She threw the princess to the ground, mounted her, and began to beat her up. The princess, unable to focus on controlling her butterfly, felt her skin crack under Xi's relentless assault.

"Sister Xi! Stop it!" the princess cried, tears streaming from her large eyes. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry for attacking you and saying all those awful things. I didn't mean it. Please, stop it!"

Xi, realizing she was venting her emotions with unnecessary cruelty, hesitated. Memories of their time together as sisters flooded her mind—playing in the forest, getting scolded by Axa, and their shared moments of fun and happiness. How Zi was singing together with Mi while Xi was playing her flute, how they slept together inside one tree when they spent cold night at forest… Seeing the princess's face, now cracked and crying, was like looking into her own reflection.

"I just have one question for you. Did you really tell those people where I was so they could kidnap me?" Xi asked, her voice trembling.

"Of course, I didn't," the princess cried. "I love you, Xi. You've always been like a sister to me."

"No, we are real sisters. Only you can understand me," Xi whispered, her anger dissipating.

The butterfly, under strict command, charged at Xi. Suddenly, she was blown away by the flutter of its powerful wings, pinned down by the sharp legs of the butterfly. The situation instantly reversed.

"Wow, you really scared me here!" the princess said as she stood up, not a tear in sight. "If you weren't such a weak-hearted fool, I would have been done for!" Her health was already at seventy-percent with no Essence Field left. Just a few more Mystic Bolts and she would have died.

"You asked if it was me behind everything, and the answer is yes," she continued. "Pixies were complaining to me. While most were just distressed from your training and overbearing care, a few of us actually despised you enough to go to drastic measures. We didn't want to kill you, just scare you away and make you understand how incompetent you were. And wasn't it true? As for those Players, they were so hungry for our Dust and knew their small party had no chance against our entire tribe. They were too stingy to buy it with money. But kidnapping one girl, who despite being an Elite was completely unable to truly use her power, was a quest they were willing to complete."

"How dare you! I believed you!" Xi said, her voice trembling with betrayal.

"Well, I did it not for me, but for our entire tribe. You would have led us to ruin. And now, just look at this. Thanks to my leadership, we are now just a step away from killing an extremely powerful being and using his strength for ourselves. It's only a matter of time until we, the Flutterby tribe, reach the heights our ancestors were capable of, reaching power that can even compare to dragons."

"Do you think it's over?" Xi clenched her teeth and sent a Mystic Bolt right at the butterfly's head, killing it in one hit. One weakness of most summoned creatures was that they were much more vulnerable to magic attacks compared to normal beings.

Xi stood up as well. Even if the princess recovered her wand, it was obvious who was at an advantage, so she could only shout in desperation, "Girls! Kill her! You heard what she said. Only I can lead our tribe to the future. Don't make a stupid choice and waste time."

The pixies on her side looked at the princess with distrust and displeasure. "So you indeed betrayed her," said one of them. Another spoke up, "Who exactly cooperated with you in setting up Xi? I never heard of it."

"Some girls were in on it," the princess said.

"No, I don't believe that any of us would go so low as to offer to sacrifice Xi. Even if she was harsh on us, she had our best interest in mind, unlike you," another pixie said. It seemed no one was willing to side with someone who had just acknowledged her betrayal.


*** Lex Lurker *** 

"Very well said," I interjected, finally revealing myself. I had been pretending to be unconscious, but now it was clear I needed to intervene. I gave a big thumbs up to Xi with a smile. "No need to continue the fight. I think the winner is already decided."

It seemed that the Pixie Dust hadn’t taken its effect quite yet. I was just exhausted from reaching the peak of my mental fatigue, but a few minutes of rest were enough for me to recover, for the most part. I had woken up to the sound of two people arguing, and it hadn’t taken me much to figure out what was going on.

I had held myself back from intervening, though, as I wanted to see if Xi had had a plan, and she hadn’t disappointed me. I felt warm at my heart as she protected me. First with words, and then with her own fists. It took me a lot to hold myself back from attacking the despicable princess when she was mercilessly beating up my favorite pixie. But from the eyes of Xi I saw that she still had something in her sleeve, that she wasn't about to lose without fighting back. And my expectations were fully fulfilled. In fact, she completely surpassed them. She showed that everyone had still been underestimating her, including me. And in the end she proved her superiority, both physical and moral one. Now, the princess was completely cornered. Desperate and with no more allies, Zizi fell to her knees and started to beg for her life. This time, Xi didn't even want to hear the lame excuses. Three Mystic Bolts and the remaining half of the pixie princess’s Health was brought to zero. Her head cracked, and a hole formed in her chest.

Xi looked at the corpse of her named sister, with cold eyes. "I really trusted her," she whispered, holding back tears. "I really wanted to believe her."

"It's all right, Xi," I patted her on the shoulder. "You did what was right. And now you are going to take over the Dungeon for yourself. From what I understand, if you do this, you can become the new princess instead of her and take away her right to rule the tribe."

"Yes, but I'm not sure if that's what I want," Xi admitted.

"Don’t worry, I’ll support you as long as I’m here," I encouraged her.

“We need you, Xi!” the pixies voiced their opinions as well.

While the girls were expressing their gratitude and support to Xi, I checked the multiple messages from the System.

Congratulations! Your Party has cleared the [Jovial Mud Capybara Cave] with the Challenger Mode Active! Your party Receives 1500 LEC plus 2500 LEC as a Challenger Mode bonus. Your party receives 100 CP, plus 200 CP as a bonus (300 CP auto-distributed to you). As the first party to ever clear this Dungeon, you receive additional rewards! You receive two Common Concept Shards. Jovial Mud Capybara Matriarch drops the [Jewel Crown of Joy  (Steel, Rare)]. As a Challenger Mode bonus, you receive a Rare Bronze Item Upgrade Ticket. You receive a Lesser Challenger Mode Token. The Challenger Mode is deactivated, the Dungeon Rank changes to Steel, Level 30. You are free to leave the Dungeon.

Congratulations! You’ve completed a Special Quest—[System: Trainee Moderator, Bronze Rank Edition]!

Distributing the rewards…

You receive Cheating Trainee Module v1.0! Wow, just check it out! You’ll receive the Cheating Trainee Privilege when you reach the Steel Rank, stay tuned!

Funds: 6177+46x3+48x10+50x14+100x3+106+440+460+480+960+1500+2500=14241

Contribution Points:675+108+112+116+120+240+100+200=1671

Congratulations! You’ve reached the 1000 Contribution Points milestone! Your Player Tier and Customer Tier will advance to the E Rank when you reach the Steel Rank! 

For helping the Flutterby Pixie Tribe, your Affinity with the Butterfly Concept is improved by 8%, to 14%!

It seems it rewarded me aplenty for clearing yet another Challenge Dungeon. I almost tripled my fortune as well as increased my Contribution Points by a large margin. I quickly checked my rewards, the only one I decided to use right now was, obviously…

Cheating Trainee Module v1.0—a module designed for moderation team trainees, it’s good stuff. First of all, this module is equipped for free, without using a slot, wow! By the way, if you’re reading this, it’s already installed into your Gear already. This module allows you to ignore some of the usual restrictions of normal modules and gives you unique benefits:

	You can Identify any being or item regardless of their Level and Rank. 

	You can Storage any Essence filled items using the System Shop’s own Storage capacity. An additional fee should be paid if the capacity exceeds 1000 Essence Mass. 

	All beings connected to the System will have your words translated into their native language. This means they will benefit from the same communication abilities as every Player, but only when interacting with you. Be aware that they may notice the translation happening. This feature can be turned off to avoid attracting too many questions. 

	No more exploration needed! You get a full Map of your current region filled by the System with all the important spots marked, with a convenient GPS navigation as a bonus. 

	You can brag to your friends about having this amazing module, or just surprise them with unexpected and unexplainable abilities provided by it! 



Honestly, those were some amazing features that, while not directly affecting my fighting capacity, removed a lot of inconvenience and provided value that was hard to estimate. The first thing that I tried was to Identify the ring that Ciesta had given me.

[Everring of the Wise Sphinx (Adamantice, Mythic)]—one of the Nine Everrings, it’s an Artifact that chooses the Monarch Successor of the Sphinx Race. Indestructible and older than the Innerverse itself, it’s a priceless item of the long forgotten era that holds the Will of the progenitor of the modern Sphinx Race. Its properties and effects can be activated only by its current owner, chosen by the ring itself.

Current Owner: Ciesta Elleniore Lurker

Active Effects: Soul Bind, Soul Trace, ???

Durability: ???

EM (Essence Mass): ???

The Heck is Adamantice? Sounds like some kind of fantasy metal, also Mythic Rarity is crazy. And question marks again, just perfect. Simply put, I can’t Equip it, but it’s valuable beyond all reason.

The description of the ring raised more questions than it answered. Also, more importantly, the Dungeon advanced to the Steel Rank, Level 30. Now, this wasn't unexpected at all. Conversely, the number of Steel Ranked monsters was too high for something called a Bronze Rank Dungeon, even with the Challenger Mode. I voiced my doubts to Xi.

"Usually the Challenger Mode overcharges the Dungeon, but it's different if a player uses a Challenger Token. It's one thing when the Dungeon Keeper uses up the Dungeon Essence, and another when a Player uses the token, which directly channels power from the System."

"Interesting. So, the Challenger Tokens can also be used to improve the Dungeons?"

"In a way, yes, but it's not like monsters could go easy on the challenger. In fact, the Dungeon Rank only increases if the Players win."

"Interesting. So, why can't I see the Dungeon Core anywhere?"

That hadn't crossed my mind when I saw the Core Hall. But indeed, it was true. If it's called the Core Hall, where the heck was the Core?

"Oh, you can't feel it? It seems to be underwater." Xi pointed at the mud river. As I looked at it more closely, I noticed it was illuminated much more brightly than could be caused by the luminescent crystals. Indeed, just a meter underwater, in the middle of the river, there was the Core.

"It's not a very convenient place."

"Yes, but I can call it over to me. Actually, it's as if it already acknowledged me as its future master. I've never heard of something like this," Xi said with surprise, pointing her hand towards the core. Then the white luminescent sphere, a few feet in diameter, floated up. It was brimming with power, which I could feel even from a distance. As it got closer and closer, I felt its power even more intensely.

"It should take me a few minutes to completely overwrite the rights to the Dungeon and become the Keeper," Xi explained. "And then I will try to save as many memories of our tribe as possible and recover Mimi without any of her memories lost."

"You can do it?" I asked.

"Yes," Xi replied confidently. "As long as she wasn't summoned as a wild pixie, it is possible to keep almost all of her memories intact or sacrifice older memories to keep the new ones."

Xi placed her hand on the sphere, which began to radiate more light. "Thank you for standing on my side, girls," she said, showing a thumbs up to Li, Ri and the others. "And I don't hold a grudge against you girls, either," she added to the remaining pixies who had initially sided with the princess.


“By the way, we somehow can understand everything Mr. Truthwalker said ever since he woke up… How did you do this? Did you learn our language just to speak to us?” the pixies asked in amazement. 

Before I could answer and fully enjoy my rewards, heavy steps resounded in the cavern.

"You gotta be kidding me," I cursed as I saw the newcomers. It seemed that my troubles weren’t over yet. In fact, the worst part was only about to start…


Chapter 19.

A party of four Lycanians, each at the Steel Rank, had arrived. Their leader, who was a Player, was at level 30, with all the others being Cultivators at Level 25.

The Lycanian Player appraised us. "I hoped there would be a challenge, but what I see here is just a Bronze Ranker getting along with monsters. Lucky me, as the one who kills you will be rewarded handsomely."

The four of them didn’t look much different from humans, they just had wolf ears at the top of their heads and tails that could be seen from their eastern-type clothes that were similar to Japanese kimono. The one that the Player wore were way more exquisite than those worn by the other three Lycanians.

"How did you enter the Dungeon? Did you use a Challenger Token?" I asked with a frown. I didn’t like where this was going.

"Oh, so you are that ignorant?" He shook his head. “Then again, not many people have this knowledge. And definitely not those who are not part of a strong faction. Well, let me enlighten you, little Bronze. As long as you clear the Challenger Mode, a Dungeon is then completely open to anyone to enter without any restriction. Well, I mean, as long as they're part of a Player's party, of course. So now you've made this Dungeon into free real estate.”

“Yeah, doesn't it mean that after I kill you, more of your allies will just enter here to die. And in this way, I could just wait until your entire group is dealt with one by one. Very convenient to me, thank you for the explanation."

Honestly, I only pretended to be confident. These were experienced Steel Rankers, and we were exhausted after a hard battle. Worst of all, I didn't have the advantage of being hidden from them; they had already focused their attention on me. Slipping away and ambushing them wouldn't be easy. I had to buy as much time as possible for Xi to complete her control over the core. After that, we might have a chance.

"I see what you're trying to do. You're trying to stall until your ally completes whatever she's doing with the Core. Unfortunately for you, you are not a warrior; you are prey, and we are the hunters. And hunters don't wait for the prey to escape or gain any advantage."

We had eight normal monsters of the Bronze Rank and me on our side, and four Steel-Ranked sentients on the other. Normally, it was hard to know who would be at a disadvantage. But now our side was obviously not at full power. I could only hope that the Lycanians weren't strong and competent enough, and underestimated us considering the situation. With Xi gaining some power boost, which I assumed she would when she would become the keeper, we would even the chances out.

Using the few moments of respite, I assigned all of my Free Points to Spirit, maxing it out and instantly choosing the Will-Powered Perk which increased the effect of my Willpower by 20%. That would, hopefully, increase my mana regeneration a bit, while I also got the usual boost to the clarity of my mind, which gave me a small edge.

With a scimitar in hand, I met the leader directly. He was using a halberd, something that was only possible to get from the system if you had access to the F+ or above System Shop. Though I wasn’t sure if it was of Uncommon rarity or a Common one, I guessed the former, judging by the rarity of Bronze Rank weapons.

I hadn't recovered much mana after defeating the Matriarch despite improving my Spirit, so I would have to rely mostly on Vita, which was already half recovered. This meant it was up to the Mirage Veil, the Lucky Strike, and the Mystic Switch to help me defeat my opponents. And all of this without any advantage I would get from ambushing them. As it turned out, that wasn't an easy task, to say the least.

Away from his three subordinate cultivators who were fighting the pixies with Li and Ri at the forefront, it meant I would have to get closer to them to use the Mystic Switch to my advantage.

I met the leader directly with my scimitar. My opponent's weapon had a greater range and his physical stats were vastly superior to my own. Unlike the capybaras, he was an experienced warrior and a sapient being, who couldn't be easily distracted by simple tricks. I dodged a swing of his halberd using as much of my Agility as I could afford. I flashed a scimitar as I got in close range to him and activated the Lucky Hit. Unfortunately, I just wasted vita for no reason because he jumped back and, while doing so, made another swing of his weapon.

"Cursed close combat," I thought. It wasn't my forte, especially a duel like this. If it were multiple opponents taken off guard by my sudden attack and already weakened by the status effects of my abilities, I would have a much easier time. He thrusted the halberd at my head. It seemed he hadn't even activated any booster to his stats. I wasn't sure what his Concepts were.

"Is this all? Try harder, Bronze boy," the man laughed as his mustache moved up and down. He seemed to be in his early thirties. But he wasn't half as handsome as the one who had been chasing me.

"You escaped Lord Raiden like a scared chicken. Which is probably going to be your biggest achievement ever. Be proud that you are going to be killed for his honor."

"Who the heck is Lord Raiden?"

“Ha! The name of the person whose brother you had killed? Or was it some of your allies? I have no idea, and I honestly don't care. Even if you had nothing to do with it, I'd still kill you. You don't seem like a Lycanian to me. And so we are enemies in this City.”

“So you kill anyone of a different Race as soon as you meet them?”

"Of course we are not barbarians, and usually we only attack people for an important reason. But now we are in a new world, which is a battlefield. A battlefield where only the strongest survives. And we had to compete for the limited resources. We had to gain as much advantage as possible before the original inhabitants return. According to the Sages, they won't be easy opponents for us to face. In fact, we would have to gather enough force for them to choose to ally with us instead of any others."

"So you don't plan to fight humans?"

"Oh yeah, you're a strange one for a Canisian. You know some less common knowledge while being unaware of basic common sense. Are you some kind of country bumpkin or something? Well, no matter. I think I am done playing with you."

All this time we were exchanging attacks. He seemed to be extremely relaxed, and it took my entire focus to not receive a direct hit from his halberd. Even so, I had received multiple lighter scratches and bruises. My Essence Field was already reduced to half before the battle, and now it was getting closer to one-fourth.

I took a glance at the pixies' situation. I tried to take our battle closer to them, but it seemed that I wasn't quick enough to be of help. Now out of the eight remaining pixies, only two had already lost their leaves, while the three cultivators were barely harmed. Even with the numbers on our side, it was hard to compete with seasoned warriors, especially while being weakened by the previous battle.

My opponent finally decided to take it seriously, and his stance changed. He executed some sort of technique faster than ever before. It seemed he used a Mystic Concept, but I wasn't sure which one. To my surprise, when I parried the edge of his halberd, the attack seemed weaker. Then he made another similarly weak swing. The wolfman had a displeased expression. After another attack, which lacked strength despite being much more skillful and faster, he growled, "How lucky can you be? This technique of the has a 50% chance to get weaker and a 50% chance to be stronger. And against you, I already wasted it three times in a row."

"I guess I was just lucky," I said. If any of those three attacks had been as powerful as his previous strikes, I would have been unable to avoid them as easily. But at that point, we finally were in close distance to the other fighters. He executed his technique yet again, and this time I could feel that the power behind the strike was incomparable to any of his previous attacks. I activated the Mystic Switch and replaced myself with the cultivator who had just killed another pixie, lowering their numbers to five, excluding Xi, who was still busy with the core.

Just as expected, the Mystic Switch not only saved my life but also made my enemies lose their absolute advantage. Of course, that didn't mean we were winning—not even close. But at least now it wasn't a one-sided massacre. The unusually powerful attack of the Lycanian almost killed the unsuspecting cultivator.

If I were in his place, I would be dead, I noted.

The cultivator, being much more robust, lost all of his remaining Essence Field, which had been at 80% before, and also lost a hand—a small price to pay. Even if he survived, he wouldn't be in any shape to assist his allies in battle.

The cry of pain resounded through the cavern. Now our enemies realized they had no room to fool around. "Hmm, it seems I underestimated you," said the Lycanian leader as he shook the blood off his halberd.

"I don't know what kind of Concept you just used, but it won't save you for long," he said, turning away from me and rushing towards Xi.

It was an easy conclusion for him to make. If I alone was causing him trouble, what would happen when an Elite monster joined my side after becoming a Keeper, a Champion even? That would be a much greater challenge for them, compared to eight exhausted pixies and me. But showing his back to me was a mistake. As the remaining two cultivators lost sight of me, I raised the hood of my Stealth Cloak and readied myself for a Critical Strike. He didn't even know I was a Truthwalker, having only seen me use vita so far. Phantom Bolts struck his head, causing him to lose a third of his Essence Field.

Too bad I didn't have enough mana to continue spamming my spells and kill him easily. I rushed towards him, aiming to strike his neck before he could recover from the confusion caused by the bolts. The Lycanian Player didn't notice me until the last moment, but that moment was enough for him to move slightly away. Instead of his neck, my slash hit his lats.

That wasn't good enough, even with the Lucky Critical Hit. It seemed that under the kimono he was wearing a Physical Resistance Suit, or something more advanced. Now his eyes focused on me. The power behind the strike sent him away by a few feet, but he quickly recovered. His health was now down to one-third, which shocked him.

"How dare you, a puny Bronze-Ranked Player, humiliate me like this? So you are a Truthwalker?" He growled. "I guess I can't keep my full power and have to go all out. This is humiliating, but a Truthwalker is a Truthwalker indeed." He activated a power that instantly made his muscles bulge, enhancing his strength Concept. "You should be honored to force me to go this far, but now it's going to end."

Tall and lanky, he suddenly became more like a bodybuilder from Mr. Olympia, growing taller by an entire head. Now wielding his halberd with one hand, he swung at me. Despite dodging, I was nearly killed by the shockwave.

I had to think fast. My opponent's physical stats were vastly superior, but he was still vulnerable to my mystical abilities. With little mana left, I needed to use my vita more effectively. I dodged another swing, using as much agility as I could muster. I had to create an opening.

He taunted me again, "Is this all you've got? Try harder, Bronze boy!"

I could see Xi in the background, still focused on the Dungeon core. I needed to buy her more time. I activated Mirage Veil, creating multiple illusory copies around myself at the same time. The Lycanian swung wildly, trying to hit me but only striking illusions.

"Stop hiding, coward!" he roared.

Using the confusion to my advantage, I slipped behind him and aimed for a critical strike at the back of his knee. He staggered, giving me a brief moment to strike again. This time, I aimed for his exposed side, landing a Lucky Hit that further reduced his EF.

"You are persistent," he growled, recovering quickly despite the damage. "But persistence alone won't save you."

He lunged at me with renewed ferocity. I barely managed to dodge, pushed further away by the wind of his halberd as it passed by.

The two remaining cultivators seemed to get serious as well after their companion had lost his arm and was wriggling on the ground in pain, desperately using a healing Potion to save his life. Using their most powerful abilities, they killed all normal pixies, including Ri and Li. Although it had costed them more when half of their Essence Fields and probably some ability cooldowns and most of their vita.

"Unforgivable!" Xi's voice rang out, filled with fury and authority. She was finally finished with the Core. Now the Dungeon Keeper, she was not going to stand by and watch her people get slaughtered. She unleashed a barrage of Mystic Bolts, instantly killing one of the cultivators before he could react.

With a wave of her hand, Xi summoned dozens of fist-sized butterflies and sent them after another cultivator. This one was more prepared and didn't go down as easily. Meanwhile, she also sent Mystic Bolts at my opponent. Despite his enhanced size and strength, he also moved faster, which was to be expected. With increased muscle mass came increased speed, if not finesse.

I retreated further, hoping the now very muscular Wolfman would get distracted, giving me a chance for critical hits and ambushes. Unfortunately, he decided to focus on me, not because I was more dangerous, but because he hated me more. Simple as that.

Changing my plan, I headed towards the remaining cultivator, hoping my Mystic Switch would buy me another chance to avoid a fatal hit. The cultivator, instead of avoiding the butterflies, charged at them, taking significant damage as he moved towards Xi. We were all converging near the pond and the core for the final showdown.

"For the Moon! For the Sages!" the cultivator shouted, throwing his spear at Xi. She redirected the spear with a Mystic Bolt, saving herself but losing part of her wing and 15% of her Essence Field in the process. She was still adjusting to her new abilities and the crown on her head, which allowed her to summon creatures rapidly even without her wand.

The Lycanian Player was vastly superior to me in speed. Even with a head start, he caught up before I could reach the desired range to the other cultivator. Exhausted, I activated the Mystic Switch, completely draining my vita but saving myself from a fatal blow. My physical exhaustion was at its peak, and I could barely stand.

On the bright side, my opponent was also out of breath. The increase in his strength took a toll on his body. "Kill two before the end of the effect," he muttered, blocking a Mystic Bolt with his halberd and swatting away butterflies. The battle's outcome was close, but my physical fatigue was near 100%. To make matters worse, the pixie dust was about to take full effect, making me sleepy on top of being dead tired.

Everything seemed to slow down as I stood motionless. The Player spun like a whirlwind, his halberd aimed at me. With my little remaining Essence Field, this attack would be my end. But before I could react, a small body pushed me aside, taking the blow meant for me. Xi was hit, losing 60% of Essence Field, bringing it down to a fifth of its total.

She flapped her wings to stabilize herself and sent the butterflies to attack the Player, bringing his Essence Field to the bottom. Realizing the real threat was Xi, he charged at her with a wild growl, halberd raised.

Despite becoming a Champion, Xi hadn't fully recovered her mana. Left with only her enhanced physical strength, she wasn't a match for the Steel-Ranked Lycanian. But Xi moved faster than her attributes implied, possibly due to her racial traits or sheer desperation. She dodged his powerful attack, barely, and struck his neck with her little fist. His Essence Field was gone, and her next punch nearly finished him off. But the cornered beast didn't give up easily.

In their final exchange, Xi broke his Adam's apple with a strike of unbelievable speed, looking like a seasoned martial artist despite technically being a Soulwalker. The Lycanian's health was dangerously low, but he managed to thrust his halberd into Xi's exposed navel, depleting her Essence Field and bringing her Health to the red zone.

The Player died, his lips moving as if to say "for the moon," but no sound came out. I wanted to rush to Xi with a health Potion, but I could barely move. Crawling through the dirt, I reached her by the pond. She lay there, the weapon piercing through her.

"It seems... even becoming a Champion didn't make me strong, after all," she laughed weakly, looking at me with warmth and care. Her big, colorful eyes were filled with tears.

"You did it, Xi. You saved us all," I said, my voice choked with emotion. I reached out to her, offering what little comfort I could.

An unpleasant feeling of déjà vu hit me. It reminded me of how Mimi looked at Xi just mere hours ago. "Don't worry, Xi, I'll save you," I said, trying to sound reassuring.

"Lex, always with your jokes," she giggled weakly. "I'm so grateful to you. You showed me that I could be useful, that my existence wasn't meaningless."

"What are you even saying, Xi? Don't tell me you want to repeat your friend's mistake and just die? You're not poisoned, and your wound isn't something a health Potion can't solve," I said as I bought one and took it out of the Storage. "We just need to remove this weapon, and then you'll be alright. You're a Champion for god's sake. You should be more resilient than this."

"If I hadn't become a Champion, I would have died already. It's really simple.

“Don't tell me you just want to leave me here alone. Xi, you have to accompany me until the end,” I insisted.

"Do I?" She smiled. "Well, I think there is a way to save my life," she pondered for a moment. "When a monster becomes a Companion, they receive a surge of power. A surge strong enough to probably cure even a serious wound."

"If it's what you desire, then I am glad to do it," I said. I knew it was very selfish of me, that bonding her life to mine would put her at risk. Even if she died now, she would revive instead of dying for real. She would just most likely forget everything about me. And yet, when she offered me this choice, I took it selfishly.

"I am glad to hear that. I really am. But after all, I need to grow my Flutterby Tribe. Thanks to you, I understand that they need me and that I have what it takes to bring them to a brighter future. Even if not all of them are ready to accept my methods, I still want to try. I am sad that the precious memories of you will be gone. But I only hope that we meet again and become friends. Can you promise me this?"

"Yes, I promise," I whispered as she closed her eyes. And then, the last of her health was gone.

Now, I was left alone in the entire Dungeon. I just looked at the corpse of the pixie in a daze. That was when a System notification noted that the Left Out Concept was finally finished and fully recognized by me.


Your comprehension of the Left Out Concept improves by 19%, to 100%. Congratulations, you can fully utilize the abilities of the Left Out Concept! Your Affinity with the Left Out Concept improves by 4% to 53%. 

I felt the sense of loneliness, the sense of being left out and alone with no support, and even the feeling of being completely forgotten and erased from someone's memories. I felt it all. It brought forth the complete realization of the Left Out Concept, my own Concept that was even closer to who I was than the Mirage Concept, which was my primary one. But before I could truly recognize what it meant, drowsiness attacked me with a newfound force—the type of drowsiness I had never felt before. Then the world was completely gone, and I entered a deep, deep slumber.


Chapter 20.

I woke up completely refreshed, as if I had nine hours of sleep. But thanks to my new Perk of being human, I knew that I had only slept for exactly four hours. I was still alive, which meant no new enemies had entered the Dungeon. I didn't know if that was because they just didn't have enough people who met the condition or if that was because we had killed those who had entered before, thus preventing new ones from accessing the Dungeon. Unfortunately, I didn't have a way to check the number of entry slots now. That was only possible at the entrance. But it was likely that after Players died in a Dungeon, new ones couldn't enter until a certain time had passed. That was fortunate for me. Otherwise, I would have been dead.

Pixie Dust isn't as convenient as it sounds, I thought. Even with the advantages of a Human's Sloth improvement to my sleep cycle.

I checked the new notifications and current status.

You worked hard to train your physical vessel. After a healthy sleep, your efforts paid off! Your Body is increased by 2. You’ve reached the natural limit of your Physical Attributes.

Attributes

Body: 25

Nerve: 100

Mind: 25

Spirit: 100

Fate: 150

Free Attribute Points: 0

I finally maxed out all my statistics, they were as high as it even was possible for a Lesser Human. And, as far as I knew, only a chosen few were capable of getting their Fate to the limit among other Attributes. In any case, all the accumulated bonuses now would only apply when I chose to advance my Race to the next Tier. I then checked the current state of my Concepts.

Concepts

Elemental: Mirage (E, 70%, In-level 8), Void (L, Grand, 13%, N-level 5), Shadow (UR, 41%, N-level 25)

Biotic: Cat (C, 62%, N-level 25)

Occult: The Wheel of Fortune (UC, 83% N-level 25), Magician (E, 38%, N-level 25)

Ego: Left Out (E, 53%, N-level 25), Broken Love (E, 49%, N-level 25) [Locked, 47%]

All Concepts other than the Void and Mirage had already reached Neophyte-level 25, which had also increased my Affinity with every one of them by 5% as well as the effectiveness of their abilities by 25%. Even the Broken Love Concept, which I hadn’t even unlocked yet, and which at some point had gained ten percent as well, had advanced thanks to the Perk of my Super Novice Class—You Learn, You Live. Also, the number didn’t add up—most of my Affinities were a few percent higher than they should be, after checking the notifications I found out that it was the result of the Pixie Dust. Perhaps because of its hidden properties, it had slightly increased the Affinities of the Concepts I had used.

I checked out a certain item that I had received for clearing the Dungeon as well. 


Common Concept Shard — a small shard of crystallized Essence that could be consumed to improve your Affinity with any Concept of your choice (among those already available) and your Mastery over it. One-time use. You can only use up to three Concept Shards of the same quality on one Concept. Both effects are diminished by 1/5 of the initial value for each level of Concept Rarity above Common, and only up to Initiate Mastery Rank is affected.  

Effect: +5% Affinity, +5 Mastery levels

Essence Mass (EM): 0.2

I had two of those, and I decided against using them on the Mirage as that would be a waste as because of its Rarity the effect would be too insignificant compared to if I used it on Cat or the Wheel of Fortune when I reached the Steel Rank. Between short-term and long-term results, I chose the latter. If there still would be some immediate danger that required me a short-term boost, I would use the Shards, though.

Also, it kind of surprised me that even after all the fighting I had done, the Mirage had only improved by 3 levels. If the Initiate Mastery consisted of 25 levels just like the Neophyte one, then every one level was compared to 3 levels of the Steel Rank, thus level 8 would be compared to a Level 49 opponent. If that was so, then no wonder that even with all the bonuses and a Champion as my opponent, I had barely improved the Concept when my opponent had such low Levels.

After checking my progress, everything that had happened in the Dungeon flashed through my mind. I hadn't known Xi for long, but she left a strong impression on me. I definitely wanted to fulfill our promise, even if the next time we met, she likely wouldn't be as friendly and understanding as before. Who knew? It would probably take some time for the pixies to recognize their new princess. I wondered if her personality would revert to what it had been when she first met me, making all her new realizations as a leader futile. Or maybe even if monsters lost their memories, some of the feelings and thoughts of the past were passed over, which would also mean that even after being respawned, guys like Velgo would feel some resentment against me.

All the corpses were long gone, but the same couldn't be said about the belongings of the Lycanians. Unlike monsters, they were absorbed without their items, or at least without items not recognized by the System. So normal clothes were gone, but the Player had died with a Physical Resistance Suit of the Steel Rank and his halberd, which was an Uncommon Steel Rank weapon. Though it required way more Essence points to Equip, I still tried to wield it, but it was too heavy for me to use normally. The cultivators had some basic weapons of Common quality, like my scimitar, so maybe I’d have an easier time using them if a need arose. So I stored all the items in my Storage, touching it with the bracelet on my right wrist and making it disappear. The fight also gave me some income and a piece of new information.

You have contributed in slaying a [Noble Lycanian - Steel, Player, Level 30]. 50% EXP bonus. x2 EXP for killing a being of a higher Rank. All EXP is withheld until the Steel Rank. You receive 240 LEC. You receive a random percentage of the Player’s CP and funds: You receive 44 CP, You receive 320 LEC.

Funds: 14241+200+216+232+240+320=15449

Contribution Points: 1671+44=1715

Now I had to decide what to do next. I checked the information about my Party, which included Aliya, her Companion Iriri, and Arrold, her so-called uncle. Since they were more or less alright according to their statuses in the Party Interface, I had some options regarding what to do next. The obvious thing was to advance to the Steel Rank. For that, I had to advance my Race as well. I knew that wouldn't be a fast process. Unlike monsters, who could easily advance in Rank just because someone activated the Challenger Mode, a Natural Sentient had to undergo an entire evolution, which could take hours if not days. In my case, the Race I needed was rather special. I checked the menu of Race advancement and the conditions. First of all, anyone who wanted to advance needed a special Potion.

I needed an Irregular Race Advancement Potion, which cost a staggering 30,000 Lesser Essence Coins. Thankfully, I had a free F+ token, meaning I could get it for free. But that was only part of the equation. I checked the Race advancement screen.

Congratulations, Player. You have a Race advancement available. You have the following Races to choose from:

Greater Human. The standard Race to which the vast majority of humans advance doesn't require anything other than reaching the limit of your Race stats and having two of your Skills reach level 25. A Greater Human is a superior version of a lesser one. It has the same advantages and disadvantages of a lesser human but is better at everything and has the potential to reach greater heights. On some advanced planets, after a few generations, some humans can be born as Greater ones, giving them a certain advantage even at the Bronze Rank and making their advancement to Steel Rank without hindrance. They have the following perks: Human Learning II, Human Greed, Human Envy (Unlocks at Level 50). Multiple Race Evolution options will be available at the peak of the Steel Rank.

That was the only Default Race available to me. Then there were Variation Races, like Sloth Human and Pride Human. These were interesting and implied improvements to the respective Perks. However, they also had significant drawbacks. Unlike Greater Humans, who could easily advance to higher Ranks, these allowed reaching the Silver Rank without advancing to a new Race but made it impossible to go past that. Most people found them unavailable because they required a Rare Concept for Sloth Human and at least one Ultra-Rare Perk from a Title for Pride Human. The Sloth Human Perks improved growth tremendously and allowed living without sleep or sleeping for as many hours as desired. As for the Pride Race, it focused on Titles, allowing exclusive titles with powerful Perks and improved the existing ones.

Other lesser-quality Variation Races were available, like Agile Human, Power Human, Steel Human, and Surge Human. These limited growth to the Steel Rank or Silver forever, despite offering more battle advantages than Greater Humans.

Lastly, there were Irregular Races, but the section was empty. To advance to an Irregular Race, one had to drink the Irregular Advancement Potion. The conditions for advancement would then be made clear. However, failing to fulfill the condition within twenty-four hours would prevent any further advancement.

I had seven Irregular Races available. Drinking the Potion would reveal more about them. That was all the System told me. To learn more, I would have to ask a Tutorial Guide if available. It was tricky, and if I hadn't known beforehand from Luxuria what I needed, I wouldn't risk drinking such a dangerous Potion based on luck and would just choose the Greater Human, just like the vast majority of Human Players.

I decided to exchange the F+ Free Ticket for the Potion, but not drink it yet.

Irregular Potion of the Race Advancement (Steel Rank)—this magical compound, created by ancient Akashic Thinkers, allows the Life, Soul, and Essence Codes to become extremely plastic and makes the Genesis System interference very effective, enabling rewriting even the deepest parts of the Codes and completely changing the Race's basic foundation. It's powerful and dangerous, requiring strict conditions to change to an Irregular Race. Only an Irregular Race can truly be compatible with the Potion's changes. Failing to complete the requirements for any advancement within, approximately, one standard day cycle will irreparably damage the Code, requiring Divine Intervention or extremely rare resources to solve the problem. Pro tip: Drinking a second Potion before the time limit will do nothing. You only have one chance. Don't waste it.

I wished Luxuria had told me the exact conditions, but she only said I had already fulfilled most of them.

Should I drink it now? I wondered.

Many of my cooldowns weren't over yet, so I wasn't at full strength. The more time I wasted, the higher the chance something could go wrong. I couldn't stay in this Dungeon, now called Flutterby Pixie Cave, as it was no longer safe. The safest place for me to advance would be the Kobold Nest, under the protection of Aliya and Iriri, who was probably already a Dungeon Keeper. I could check her status, and sure enough, she was already a Champion and level 20. Wasn't that too fast of an advancement? Then again, that was the same level as Velgo, who had reached it in just a few days. At this pace, she might reach the Steel Rank before tomorrow.

I probably should have given Potions to Aliya before we separated. These Potions would have helped her advance to the Steel Rank, just like me. In fact, she may even advance faster than Arrold with some Potions as well.

While thinking about it, I decided to check the rewards for the quest and then examine the Left Out Concept to understand its full potential.

Left Out Concept—being left out by others can be a blessing in disguise. It can allow one to find power within oneself. You know what it feels like to be left out, forgotten, and all alone. Solitude is a part of you, and you are a part of the loneliness itself. Gain power from being unnoticed and make others feel what it means to be truly left out, to be all alone. Just like you.

Rarity Grade: Epic

Affinity: 48%

Mastery: Neophyte level-25

Passive: [Forever Alone III].

Augmentation: [Leave Me Alone III].

Psionic Art: [Despair of the Left Out III]

This Concept resonated deeply with me. I had experienced loneliness and being forgotten. Now, I could use those feelings to my advantage.

Forever Alone III—Your presence is as fine as it could be.

Effect:

I. Any possible attempt to hide your existence is going to be severely enhanced. If you don't want to be bothered, others will forget that you even exist.

II. Additional improvement to your stealth.

III. Bonus to reaction speed when acting without allies.

Leave Me Alone III—You don’t want to be bothered by nuisances, and this Augmentation helps with that very well.

Effect:

I. As long as there are no enemies or allies in your immediate surrounding this Augmentation severely increases your movement speed and mental speed. At the same time, it also hides your presence, making it much harder for others to perceive your existence. Both effects can be turned on at the same time or one at a time. The effect that hides your presence consumes significantly more vita.

II. Decreases the distance required for the effect to be activated.

III. Decreases the vita consumption for both effects.

Despair of the Left Out III—You make others experience the feeling of being left out all alone, to the point of making them despair.

Effect:

I. Deals severe mental-type damage to the target if they are away from their allies and stuns them with despair. Or, if the target is surrounded by allies, it makes them lose the ability to perceive them, instead increasing the chance of attacking their own allies.

II. Decreases the chance to resist the Art.

III. Additionally, enhances the strength of the Art if you currently don’t have any allies nearby.

Basically, those abilities were a fusion of the powers provided by the Solitude and Loneliness Concepts, but more potent in a way that the Concept seemed to be pretty much tailored to me. It seemed even more useful than the Mirage Concept. I wouldn't have lost much if it was my primary Concept, instead. I Readjusted my Concepts immediately, making it the Linked one to see that the Authority and the Miracle were available when it connected to the Mirage.

Perhaps for the first time ever, the Authority that resulted from my Concept was actually useful to me. If others were just not cost-efficient versions of a Surge or an Augmentation, because they were pretty much ineffective at my Level, thanks to my abysmal Charisma, the authority called "Don't Look at Me" used my disadvantage to provide me with a somewhat effective way to cooperate with others. Basically, it worked in the following way: the more allies I had around, the harder it was for me to be discovered by enemies.

As for the Miracle, it honestly exceeded my expectations.

The Left Out Realm I – a world of your imagination, a world of your inner mind, a world where you are left out by reality itself. The Miracle cements the world of your own possession, a hidden realm where you can escape or invite another being. A world for you alone, or for you and your chosen enemy. After completing the Miracle, the realm will exist for as long as you activate it. After activation, you can choose to escape to it alone or to force another being into it. The time inside the realm is compressed by ten times, and the realm will cease to exist after you are no longer able to provide it with energy. The more energy you provide when you create it, the longer the realm will exist, the bigger it will be, and the more detailed it will be. The more powerful a target, the harder it is to contain it inside the Lift Out Realm. After the effect ends, you and the target will be teleported nearby, approximately, depending on if the space is available at your previous locations.  Cooldown: 13 hours

Even if it didn't sound nearly as amazing as other Miracles, because it didn't have any offensive effects and didn't even empower me in my own world, I understood a few things about it which were not directly mentioned in the description. For one, using my imagination, I could create rather complex locations in this Realm, as it was called, based on my memories and fantasies. Second, the most important part was that I could hold the world after I completed the Miracle, so I could edit it inside my mind, and most importantly, I could combine it with other Miracles. Basically, it allowed me to escape mortal danger for a while and buy some time even against the strongest of opponents. Though, to be honest, the cooldown of thirteen hours was kind of overdoing it. Considering the way it worked, I didn't need to wait for a target before using it.

"Let's do it now, then," I decided. Now was as good a time as any to test the newest Miracle I had.


Chapter 21.

First of all, I had to think of a place to base my Left Out Realm on. Why would I need to think too deeply when I could just use what was right before my eyes? Yes, this cavern would be good enough for the first time. Maybe later I would think of a better place, which was more advantageous to me for a fight. As I started the invocation, I had to focus most of my imagination on replicating my surroundings. It seemed that I underestimated how hard it actually was to create a world, even if it was a replica. I needed to perfectly imagine every little detail. Every stone was important. Every drop of water. Of course, that led to me giving up on making my world perfect on the first attempt. It was just too much information for me to handle. My mana and vita were depleting at an astonishing pace. Or maybe it wasn't them that were depleting quickly, but rather my sense of time being completely distorted.

The language that I used was very different from the words of any other invocation I had used for a Miracle. At the same time, those words felt extremely familiar and completely foreign. Something resonated inside me and in the outside world. Intuitively, I understood that it was actually easier for me to use this Miracle while being in the exact same room which I wanted to replicate.

Time went by as I repeatedly moved between my imagination and reality, between creating an image inside my mind and focusing on the invocation. An even stranger feeling than when I had cast two Miracles consecutively, just proved how different that Miracle was from anything else.

I felt that my goal was finally complete. A sense of unprecedented accomplishment filled me. I checked the current time using the cooldowns of some of my abilities as a way to measure time. And it was more than I had expected. Then again, it just confirmed what I had already realized thanks to the Sloth of Humanity Perk. And that was the fact that it took almost two entire hours for me to finally reach the completion of this Miracle. I was completely spent, both my vita and mana at zero, and my mental and even physical fatigue at their limits. On the bright side, that also improved my last Skill.

Spatial Thinking reaches level 25. Your Mind is increased by 2 (withheld).  You’ve reached the thirty-point Bronze Rank limit for this Skill.

I had already got it to the level 21 before after the battle against the Matriarch, and now I finally maxed it out. At the level 20 milestone, the Skill additionally improved my spatial orientation, which was an expected effect for the Skill.

"That's not the type of Miracle you use right before a battle," I concluded. Considering its mostly supportive traits, it was definitely something you prepared beforehand. In the real world, nothing seemingly changed. Well, maybe except for the beautiful flower that was growing in the middle of the pond where the capybara had died.

It seemed that the flower was a sign that the Dungeon changed its owner. And the Dungeon's name was now the Wise Flutterby Pixie Cave. That wasn't a wrong name for it. That wasn't a wrong title for Xi, either.

The biggest difference that I noticed was the feeling or rather an image of a place forming at the back of my mind. It looked exactly like my current location, a clear image of the Core Hall, if a tad less detailed. At first glance, it looked the same. But if you, for example, picked up a handful of mud or some rock, you would notice that they were just a lazy copy. That world was more like something from a video game rather than something real. I also felt that I could at any moment transport myself to this world, to this safe haven, the realm that only I could access. And at the same time, I knew that I could contain someone inside of it. Then it would be up to me if I wanted to enter the world to face them, or if I decided to just keep them there until my energy ran out.

Alongside the Lucky Charm, that would be another layer of protection for me. Though, there could be some other uses. For example, removing a powerful enemy from their group before dealing with them or, on the other hand, removing someone especially dangerous and killing them alone. That basically made me a perfect assassin, allowing me to single out my target without being noticed by anyone. The effects of the realm didn't remove me from stealth, after all. I wondered if the body would be removed from the realm after I killed the opponent, or if it would just remain there.

Last but not least, I checked the loot from the Matriarch, which was at the same time a pleasant surprise and a rather disappointing win for me. It was the first piece of Equipment that gave a direct bonus to one of the attributes.

[The Jewel Crown of Joy (Steel, Rare)] —this crown, created from the Essence of joy and earth together, made for a beautiful and powerful accessory. Every elemental would envy you if they saw you wearing it. Unfortunately, now the Capybara Matriarch wouldn't be half as beautiful as she was while she was wearing this piece of jewelry.

Effects: +30 Charisma, +30 Agility. As a rare jewelry masterpiece, its selling cost is a few times more than that of items of similar quality.

Durability: 55/55

EM (Essence Mass): 8

When checking its price, I was surprised to find that it would sell for an entire 10,000 Lakh, which made it more valuable than everything else I had on me combined.

That's quite ridiculous. It's more money than a level 100 boss would drop, I think.

Its bonuses were normally pretty useless, at least at the Steel Rank. And considering that it took an entire eight points of the equipment limit, in other words, that was kind of a junk item with the only good thing about it being its selling price. At least, normally. But for me, it was a bit different. Thirty points of Charisma were an extremely powerful bonus. The way it worked, as far as I could tell, if someone had 50% distribution in Luck and Charisma, that item would only give them 60 Fate points worth of Charisma. But for me, that would be five times more. My current Charisma was only 15 point total, so Equipping this Artifact would triple it. As for my Agility, it also was only at 25 points, so it would also be more than doubled.

So if I needed to influence someone in any way and use my Charisma and Communication Skill, then the crown would be indispensable. The only problem was that I would have to actually wear it. And if I really needed money, it wouldn’t be late to sell it. It could help me a lot if I needed to talk to someone, I just had to endure the embarrassment of wearing something like that on my head. Then again, what was embarrassing about it when I wasn't even in my own body? The crown would fit Alex just right.

The good thing was that my Concept Readjustment was already available again, as well as most of my Miracles. As far as I could tell, the outside of the Dungeon was monitored by the Lycanians, and I really needed to not be noticed by them to maximize my chances. For that, I would need some luck and some stealth. The Magician as my main Concept, so I could use its Miracle yet again. But that was only if I wanted to actually attack the group that was waiting in ambush. The most problematic thing was that my enemy, the one who was supposed to be at level 50 and not a weak one among beings of that level as well, would most likely be there. And if he had other similarly powerful allies, then I would have to avoid them altogether.

One way for me to live without being noticed was to improve my Stealth Cloak. I had a Token that could advance it to the Steel Rank, which in turn would make it take twice as much Essence slots. But who cared? In the end, I chose the Magician Concept and linked the Mirage to it. Another Concept was obviously the Left Out one, as it would be indispensable for any attempt at stealth. I took out the Steel Advancement token and activated it with the Stealth Cloak as my target, which led to every other item being unequipped. The cloak changed its color slightly, while the amulet changed to become completely steel-colored. Its description barely changed, but I instantly felt the difference when I took it on and Equipped. Now it was enhancing me even more. To be honest, I would have probably saved the token for the case if I received some other rare or even ultra-rare artifact of the Bronze Rank. But who knew if that would happen or not. And, at the very least, I already had another token which I would use on the Skull Staff. And so I walked to the entry gate of the Dungeon.

Soon enough, I reached the hallway cavern, and a soothing feeling descended upon me. Melancholy and desire to not leave and just to wait until the pixies respawn, wait for Xi to be reborn, tell her everything we had experienced, become friends, make the pixies into my allies, and only then leave to the outside world. I would take the Potion and see what conditions it had, and then I would complete them and reach the Steel Rank in safety, surrounded by the those I trusted. Then again, would it even be wise to trust them, considering the circumstances had changed? Considering they had no reason to believe my words, even if I told them the entire truth? No, it was fate itself that made everyone in this Dungeon die, everyone except me. It was a sign that I had to move on and forget everything that had happened, at least for now. One day, when I had some leeway, I would return here and talk to Xi.

"Well, damn it," I cursed. "If I am going to leave anyway, I at least want to know what I have to do to get that damn Race advancement. And I also have to know beforehand what exactly I had to do for it."

I opened the Storage and took out the costly Potion. It was worth more than all other F+ Grade items combined—30,000 points.

The vial itself didn't look any special. Its metallic shine didn't reflect its cost in any way. But there was something unusual when I took it in my fingers. It wasn't just cold. It was as if it sucked away the warmth from my fingers. As I opened the vial and glanced at the liquid inside, I found it looked not much different than water—translucent and odorless—but it was viscous and emanated strange fluctuations that made my soul itself shiver.

At that moment, I felt that drinking it would split my life into "before" and "after." That it would change me in such a profound way that I could not even comprehend it yet. But there was no hesitation. After all, changing completely was what I desired. I was already much different than I wanted to be. I had already lost my body, my life. And now I had to take it back and also return to Alex what was rightfully his. And so I brought the vial to my lips and drank its viscous liquid. As soon as my tongue touched it, it got numb, and then that strange numbness spread onto my entire body, into my entire soul and mind. I lost all sensations. The moment could have been only a second, but it felt like hours of being locked into a frozen world. Then I saw a System notification that brought me out of this strange state. Checking the cooldowns of my Miracles, I noticed that indeed, not even a minute had passed since I took the Potion. So it was an illusion after all.

Warning! You have taken a Steel-Ranked Irregular Race advancement Potion. You have approximately 23 hours and 27 minutes to complete the conditions and start your Racial Evolution process. Choose one of the available Races and fulfill the necessary conditions and the transformation trigger.

1. The Sinless Human.

2. The Pride Incarnate.

3. The Greater Felisian.

4. The Void Specter.

5. The Spectral Human.

6. The Great Soul Traveler.

7. The Shadow Sentinel.

I read the short description of the Races, and each one of them was kind of ridiculous in its own way. Well, some of them clearly stated that they had a limit for advancement, but reaching its peak was all but guaranteed and extremely fast. To be honest, for a normal Player, the growth limit of the Platinum or even just Gold Rank was already awesome. But I knew I had to advance further, much further. I had no leisure to stay in the Outerverse forever. Which instantly excluded three of the choices, the Sinless Human, as well as the Shadow Sentinel and the Pride Incarnate.

Some of the descriptions made me pause, and one of them: The Great Soul Traveler. That was a unique Race, which was very similar to the Spectral Human. If I chose it, then I would separate from Alex's body immediately and would exist as a soul, a kind of ghost with some degree of power. I wouldn’t need a physical manifestation. As a Great Soul Traveler, I would also have a way to advance to the next stage of the Race, not being limited at all in my potential for growth. But the problem was that I would never have a physical body if I chose this. That would be the easier choice if I wanted just to save Alex, but I was too selfish for that and had much greater goals. As for the conditions for advancement...

I just needed to change my original body once, which I had already fulfilled. But to be honest, that was a ridiculous condition for anyone other than me. Then again, as far as I knew, it was possible using the System or advanced technologies from other worlds to move your soul to another body. There was nothing said about actually being killed or something. I needed to have at least one Ego Concept at the Rare Grade or above, which I obviously already fulfilled with my Left Out Concept. As for the trigger, which required to be done within the time limit for me to get the right to advance, it was simple, really. Or maybe not so simple. I had to gather soul energy from natural sentient beings. From ten souls to be exact. It sounded quite ominous.

The so-called triggers ranged from easy to not so easy, at least for me. Some of them depended on luck. For example, to complete the conditions for the Prideful Human, I had to gain at least one achievement. That sounds so simple, and yet so hard. And it was for a reason. The Pride Incarnate was a Race based on Titles. And to get it, I would need to get a Title for it to be available. Then, I had to gain a Title that provided a Perk of Epic Grade or better, which was kind of ridiculous for most people. Moreover, you'd have to do it before reaching the Steel Rank. As if that wasn't enough, you also had to use this Potion pretty much blindly. In the Tutorial, the so-called guides would help you with that and explain the different potential Races or something.

To my surprise, I also found out that I could become a Felisian, someone I had pretended to be. That Race also didn’t have any limit and was pretty similar to a Greater Human, if with some minor differences. Obviously, I didn’t plan to become one, but it was funny that I had this choice, probably the effect of having a relatively high Affinity with the Cat Concept.

As for Void Specter, just a single glance made me absolutely sure that I wanted to have nothing to do with that Race. In fact, I was angry at the System that it even added it to the options. Absolutely deplorable.

Now was the time to decide my future, my fate. And to achieve all of my goals, I only had one path. I read the description of Spectral Humans again.

Spectral Human—Spectral Humans are those who abandoned the advancement of their body, their Life Code, at least for the time being. Instead, their Essence Code is rewritten to be completely supported by the Soul Code alone, where the soul body develops beyond normal limits. This Race is highly unusual and unnatural. In ancient times, those who wanted to reach immortality managed to create secret rituals and magical compounds to achieve the effect of the separation of the flesh and the soul, while at the same time allowing their soul to enhance their physical capabilities. All of this for the purpose of leaving the limits of their physical body that was bound to die sooner or later. Unfortunately for them, unless you take a step further and advance your soul to even greater heights, losing your body would only leave you in a vulnerable state, and while that would prolong your life as the soul is still incomplete, it would only live for a few centuries or so. Not much better than if you just developed your own body, instead. In fact, even in the times when this Race was created, there were beings that reached much longer longevity just by developing their bodies to the fullest.

The practices required to become a Spectral Human were lost over time for being ineffective at their initial purpose. Nonetheless, this Race is still extremely useful for those who want to create a new body for themselves and to broaden the potential of their further advancements. Having a completely developed soul would allow for easier transfer to a more superior body. Then again, with the System perfecting the evolution of the default Human Path, this is a very risky choice. Only take it if you know why you are doing it. The Race have no potential Rank Limit, but you have to choose further advancement after reaching the limit of the Steel Rank. Fighting power is excellent for the Steel Rank.

Honestly, just by the description alone, it wasn’t all that special compared to the other Irregular Races available. And the conditions for this option to even appear were rather ridiculous as well.

Condition 1: Sacrifice your life to save someone else (Complete). OR Have someone else sacrifice their life to save you (Complete). Bonus Attributes would be distributed for achieving both conditions.

Condition 2: At least one Ego Concept of the Rare Grade or above (Complete).

Condition 3. Primary Concept of the Epic Grade (Complete).

Condition 4: Kill ten beings without them noticing you (Complete).

Those conditions were some of the harshest. And just based on the description of the Race, it didn't seem that powerful. When I checked the racial traits, I was rather surprised.

Luxuria had told me that the Race was powerful, so no surprise here. But the actual traits and perks were pretty much balance-breaking compared to the normal Races. Simply put, Spectral Humans could not improve physically at all. We couldn't train any physical skills like the ones I took. But in exchange, a part of our Mind and Spirit would improve our Body and Nerve, respectively, allowing us to dump all the stats into our mind-based attributes while still having decent physical capabilities. Of course, I could also temporarily leave the body and then fight as my separate soul. This was the gist of it, but it was enough for me to use it to my advantage and cover my usual weak points.

Of course, the other Irregular Races had some powerful Perks as well, but they were limited in potential. Considering my particular strengths and weaknesses, it was hard to say if they were truly more powerful. In any case, the last thing I needed to know was the trigger. It was pretty much the same as the one for the Great Soul Traveler. I needed to kill ten Natural Sentients of the Steel Ranks. The soul energy would be absorbed by my own being for the racial advancement. Except, the trigger was much harsher. I had to kill ten of those without them noticing me.

Now I see why Luxuria said that if it was me, then I would have no problem completing the conditions. I smiled. It seems it's time to hunt some wolves.

I Equipped the Stealth Cloak, which was already at the Steel Rank. With the passive improvement from the Left Out Concept, I was almost certain that even if there was someone right at the exit from the Dungeon, I would still most likely go unnoticed.

But with my improved arsenal, I had a certain confidence. Even if the worst came to worst, I would still be able to escape.

“Now it's time to complete my trigger and then return to my friends. Goodbye, Xi!” I muttered as I walked through the gate.


Chapter 22.

Just like I had expected, there were Lycanians standing right on each side of the entrance. One of them was a Common one and looked like a humanoid wolf, while the other had apparently already advanced to a more humanoid, more human-like Noble stage. It was barely believable that they were supposed to be the same species.

If I were in some kind of story or movie, the two guardsmen would be talking to each other right at the moment when I left the place, giving away some important information. But in reality, if you were left guarding for long enough, you would most likely run out of conversation topics rather soon and just be bored for the rest of the time. Even if only a few feet separated us, I decided not to tempt fate and additionally activated the Augmentation of the Left Out Concept—Leave Me Alone.

The Augmentation instantly made me move faster, but at the same time made it almost impossible for me to be detected. I was almost sure that my default stealth in the cloak was enough, but it was always better to be safe than sorry. I found a particularly wide corner among the nearby buildings to survey the surroundings. There was a building that seemed to be a café with Mexican food. My target, a level 50 Lycanian, was already in my sight. Right now he was sitting at a table surrounded by a dozen of his followers. The Lycanians were playing some kind of card game, while the two guards were out of their minds, waiting for me to leave the Dungeon, which was already completely empty. Their reptilian mounts were lazing around in the streets, some peacefully sleeping as they leaned on the nearby broken cars without a care in the world. Honestly, I had hoped that most of the enemies would be sleeping as well, as it was quite later already, but it seemed that my luck wasn’t that good. After considering if I should wait a little, I concluded that it didn’t matter that much if they were sleeping or not, as long as they didn’t notice me.

Even if a thick mirror separated us from each other, I could still hear the loud voices from the restvitant. "I can't believe the attack group was wiped out," said one of the Lycanians as he took out a card and placed it in the center of the table. It seemed that they managed to use the utensils to make some kind of porridge, which they were eating right now.

"As soon as the limit renews, we have to send the next group," said the leader.

“But Lord Raiden... This doesn't make any sense. There is just one of them. And... how is it possible for him to complete the Challenger Mode?”

“I saw this person and I almost killed him,” replied Raiden. “But he could attack from a large distance despite the difference in our level. I felt some threat from this Player, this mere Bronze Ranked worm, which should tell you a lot. He used some type of this world’s technology. He still wasn’t strong enough to normally clear such a Dungeon, so there was something else at play, like sapient monsters cooperating with him. And that would explain how Mukko lost his life and his people.”

"A technology, you say? One of my subordinates found some type of metal tube. It could be used to create strange noises. Where was it again?" The man who said it was a bit older than the rest of them, with a funny mustache, which reminded me of a certain comic that was popular at the beginning of the 20th century and a certain dictator who started one of the world wars. So it was even funnier when he took out a prolonged item from his backpack. It was a dual-purpose item. It was a massager… as well as a toy for women with a certain purpose... Some even called it a magic wand for its advanced features. It seemed to still hold some charge. When the man activated it, it started to vibrate with a characteristic noise, which made all the men, both those sitting at the main table and those gathered at the other tables, look in his direction.

"It's a very suspicious artifact. The System couldn't recognize it. Are you sure you should activate something potentially dangerous without asking for my permission first?"

"Sorry, Lord Raiden. I didn't think someone as powerful as you would even bother with a measly toy like this."

“A measly toy?”

“Well, as far as my subordinates and I have tested, it isn't dangerous, but it gives good massages. Come here, Keiji, try it.”

"Hmm, interesting. And it's also made from a smooth and delicate material," said the handsome young man known as Keiji. His wolf ears were pointed out in caution, but he took the vibrator from the mustached man.

At that point, I already stood at the entrance to the restvitant and watched through the door, which was conveniently left open. I wondered if I should enter or not, and decided against it.

After turning off the massager, Keiji said, “Even if that Player has some advanced tools and the help of the monsters of the Dungeon, I doubt that his power is fully recovered after the clearance of the Dungeon and the fight against Mukko. So I want to be the one to have his head.”

“You only advanced to the Steel Rank and you want to take on an enemy who killed your betters?”

“I’m ready to face any challenge for the sake of our people.”

“Well, suit yourself. Maybe you are right about it,” Raiden said. “Or maybe we'll also lose you. In this case, that would mean you weren't worth living anyway and overestimated your powers.”

"I won't disappoint you, Lord Raiden. And to be honest, even if Mukko was older and more experienced and his level was greater, he was just someone without a Clan from some nameless family. His Artifacts are inferior to mine, and so are his Concepts. I am sure that in a fair duel, I would have bested him in my current state. Well, I mean his state before he was dead," Keiji ended his little speech with a laugh, which was shared by every other person at the table, except Lord Raiden.

It seemed that the Lycanians weren't above laughing at the dead. Or maybe their philosophy was just too different from those of us human beings.

I checked the levels of every Lycanian present. A total of 17 of them inside the restvitant. Two guards outside and also a few hidden here and there in the surroundings, probably scouting for potential threats. It seemed that the entire group was only a small part of their entire "division."

Now, with the module of the Cheating Trainee, I could see their levels clearly. And just like I had assumed, the leader Raiden was at level 55, which was an improvement from how Aliya had remembered him. Probably going around the city allowed him to win some battles. Maybe he also cleared some relatively high-level Dungeon. Or maybe he was already at that level even before arriving in our world, and the information from the Lyncisian Princess was outdated. As for the rest, they were much more lackluster. It seemed that the most powerful of his allies weren't here. He probably took only a small, relatively weak group to wait with him here for me. This was also why the vast majority of the Lycanians were below level 30, although, to be honest, it was still too much for a mere level 25 Bronze Player like me if we were to fight head-on. What was definitely uncomfortable was that he stayed here himself, which was rather surprising. It seemed that avenging his brother was really important to him.

For a moment, I hesitated, seeing those people. I couldn't call them anything other than human. Almost every one of them looked exactly like a human and had a similarly advanced mental capacity. Would killing them in cold blood make me a villain or a hero? Perhaps that entirely depended on who you asked. I didn't start this war. Their allies attacked my friends and me, and these people, if given an opportunity, would kill me in cold blood without any hesitation or mercy whatsoever. So why would I even hesitate? Of course, if you took any random normal person, even if they understand all this rationally, they would still hesitate. They wouldn't want to take a life. But as for me, I didn't feel much conflict thinking about it. The only hesitation was a discrepancy between how a normal human should act and what I was actually feeling.

It was already getting dark outside, but inside the restvitant, torches illuminated the room, giving it a very strange atmosphere. I wasn't sure if there were more Lycanians already sleeping. I had already seen them asleep in one of the buildings nearby. But I knew that I couldn't wait for much longer. It was very interesting to listen to the conversation of my enemies, and perhaps I would get some useful information if I continued to do so. But my vita had already recovered after using the Augmentation, and I wanted to get back to safety as soon as possible. For that, I had to complete my mission. The restvitant with the strange name "El Fuego Azul" whatever that meant, was originally a two-story building, but now it was one and a half stories, with the upper one-fourth gone. To safely cast the False Cataclysm, I had to climb to the second floor. I could have probably reached the stairs by passing by the Lycanians in the middle of the room, but I decided to play it safe and just climb. With my current stats, jumping a dozen feet into the air, wasn't that difficult. Climbing to the second floor only took me a few moments. Below me, they continued to play without any suspicion.

I returned to the already familiar realm of Invoking a Miracle. The Cataclysm was almost complete when one of the guards did a casual check of the Dungeon and suddenly found that his hand was passing through it. "Boss!" he shouted and ran inside the restvitant. "Boss, it seems that the Dungeon recovered and someone can enter again."

“Hmm, strange," the mustached man said. "It usually takes around 10 hours for the Dungeon to completely assimilate the dead Players.”

“The time doesn't match quite yet, which can only mean one thing: you imbeciles missed him as he left the Dungeon. I told you he was using a Stealth Cloak, and yet you weren't careful enough!” Raiden exploded and was about to punch the unfortunate guard in the face when I finally completed the Invocation, creating tornadoes right inside the building.

The clouds in the sky sent lightnings that pierced through the roof as if it wasn't even there. From underground, the earthquake made the restvitant tremble. Some of the lower-level Lycanians almost died from the initial barrage of attacks. But now that my Mirage Concept was at the Initiate Mastery, and my Magician Concept had finally reached level 25, the Miracle significantly improved as well. Now I had only one real problem: the fact that a certain level 55 dangerous Player was among them, and it was only a matter of time until he found me using his sharp senses, just like last time. But I wasn't the same anymore. A part of me wanted to try and see if I could defeat him, but the fact that he hadn't received even a single direct hit from the False Cataclysm, despite the others already being weakened as they tried to avoid the illusory hurricanes and bolts of thunder, made me reconsider.

I decided not to risk it. If I were noticed, the condition for the trigger of my racial advancement would be in question. I activated my Left Out Realm and sucked Raiden into it. Now I could clearly see his confusion as he appeared in the world of my creation. With some mild effort, I could have entered the world as well to see if I could fight him, but I knew it was too early for me. Theoretically, the Matriarch was supposed to have relatively greater attributes than him, considering it was a level 30 Champion, and he was just a level 55 Player. But in practice, there were more variables, and even if the stats alone were higher, the leader of the riders was stronger because his levels alone, as I had experienced before, gave a certain advantage. As far as I knew, because of that, he would receive less damage from me while dealing bonus damage when attacking. He was also armed and a sapient being, very crafty and a warrior experienced in many battles, way more experienced than me. Perhaps, just like Aliya, he had trained for many years to get his Attributes to the maximum of his current Rank as well. I would’ve checked for sure if the Bane of the Strong was available.

So I held myself back against the seductive thought of challenging the overwhelmingly more powerful enemy. Instead, I decided to focus on completing my objective. What I was about to do would probably make the Lycanian leader even more angry at me than he already was. I felt as the energy that comprised the Left Out Realm was drained. It seemed that the duration of the realm depended on how much energy I used to create it. And it wasn't draining my actual mana and vita after it was already completed. Obviously, my opponent wasn’t just standing idly, he started to attack his surroundings, which increased the consumption as well. Still, by my estimation, I had more than enough time.

Hearing the commotion, the Saurian Hoppers, the mounts of the Lycanians that were resting outside the building, suddenly got up in confusion. The area of the Miracle was wide enough to actually kill one of them, which was only at the Bronze Rank, and hurt some of the others. So they hastily ran away without waiting for their owners to ride them. Obviously, the confused and disoriented Lycanians, both the cultivators and the few Players, were further surprised by the sudden disappearance of their invincible leader. They wanted to escape the danger zone as soon as possible. As their Essence Fields were getting lower and lower, they realized that as long as they ran far away from the center of the magical attack, they would be safe.

But there was a reason I chose the top of the roof and didn't take off my Stealth Cloak to Equip something else. The first to run outside was the level 35 Lycanian with the mustache. He was the one who had received the least damage among the entire group, having lost only 30% of his Essence Field.

The level 35 Lycanian, whose name I didn't catch, was the most likely among them all to notice me or to run away before it was too late. But why would I allow him such a luxury? It was a mistake for him to leave the others and be left alone. That was just the perfect opportunity for me to test my Psychic Art. Based on the description, and as it was an instant ability, I wanted to be 100% sure that my opponent would not escape. I first created three Phantom Bolts and aimed them at his head, then activated the Psychic Art of the Left Out Concept.

Despair of the Left Out was an ability which effect depended on whether there were allies in the immediate surroundings of the target. If there were no allies, its effect was simple: it dealt massive damage while paralyzing the target with despair. It was simple but effective, as I soon found out.

Despite the difference in our levels and Ranks, the Lycanian was still just five levels above the Matriarch, who was a Champion to boot. He didn't resist my psionic art much. Suddenly, the mustached Lycanian knelt down with a painful expression on his face. The paralysis effect alone was enough for me to clearly send three Mystic Bolts right into his head. The Despair of the Left Out took around a fourth of his Essence Field, and the three bolts took out the rest. But he was still alive, which was rather problematic for me. Not wanting to waste more time, I used the Reign Elements to create spikes under him that pierced his body. Without the Essence Field to protect him, he barely managed to avoid some of them. His fear of death activated some hidden resource of his body, allowing him to overwhelm the effects of my Psychic Art. This proved that if it had been the level 55 leader, I would have been in big trouble.

Eventually, the wounds dealt enough damage to finish him off. The rest of the Lycanians weren't as lucky; most of them had already died, fulfilling the condition for the trigger. The only disappointing part was that they hadn’t given any loot, as apparently absorbing the energy of their souls didn’t leave any spare Essence for the Coins or EXP. The only exception was the mustached Level 35, who turned out to be a Player, as I received a part of his funds and CP. The few who managed to leave the area of the Cataclysm received a Phantom Bolt to the head. After completing the trigger, I finally started to receive money for my kills.

Funds: 15449+340+100+108+112=16109

Contribution Points: 1715+25=1740

In the end, I was left out of mana. At that point, only three Lycanians remained, all of them managing to escape from the False Cataclysm’s area of effect. The less harmed of them was surprisingly the one who had claimed he would slay me instead of the guy who had entered the Dungeon and caused me so much trouble by killing Xi. It was surprising because he was a seemingly normal level 25 Steel Ranker, but he seemed to be wearing a magic resistance suit and also had a Rare Weapon. Perhaps he also had a Rare Concept, or even better.

I had no choice but to Unequip the Cloak and take out the scimitar. I hoped that my natural stealth would be enough to deal with them before they found me. Suddenly, I realized that I only had two more minutes until the Left Out Realm would be broken apart, and then the very angry leader would find out that a bunch of his subordinates were killed. I needed to be as far away as I could by then. So I had no choice but to spare the three remaining Lycanians.

"Damn, what the hell has happened and where is the leader?" exclaimed the young Lycanian, whose eyes were shining with an unusual glint, signifying the use of some kind of Augmentation. "Where is Lord Raiden?"

I didn't want to stay and listen to his exclamations of surprise, and instead, I took off towards the Kobold Nest. I hoped that my stealth and speed would be enough for the so-called Lord Diem to not catch up to me.

Fortunately, the Realm would return the Lycanian back to where he had been approximately before I activated the Miracle. The world only followed me while there was no one there, or rather, it existed inside my imagination in a separate space or something like that. I thought that I could enter the world after its activation only if I was close enough to the previous location of the one I had sucked into it. That was both a pro and a con if you think about it. Anyway, I activated Leave Me Alone, which worked just perfectly for traveling. I didn't even need to activate the part of it that increased my stealth. I thought that getting as far from here as soon as possible would be a more cost-efficient use of this power.

As I checked the notification of the completion of the condition for triggering my Race advancement, I realized how strange this condition was. Normally, a Player would be in the Tutorial, and there wouldn’t be any Natural Sentients as enemies available, right? So if one wanted to complete the conditions, wouldn't they need to kill actual humans? And moreover, how would stealing their soul power even work? Ciesta had told me that people in the Tutorial revive after dying, at least until they have the Respawns left. Yeah, normally that would be a very sinister Race to have, and there would be many circumstances in which it would be close to impossible to fulfill the conditions. So, in a way, I was lucky by deciding to use the Potion before leaving the Dungeon. If I killed this group of Lycanians before drinking the Potion, that would have made it rather hard for me to find another ten of them before the time limit.

With how fast I moved under the Augmentation, I was already halfway to the Kobold Nest when I felt my Left Out Realm being canceled. It was already too late for Lord Raiden to follow in my state. On the other hand, I was pretty much out of vita, so I went the rest of the way on my own and activated the Stealth Cloak again just in case the other Dungeon was surrounded as well, which was very likely considering that the majority of the forces weren't before the entrance to the former Capybara Cave. I had no resources left to fight another battle, so I decided to avoid it if possible. But as I got closer and closer, I felt more and more uncomfortable. At some point, I found body parts of Lycanians lying around like garbage.

The most terrifying part was that the body parts were cut so delicately and in such a way that there was not even blood coming from them. Rather than real flesh and blood, they looked more like plastic imitations.

Holy Cow, what’s happened here? I thought as I reached only a few hundred feet away from the Dungeon right before the entrance.

Something was wrong here. Very wrong.


Chapter 23.

From this distance, I saw a battlefield, or rather a place of one-sided massacre, which was extremely recent. There was no blood on the ground. Instead, just a bunch of dismembered Lycanians, who looked almost human, as most of them were the Noble ones. And in the middle of this blood-chilling scene stood a single woman. As soon as my glance fell on her, she met my eyes. Despite me having the Stealth Cloak and all my abilities improving upon it, she clearly saw me even from a hundred yards away. I instantly used the little vita I had managed to recover to activate my Augmentation, but it didn't seem to do anything at all other than improving my speed. The woman still glared at me with her peerless emerald eyes.

"Come here, little one. I don't bite," the woman whispered. She was clearly speaking to me. Instantly, I felt an immense power of obedience affecting me. It wasn't nearly as intimidating and overpowering as Luxuria's Charisma, but it was targeted at me. Still, it lasted only a moment, and then I managed to resist.

"I don't bite. At least not in this form." She chuckled before noticing that I wasn't under her control. "Incredible. Despite the difference in our Fate and Charisma, you can resist. Your entire existence makes no sense. I clearly feel the power of Void from you. Your Soul Code is so familiar and yet so strange. And still, your body is different on a fundamental level."

Her voice resounded with clarity. The woman was impeccably beautiful. She was tall, almost two heads taller than me, which made her close to 6’3’’ or so. Her body was toned and powerful, it exuded inexplicable grace which was only more evident and accentuated thanks to her full-body suit, silver and metallic in its shine. Her suit was a perfect blend of practical and stylish. It was definitely different from anything I had seen so far. The technology was obviously System-made. She didn't have any weapon, but did she even need one?

Suddenly, she disappeared like a mirage, as if she wasn't here to begin with. I desperately looked around but didn't see her.

Maybe she is just an illusion, maybe that’s just some trick of my other self to make fun of me, I tried to tell myself those lies.

Then I rushed to the Dungeon. She seemingly disappeared, but if I entered it, no matter how powerful she was, she wouldn't be able to get inside, right? But as I got closer, she was here again in the same place where she had been standing before. As if she didn't move. And indeed she probably hadn't.

“You are not alone who can hide your presence, little boy.”

“You don't look that much older than me,” I said.

I finally managed to Identify her. The cheating training model was indeed a cheating model. It allowed me to completely ignore the difference in our Ranks, which was beyond my comprehension. As soon as I saw the information about her, I realized that we were in completely different realms.

Pseudo Void Fiend

Type: Sentient, Player

Rank: Platinum, Level IX

What the hell? Platinum Rank? What level is it, nine?

I expected that someone whose Rank was at Platinum would have a level in the four digits, not one. But of course, it was also strange that the number was in Greek instead of the usual Arabic. Even the Silver Rank beings were way beyond my league. And she could wipe them out with a thought. I didn't need to be a genius to realize who that person could be. Not exactly who she was, but rather why she was here. She was looking for Ciesta.

"Oh dear, fascinating, just fascinating," she said as she used some kind of power to completely immobilize me. It felt like the space all around me suddenly locked my body from every side as if I was confined in concrete.

Her suit started to glow as she approached me. It illuminated everything as if it was the middle of the day. It was even brighter than the gate of the Kobold Nest, which was only a few dozen feet away. Now I could finally see her face in detail. She was gorgeous. But that wasn't what attracted my attention. She looked so eerily similar to someone I knew despite her hair being completely silver just like her suit. Despite being taller and emanating so much power, her face was almost an exact replica of the face I loved, a face that made my heart move faster even now. She looked just like Lisa.

"I don't know what exactly First did," she said, "but the result is absolutely incomprehensible. You are obviously Lex Lurker and yet your body is that of Alex. Haha, I bet this is not what she intended. You encountered her, right? The woman who tried to kill you."

The woman before me spoke with complete confidence, as if everything she said was absolute truth.

"The one who killed me was the driver of the truck that ran over my body. What does Ciesta have to do with it? Absolutely nothing. And why the heck are you even telling me this? I already know, she is the daughter of my other self, and I already talked to him. He has some plans for me, doesn't he? So why are you looking like you are about to start threatening me? And what do you even want? And most importantly, who the heck are you?"

"I'm a concerned party, my dear. You can call me Fourth. And I just want to protect you. Do you think she won't finish her business with you? You think she'll just leave you alone after her attempt to kill you failed?"

"If she wanted to kill me, she could have done it a lot of times easily while I was at my weakest. In fact, she did everything she could to teach me how to protect myself."

Fourth shook her head with a mocking smile. "Who she cares about isn't you, but your body. Not in an indecent way, of course. If I have to guess right, then there is still his soul somewhere deep inside this body, somewhere between you and the Void that connects you to His Supremacy. And what you are trying to do and what she wants you to do is to save him. I know that there are some certain ways to separate a soul from the body. And if you achieve this, you are going to be a separate being from Alex, you just would be Lex Lurker again. Most likely, you either have to earn the right to buy a new body from the Store with the help of some Deity, or you have to advance to an Irregular Race. And you know, I can feel that your Essence Code is unstable, so you already took the Potion, don’t you? Everything according to her plan."

"Ridiculous! This plan would have too many holes if it were true. How could she even know that I would try to separate myself? And it wasn't even she who told me about the way to achieve it."

"You underestimate her," Fourth replied calmly. "She has been planning this for a long time. Every step, every move, calculated with precision. You are a piece on her chessboard, Lex. And I... I am here to ensure you don't fall into her trap. The Potion you took, it’s part of her grand design. She knows you will try to separate yourself from Alex, and she knows the steps you will take. She is always a step ahead."

“Who do you think she is, a god?!” I exclaimed, she was getting more and more absurd.

“Oh, yeah. Of course, I bet she wasn't acting alone. She had some Deities on her side. How come you're not at the Tutorial, my dear? Even with interference of the Void Concept and your unusual case, the local Administrator should have sent you there as soon as they found out the irregularity. So why are you here in this dangerous land, Lex?”

“Yeah-yeah, she has Deities themselves serve as her goons, what else do you want to say? That she created this universe and plans to take over the world?”

“No, no, it's the other way around. She betrayed her father to help the agenda of the Deities who were opposite of his power. They were afraid he would join their ranks and become a threat to them. Don't you think this makes more sense than that everything was just a coincidence? How else do you explain everything she has done?”

“I don't need to think of an explanation without knowing the details,” I said. “If anything, she would explain to me everything herself the next time we talk.”

“You’re so pure and naive, it’s even cute. Well, whatever. I know she didn’t tell you where she is going to hide, so I won’t get this information from you. Or did she tell you, after all? She wouldn’t have a reason to hide it from you if she considered you as her ally.”

I was getting more and more annoyed at this person. She acted too full of herself, as if she had all the answers, and I was just a gullible fool. Maybe she was right, but who was she to tell me all of this? And why should I believe her over someone who had helped me survive all this time?

“You still didn't answer me,” I interrupted the awkward silence. “Who are you? Why do you think you know what Ciesta is planning? And why do you even care? Is it just an order from my villainous copy? Are you afraid that if you disobey, he'll kill you, just like he killed his wife?"

“You don't know anything, boy,” Fourth snapped. “Who am I? Why do you think I wouldn't know how my aunt thinks? Well, I didn't want to tell you this, but it seems that in any case, His Supremacy isn't here right now for some reason. I don't feel his presence in you, so why not? Don't you think it's strange that she would care more about the original owner of this body than you? I said she wants to kill your real self, the Lex Lurker, for a reason. She betrayed her father, but there was another person to whom she was loyal. Dad of her husband. And you know who that is, right? Alex Brightwood. The one and only. He is also my granddaddy, if you want to know. Though, he probably doesn't consider me his family anymore."

"So you are…"

"I am not the daughter of Ciesta. As I said, she is my aunt. Alex Brightwood had three kids, and one of them is my mother. And just to let you know, I am the most talented among my generation. I am fourth in succession to the Empire of the Voidblood Humanity. Or, as some of us are called by the System, Void Fiends."

“What a nice name your people have,” I chuckled. “V-very trustworthy.”

"I see you didn't even bother keeping this little trinket away," she said as she pointed at the ring on my finger. The ring she had entrusted to me. I had gotten used to it as if it was a part of me, some kind of tattoo instead of an item. "What's a rather straightforward plan she has. And with this, she can always know your location. Won’t you let me borrow it from you for a moment?"

"No," I said firmly.

"Well, I am all about consent, you know. I won't take it away from you using force. If you want to be killed by her, then be my guest. Or maybe not…" She laughed. "After all, it's not just your fate we're talking about, but the fate of the entire universe."

“Yeah, the entire universe depends on your right to take this ring away, I believe you.”

"Your life, Lex Lurker, isn't yours alone. You are an important pawn on the path of glory for our entire Progeny Type—the Original Humanity. The Real Humanity. The prophecy of your destiny was supposed to be absolutely true, but now with such a big change, I can't be sure anymore. Normally, I shouldn't interfere with you. But I can see clearly that the situation is completely abnormal, and I also lost contact with one of my incompetent subordinates. So now I have to take things into my own hands." She said as she was about to take the ring from my finger but suddenly stopped.

"Your Supremacy? Oh, so you finally managed to contact me. I see." She talked to herself out loud, but it was obvious to me who the voice in her head was. It was the same voice that I had blocked from my own. "Yeah, I see. So this is how we shall do it. It's very fortunate that you drank the Potion. In fact, I think there are various Races available to you. And among them, one perfect Race for what you have to become."

"Yes, of course," I said. "Spectral Human is perfect for me. Thank you very much.”

“Did the new body affect you? Making you into someone who makes dumb jokes at the worst time? No, you know what I'm talking about. The Void Specter. That is the Race that will lead you to greatness, Lex.” Fourth met my gaze and gently touched my neck with her finger.

“There is no way I would choose it, and you know this.” I was getting mad at that psycho. She was completely bonkers if she thought I would even consider this option.

The Void Specter was a Race with incomprehensible power and potential. But it was different from any other Race advancement I had. It was very similar to the Great Soul Traveler and the Spectral Human. It would also use my soul as the base. In the process, though, my soul would absorb my body. Alex's body. It would absorb my entire Life Code, leaving nothing left. Choosing that Race was the same as killing Alex. The body would be destroyed, and I would be reborn as a superior being with boundless potential and frightening power. There was no way I would make this choice.

"You know, Lex," the woman said, "I need you alive, and I'll do whatever is in my strength to help you. But the same couldn't be said about other people. You see, there is a reason why I waited for you before this portal. I can clearly feel the fluctuations of the Void itself from this little, insignificant Dungeon."

Fourth pointed at the hospital, which was in the form of a white picture, as if painted by ink on the canvas of the world. It was definitely a very eye-catching building, but somehow, its atmosphere had changed since the last time I saw it. The Gate into the Dungeon had also become more compact but at the same time brighter.

"It seems the fact that His Supremacy fought my aunt inside it affected the Essence inside the Dungeon as well as its inhabitants. And, to a certain extent, the uninvited guests that are waiting there for you. Of course, it led to a certain instability of the Dungeon," the woman slowly said with a menacing smile. "As a developing Void Fiend, it's my duty to make sure that the power of the Void isn't given to those who don't deserve it. After all, it's just too dangerous to leave it to trash."

"What are you talking about? What does this have to do with anything?" I glared at her with fury as I realized that she was implying.

"Well, you see, if you don't want to cooperate with me, then I will have no choice but to take care of this little problem as well as everything and everyone involved."

"Don't you dare," I gritted my teeth. "Just try it and see if I won't kill myself. I know what you need me to survive."

"Hmm, kill yourself? You mean you would kill your body? No, you won't. Please think twice before spouting such unconvincing threats, my dear. Well, instead of a thousand words, I think a simple demonstration should be enough," said the woman who was uncannily similar to the girl I once loved.

As Fourth turned back to me and stood before the Dungeon, she raised her hand. In the next moment, a weapon materialized before her. She didn't even hold it. A scythe, pure white and as tall as three people, materialized. It was a weapon of pure practicality that distorted the surrounding air. It was made of stainless metal, as white as the walls of the hospital. As that scythe levitated high in the air, it started to spin. It spun so fast that it turned into one white blur.

When the scythe struck the walls of the Dungeon, there was no sound for a moment. Then a deafening screech resounded throughout the entire city. The scythe tried to cut into the unnaturally two-dimensional walls of the Dungeon, but it didn't seem that it would succeed easily. That was when Force raised her second hand. Another scythe appeared, then another, and another until there were seven of them, each spinning at incomprehensible speed, striking the Dungeon in one place one after another. Finally, after hundreds of attacks at the same spot, the walls of the Dungeon started to break, and in their place was the hazy shining of pure ether, the Essence leaking from the Dungeon. The scythes continued to create more and more cracks in the walls. The cracks that had already been created grew bigger and bigger.

"Stop it!" I finally said as I realized that she was trying to achieve.

“You know what I want, Lex, right? I already told you, after all.”

“How can you be so heartless? He is your grandfather. Why do you want to kill him?"

"No, he is not. He is just a copy, just a clone of his. They are different people. And then again, my granddad had already tried to kill me first, so it isn't my fault. I'm just paying back to him."

“You contradict yourself!”

“And you don’t? My master wants you to choose the Race that will give you the highest chance of success. A Spectral Human is too risky. Do you know what the advancement of this Race to the Silver Rank will require? It will require something impossible, that’s what. Becoming a Super Novice was a big enough gamble already for you, why do you want to die so much? Now that the divergence point was bridged, the old prophecy will not be accurate. For all we know, you can die in any random encounter, derailing our entire plan. I'd rather see you fully develop as safely as possible, even if it goes against our initial plan."

"How the heck does the System even allow you to attack something it created?" I asked, losing mind from my helplessness. 

"It's just an insignificant low-level Dungeon. Why would it care when I'm someone way more important to it?" She laughed. "So make your choice. For now, the Dungeon isn't destabilized enough to break down, but it would only be a matter of time until it's completely destroyed, alongside everyone who is currently there. Oops! As you can see, they won’t even be able to leave it soon enough." As more and more cracks appeared in the painted-like walls, the Dungeon portal started to destabilize as well, getting smaller and smaller.

“If they leave now,” I said, “you won't just kill them mercilessly, right?”

"Well, if they've already been affected by the Void and gained initial Affinity with its Concept, then I would have to shut them up. Otherwise, that would mean they are lucky. But if I were you, I wouldn’t hope for that little chance and did what I asked. Just become the Void Specter, that will make you the strongest being in the Outerverse in the shortest of time."

It seemed she left me no choice. If they really needed me, then I still had a last choice to make. A choice they wouldn't like. "

“No, I have a better idea," I finally said. "How about this? I will choose to become a Spectral Human, and then I will use my ability to leave the body and just die. My spirit will be destroyed, while Lex will survive.”

“Then I will just kill him and everyone else you care about.”

“What's the point if you want me to kill Alex anyway? And there’s no guarantee that you’ll leave my friends alone even if I comply with your threat.”

“Why do you even care about him? You never met. He isn’t your friend. And he betrayed your other self. Why would you risk your safety and lives of your companions for someone like that?”

“From what I know, it was me who betrayed everyone's trust, first. So it was fair game.”

We just looked at each other in a stalemate for a while.

Just when I thought that Fourth was about to think of an even more contrived way of blackmailing me, a sudden burst of energy resonated from the other side of the city. Or rather, it was outside of the city, far away from here, but the commotion was so strong that even I felt it. I looked to the north, the opposite side from the Statue of Liberty, where the Dragonfly Serpent was still sleeping peacefully.

In the distance, I saw a pillar of orange fire crashing into a powerful tornado that was many times stronger than the one Ciesta had created when she fought inside the Dungeon. The tornado completely absorbed the pillar of fire, which in my estimation was a few hundred yards tall and hundreds of feet wide.

"Crap! So he found her," Fourth finally said as she looked towards the commotion. “Well, you're off the hook, Mr. Lex Lurker. For now. Even if you have to go the path you choose, you still have a chance to succeed if you are ready to risk everything, including your life and potentially the safety of the entire universe. All of this just to save a guy you never met. A ridiculous choice, but a choice nonetheless.”

“It’s to save the guy who saved myself. Makes way more sense than to sacrifice him for my selfish reasons, don’t you think?”

“In any case, I lied to you, boy. Even if the Dungeon is destroyed, what's inside won't die. They will just be sent to random locations, even the monsters that are contained inside the Core. My advice, though, don't enter it, because there is no guarantee that the final location of the teleportation won't be inside of your little friend's mouth,” she pointed at the dragonfly that still didn't leave the Statue of Liberty, now looking in the direction of the tornado, which had already started to subdue.

“My Luck isn’t that low, you know?”

"Unlike what you may have assumed, I don't kill innocent people for no reason," Fourth said, pointing at the dismembered body parts around us. "Those mongrels, though, asked for it by disrespecting me. I'll leave you with your own choices. But don't think that I would forget about my plans. I’m determined to save you from your own foolhardy. See you later, Lexy. I have a stray cat to pick up."

You talked to a being far beyond your league and didn’t even piss your pants! Again! Well done! And it wasn’t even a Deity who was very kind and caring like the last time! Your Communication Skill is improved significantly!

Communication reaches level 36. Your Fate is increased by 6 (withheld).

Communication reaches level 37. Your Fate is increased by 6 (withheld).

Communication reaches level 38. Your Fate is increased by 6 (withheld).

Communication reaches level 39. Your Fate is increased by 6 (withheld).

Communication reaches level 40. Your Fate is increased by 18 (withheld). Your Communication Skill has reached a milestone! You’re much harder to influence with sweet words or threats, while also being better at doing both to others! Now you can smooth-talk others with a much higher efficiency!

Is the bonus from the milestone some kind of joke? Giving me this just after I was blackmailed…

The mysterious woman then disappeared alongside the scythes, as if she never had been here to begin with. I felt my body losing any restrictions, and  then I was free again. I pondered her words. She said those that were inside the Dungeon would be randomly teleported, but if I entered it now, then perhaps we would be transported to the same place if we were together. And maybe I could be in time to help Aliya and others to leave that Dungeon before it's too late. I just couldn't stay outside and wait for what was to happen.

So, without even thinking, I jumped into the Dungeon gate, which was already the size of a normal door.


Chapter 24.

You have entered a Dungeon. Welcome to the Voidhowl Kobold Nest!

Sentients Present / Entry Limit: 7/7 (3 Sentients + 4-cost Champion Companion)

Size: Small

Rank Limit: Steel, Level 35

Difficulty: Very Hard

Surprisingly, the Dungeon had already advanced so far and not even a day had passed. When I entered the hallway, I instantly saw the windows. They were no longer completely impassable and white. Instead, some of the outside world was seen through them. Parts of the walls were transparent as well.

Warning! The Dungeon had reached a critical instability point. You will be sent to a random nearby location in 8 minutes and 34 seconds.

As I read the message, the Dungeon Gate behind me finally disappeared completely. Now we were locked inside the Dungeon. As far as I knew, Aliya and others were still at the bottom, near the Core.

I didn't know if Iriri had managed to control the Dungeon, and if she had, shouldn't it have changed the name as well? In any case, it didn't matter. Ciesta’s niece had said that everyone in the Dungeon had been affected by the Void Concept. And I wondered if that included Aliya and Iriri, maybe even Arrold. But why was it even important anyway? That Concept couldn't be used until the Gold Rank. And honestly, I didn't know why the Kobolds changed their name as well. Before, the Tribe was named Shadowbark even though only Velgo had the Shadow Concept, so perhaps that was the same this time. I rushed towards the Core using my Augmentation alongside the Surge.

Without saving any vita, I passed every floor faster than ever before. The complicated landscape didn't provide much problem to me, but of course, my vita wasn't infinite. By the time I reached the end of the maze, I had already run out of it. If a battle waited at the end of my destination, I would have to rely on the little mana I had recovered so far.

Also, to win some time, even if a little, I Equipped the Crown of the Matriarch. While it wasn't normally useful, it increased my Agility without requiring anything. I had to Unequip my improved Stealth Cloak and endure the embarrassment of facing Aliya with a crown on my head like some show-off, but that was a sacrifice I was willing to take.

I reached the Core Hall to find that all three of the companions were there waiting for me. Or rather, they didn't expect me at all, judging by how shocked they seemed to be.

"Lex, what are you doing here?" exclaimed Aliya. “Do you know, it was rather risky to enter the Dungeon. That is about to reach the Overflow state.”

“So why are you not leaving here?” I asked a reasonable question. “If you hurried up as soon as the Dungeon destabilized, you would be just in time to leave it.”

"I can't leave her," said Aliya as she pointed at Iriri, who was sitting under the Core, her eyes closed. The Core itself was floating at the ceiling. It was three times as big as when I had seen it the last time, and it was spinning at such speed that it instantly reminded me of the scythes that were responsible for the problems inside the Dungeon.

"She hasn't become the Dungeon Keeper yet?" I frowned.

“No, on the contrary, she already has,” Aliya explained with a happy smile on her face. Now that I thought about it, she looked older than the last time I saw her. “If you didn't notice, she had already reached the Steel Rank and became a Champion to boot. She shares her energy with me, and I am about to reach the top of the Bronze Rank as well. Catching up to you, so to speak.”

"I can’t leave Lady Aliya, and if the Overflow kills me, then so be it," Arrold said seriously. I checked his status, and it seemed that even he had advanced one time already, now reaching level 20. The Essence around us was so thick that even I as a Player could feel it on my skin. If I had to cast a Miracle here, then it would be much more powerful than any Miracle I had ever used before.

I nodded to the lynx-man, who took a step towards becoming more human-like. "As far as I know, we will be sent to some random locations within the city."

"Within the city?" Aliya tilted her head. "Not necessarily. We could be sent to another city, if not another continent, if we are not lucky. Or lucky, if you look at it from a different perspective. That depends on many factors. But I'm surprised that the Dungeon reached this stage so fast. Just a few minutes ago, it was pretty stable, I think, despite all the energy it had received. And then everything went bonkers, seemingly for no reason."

“But what if someone attacked the Dungeon from the outside and damaged it?” I asked, hinting at the real reason.

Aliya laughed at my words, and even her uncle chuckled. The girl shook her head. "It's impossible. There is no way someone is as powerful as that. Even the Gold Rankers who are legendary characters can't do this. Even the High Golds from other planets, even those who earned multiple Stars, can't do this. Most likely it's somehow related to the System and the development of the city. Maybe it decided that the Dungeon was growing way too fast."

"You seem to be rather nonchalant about the situation," I noted.

"I won't be separated from Iriri even after we're teleported. As for uncle, he should manage. Probably. Then we’ll do our best to reunite."

"It seems we only have two minutes left." I nodded at the timer flickering at the corner of my vision. We didn't have much time, and I needed to fulfill my purpose for entering the Dungeon in the first place. "I saw something was going on with the Dungeon and realized that I had to leave you a message. We need to decide on a location where we will meet again after being separated."

"A location, you say? Well, it's nothing complicated. How about we try to meet each other at the home where we first stayed after our initial meeting, where Iriri and Arrold stayed all these days?"

"That's not a bad idea. If someone reaches it first and can’t stay for too long, we can just leave a written message on the refrigerator."

"Refrigerator? What is that?"

"The place full of food."

"Oh, the steel shelf. Okay."

Suddenly, Iriri opened her eyes. "I finally stabilized my condition," she said. "Now, even if I leave the Dungeon, I will still remain a Champion."

"Isn't that cool?" I smiled. "Now I can rest assured that Aliya won't be in much danger."

"That depends on if we meet the leader of the riders or someone even more terrible. Even at the Steel Rank, I'm not sure I will be able to defeat them because of the difference in our levels."

"Don't worry. I think he would be too busy to bother looking for you on purpose," I laughed.

"So how did you escape him?"

"It's a long story, and we don't have much time. I'm glad that you are okay and it's very important that we meet again. We have to separate again."

The girl who now looked around the same age as I had been before my unfortunate demise tightly hugged me, perhaps a bit too tightly. "Let's meet again, Lex. And you will tell me more about this beautiful world called Earth." She smiled.

"Yes, let's meet again." I patted Aliya on the back. She already reached my height, which meant that she would be taller than me the next time we met. Kids sure grew fast nowadays…

“One warning, though.” Iriri said as she patted me on the shoulder. Or at least she tried, but failed as she just lacked the height necessary for this endeavor. “It seems that the kobolds will be sent outside the Dungeon alongside us, even though they haven't respawned yet. I tried to get control over them, but it's as if they don't want to listen to me.

“There is some mystical and truly incomprehensible energy mixed into the Core, which made it hard for me to control the Essence properly. It seems I was slightly affected by it as well, absorbing a part of it. I only hope that it won't lead to anything dangerous. Also, Lex, beware of Velgo. Through my connection, I felt strong resentment targeting you, which is extremely unusual. It seems that even if he lost most of his memories, he still remembers your energy, so to speak.”

“Thank you, Iriri, I’ll keep it in mind.” I nodded.

The time was finally up.

"Until later, Mr. Alex," I heard as a white light encompassed the cait-sith Champion, and then she disappeared. Next, Aliya was gone in a bright flash. Arrold gave me a nod as the light covered him as well. Finally, the timer was at zero, and yet I wasn't teleported.

Strange.

Suddenly, a string of colorless energy, which I could clearly feel, flew towards me from the core. It was as if my body absorbed something from the core. Sure enough, a message appeared:

Your affinity with the Void Concept has improved by 5% to 18%.

…

…

Your Void Concept reaches Neophyte-level 9. 

Damn, is this a gift from my other self? Those were my final thoughts before the dimensional power of the System engulfed me as well.

As I opened my eyes, I found myself lying on solid ground. I was inside a dimly lit place, but it didn't seem to be a Dungeon. The first thing I saw was a spiral stairway, and I was at the bottom of it. It took me only a moment to realize where exactly I was. After all, it wasn't my first time here. The double helix staircase was kind of unique and led to the top of the crown of the Statue of Liberty. Which meant that currently, I was just under the nest of the most powerful being in the entire city. Well, other than the woman who was an underling of my other self. And maybe there were some other equally terrifying existences. Okay, probably the Dragonfly Serpent wasn't the strongest. But definitely something that could kill me. Also, I received a message:

Warning! You have completed the trigger for your Race advancement. The sooner you start, the more efficient and safe the process will be. You have 42 minutes left until the quality of the advancement will decrease and the chance of failure will increase.

And here I thought that I still had an entire day to prepare… I sighed.

As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I suddenly felt a pair of eyes watching me from behind the stairs. It was a familiar, nostalgic creature. I was about to prepare for battle when the creature left its cover and stepped towards me.

"Oh, Messiah, you finally awake!" said the creature, who was none other than the first being I had killed in this world. The first monster I had faced — the Chihuahua-like Kobold. Only now I realized that I had been lying unconscious for some time after the teleportation, probably because of the absorption of the Void Essence.

"A messiah?" I raised a brow as I watched the kobold, who watched me with a hint of awe.

"Yes, I feel it. You are the source of the power I was granted. I don't know who you are, but thank you. Thank you for bestowing gifts upon me."

"First, maybe introduce yourself," I said, astonished.

"Oh yes, my name is... What was it again? I'm Nenny, Nenny the Feeble. But if you want, you can give me a new name. I don't like my name much, especially the 'Feeble' part. And I don't feel feeble anymore, thanks to you."

"Thanks to me, you say?" I scanned and identified the Kobold.

Voidhowl High Kobold Warrior

Type: Monster

Rank: Steel, Level 25

Indeed, one way or another, he was now close to the former power of their leader. Then again, I couldn't be sure by how much a Bronze level 20 Champion was stronger compared to a Steel Ranked level 25 normal monster. But at the very least, he was in a completely different league compared to when we last met.

I decided to use this opportunity to get some information. "How long have you been here?"

"Only for a couple of minutes before you woke up, my Lord."

"I have a name. I am Lex."

"Such a magnificent name, Master Lex."

"Just Lex is fine."

"Just Lex. So you are not just powerful, you are also just. Yes, this name fits you perfectly."

I sighed. "No, my name is Lex and nothing else."

"Lex and nothing else? Yes, indeed. A very suitable name because nothing else is comparable to your greatness!"

I started to feel a headache. Had Velgo always had to deal with guys like him? No wonder he was about to go crazy when I met him.

"And here I wondered who was so noisy at my home." Suddenly, a voice reverberated from above the stairs.

For a moment, I foolishly assumed it was the Dragonfly Serpent talking to us, but it was a monster who lacked sapience as far as I knew. The voice owner slowly descended the stairs as he continued to talk. "It turns out I have guests, and not one but three of them. Interesting, very interesting. I am glad to have you at my humble abode. You can feel at home, little ones."

The being was very unusual, to say the least. At first glance, he was just an anthropomorphic panda the size of a particularly burly human. He was wearing an eastern robe like a monk, not much different from those of the Lycanians, which made me a bit cautious. But as I inspected him more, I noticed that the panda-man had a tail. A tail of a lizard covered in dark brown scales. Scales also covered his hands, which ended in dangerous-looking claws.

The lizard-panda-man was walking absolutely silently. Yet, each of his steps held unusual power. His every movement was flawlessly elegant and smooth. As I met his eyes, I found the wisdom of a being who had gone through a lot. These were the eyes of a sage—that was the first thought that come to my mind. I Identified him, and the end result made my heart skip a beat.

Pandaragon

Type: Natural Sentient, Player

Rank: Steel, Level 100

I gulped down as I saw how high the level of the seemingly harmless panda was.

"Do you even listen to me?" the panda-man asked. Apparently, as I gathered information about him, he was still saying something.

"Yes, of course," said Nenny the Feeble. "You were saying that you are lonely here, alone, unable to leave, but I don't understand. What stops you?"

It seemed that the Kobold still hadn't realized our current location, and how could he even know, considering that he had never left the Dungeon and his memories should have been deleted until the timeframe even before he had reached our world.

"Honestly, I don't remember much. It seems I died and then got lost here. Am I still in Heliron?"

"No, my little friend, we are not in Heliron. This place is called Earth. A very interesting place indeed."

“Earth? Oh, so it seems the fusion had already started.”

“Very curious, I never saw any being like you,” said the pandaragon, as was the name of his Race, as he looked at me. Obviously, I didn't have any cat or dog ears right now, so I was as human as it gets. “You are similar to the Races of Players and evolved cultivators, but your ears are at the sides of your head, not at the top. Could it be you're human?”

"How do you even know?" I blurted out before realizing what a blunder it was.

"Haha," the pandaragon laughed. "I met your kind a couple of hundred years ago, but I wondered if my memory betrayed me. So this world belongs to humans. How are you even here?”

I started to consider how much I should share to this potentially dangerous stranger, but it didn’t end to be necessary.

“Oh, sorry, I got just too curious. I don’t want to overwhelm you with my silly questions out of nowhere. Also, it seems you don't have much time before you need to take a little nap, anyway. It's rare to see someone who uses an Irregular Advancement Potion.”

That being at the top of the Steel Rank was too incomprehensible, and somehow he was even more mysterious to me than the overpowered Platinum-Ranked woman I had previously met. They had different types of power.

"Let me introduce myself. I'm Ardor, and, believe it or not, I'm the strongest Steel Ranked Player in the world! You better to believe it, though, or else my feelings would be hurt. Wait, why are you not shocked by my revelation? Oh, you probably realized that I am amazing just from seeing me. I already heard you introduce yourself, but why don't you do it again, Mr. Human?"

"Haha, I'm Lex." I scratched the back of my head. This person was really unusual. We shook hands. His grip was firm, but not too strong so as not to hurt me. And I knew if he wanted to do some harm to me, he could. Effortlessly.

"Well, before asking you a bunch of useless questions, how about we have some tea? Oh no, first I have to give you some cookies. I made them myself," laughed the pandaragon named Ardor.

As we climbed the staircase to the top of the Statue of Liberty, I paid attention to the little shining lights, which were little coins inserted into the walls of the building.

Ardor noticed my glance and explained, “Essence Coins were rather useful when you need a source of light and don't have anything better.”

"How can I take them out of the Storage, though? I don’t have this option, I think."

"You have to upgrade your Gear one more time, young man, to do this. You know, they have a lot of use if you get enough of them."

As we were getting closer to the top, I frowned. As far as I remembered, the crown of the Statue of Liberty wasn't spacious enough for someone to live there. Sure enough, as soon as we reached the top, the first thing I saw through the windows was a huge serpentine head.

"Beautiful, isn't she?" said Ardor.

Thankfully for us, the Dragonfly Serpent seemed to be deeply asleep. Nenny completely stiffened, afraid to even breathe too loudly. To be honest, I wasn't much different.

"Didn't you want to show us your home?" I whispered, careful not to wake the monstrosity.

"Oh yeah! I just wanted to show you this wonderful lady first. Isn’t she adorable when she’s sleeping? I think now you are hungry enough after this little exercise, aren't you? Let's go!" Ardor's voice was so loud that I feared even a dead person would wake up. To my great relief, it did nothing to rouse the Elite Boss.

We descended the stairs four times as fast as we had ascended, not just because going down was easier, but also because Nenny and I were basically running away, worried that our level 100 companion would do something that might get all of us killed. Though I had a feeling that the pandaragon would probably be just fine even in the worst case scenario.

At the bottom of the steps, we found ourselves at the top of the pedestal part of the statue. The path to the viewing platform was blocked by the long, long tail of the Serpent. Instead of going to the bottom of the pedestal by the stairs or the elevator, Ardor led us towards what looked like a red tent made of exquisite material.

"A tent? Here?" I muttered. "Can't we go even lower? Don't you think we are a bit too close to the owner of this nest?" I looked at Ardor suspiciously. We were literally a few dozen feet away from the monster's body.

"I'd like to go lower, but we can't, you see. Further ahead is the City Ruler Area, which is unavailable until someone defeats our Sleeping Beauty, who is the City's Keeper."

I scratched the back of my head. "So we are locked here until someone defeats this creature? That doesn’t seem to be likely in the near future…"

"It's an interesting topic for conversation, young man, but won't you follow me to my humble abode instead? As I said, I have tea and cookies."

I sighed. There was no point in bothering myself with such things. From some point of view, if what he said was true, this was the safest place in the entire city, which was, at the same time, a prison for us. Who the heck would fight with a dragonfly serpent? Then again, if there were a few dozen Players or cultivators at the same level as Ardor, we might have a chance.

With some skepticism, I followed Ardor, and Nenny followed me. Instantly, I was taken aback by the fact that inside the tent, which from the outside seemed no bigger than a couple dozen square feet, it was ten times bigger, like a spacious room inside a house. It even had walls filled with exquisite paintings. In the middle of the room was a stove with a fireplace. The room was comparable to a luxury apartment. There was a comfortable king-sized bed, a sofa with two tables—one before the sofa and another at the corner of the room, which probably was the kitchen.

"What magic is this?" I muttered.

"System magic, obviously." Ardor shrugged. "It's a dimensional tent, which works on Essence coins. It's not cheap, but I can afford it. Unfortunately, I don't have another bed for the two of you, and I don't want to share a bed with two guys or with one, for that matter. If one of you were a girl, now that would be a different matter," the Pandaragon laughed.

I sighed yet again. If there was any caution towards the overpowered panda-like being before, I had close to none now. It was obvious that this strange person didn't mean any harm to me or the kobold.

"But since you are my guest, Lex, and you will need some comfort for a while, I can lend it to you."

"What?" I didn't understand what he meant.

"Well, while you are transforming into something else, you can use my bed. It's my favorite bed, but don't worry, I don't need to sleep every day. I am not some inferior being that requires daily sleep, you see. Also, to be completely honest, I prefer to sleep at the top of this wonderful building. In this way, you can say I’m sleeping together with an actual beautiful girl! If only she were a real dragon…"

Now that he mentioned it, he had walked down from the crown of the statue when we first met and said he was woken up by us. But how the heck did he even hear our conversation from so high above? He really couldn’t be underestimated, but if he offered me a soft bed to lay on while I was at my most vulnerable state, who was I to refuse?

The tea he served was surprisingly not something otherworldly, but a very familiar Oolong tea, or its version from the Heliron planet.

"Do you like it? I bet you two have never tasted anything like this. It's my own brew of the White Dragon Tea. The one and only, baby!"

I decided against ruining his delusion and just nodded, while Nenny praised the tea as if it was the most wonderful thing in the world. The tea wasn’t bad, but not as tasty as the high-end Oolong from the best Chinese plantation, which Mom had usually bought.

As for the cookies, they were no different from your normal cookies from a convenience store, at least if you went by the taste alone.  But Ardor described them like they were almost impossible to get under normal circumstances. He claimed to have climbed the tallest mountain in the world to find the greatest cook who ever lived.

Well, to his defense, there was indeed something unusual about the tea and the cookies. They were tasty, though not unusually so, but they apparently contained some Essence. Shockingly, I received a message after we ended our tea party:

You absorbed spiritual Essence. Your vita and mana regeneration is enhanced by 20% for the next 20 minutes.

It was a very surprising effect for something that didn't look or taste that outstanding. Or maybe it was just me being spoiled by our Earth food, which had an unhealthy amount of flavor enhancers put into it.

Suddenly, all three of us heard a sudden meowing and looked at the source. It seemed that there was one more guest at the Statue of Liberty. Now that I thought about it, Ardor had said that he had three guests, not two. It was a ginger cat, probably one of the cats from the Kobold Nest. I wasn't too sure, as I couldn't remember it clearly. Then again, it wasn't like I played with every cat in the hospital. The little guy just sat down before the fireplace and went to sleep, completely ignoring the three of us.

I wanted to talk to the enigmatic panda being, but the System warned me yet again.

Warning! You have completed the trigger for your Race advancement. The sooner you start, the more efficient and safe the process will be. You have 20 minutes left until the quality of the advancement will decrease and the chance of failure will increase.

Noticing my worry, Ardor gestured to the bed. I nodded to him. "Sorry to bother you, Mr. Ardor. I'll definitely pay you back for your kindness."

"Don’t worry about it, little friend, I won’t need much out of you other than your knowledge," Ardor laughed again. For someone who had such wise eyes, he was surprisingly easy to get along with.

"I'll guard you, Messiah!" Nenny said.

"I am not your Messiah," I replied, "but I am still grateful to you, Nenny."

I patted the kobold on his shoulder. He was surprisingly nice for someone who tried to kill an innocent cat when I met him the first time. I also wondered why he didn't even budge an eyelid when he saw the ginger cat, who was now peacefully sleeping before the fireplace.

Noticing my glance, Nenny said, "Somehow I feel that even if I should hate this being, I don't hate them anymore. It's very strange, but I think it's thanks to you, Messiah... I mean, Mr. Lex."

“Keep it up, man.” I nodded to him. “Those fellow are quite cute if you get to know them, instead of, you know, treating them like dinner.”

Saying goodbye to my two new companions, I stripped to my underwear and lay down in the luxurious bed. The blankets were very soft and pleasant to the touch, definitely an improvement compared to the cold ground of the Capybara Cave. Today had been a very, very long day, and now I had to start the process that will lead to the safety of the innocent person whose body I had taken, and would allow me to go my own way sooner rather than later.

I got comfortable in the bed and said, "I am ready. System, start the Advancement."

Race Advancement commences. The chosen Race: Spectral Human. Estimated time: unknown. You will receive bonus Attributes for fulfilling an additional condition of the Race Unlock and starting the process soon after fulfilling the trigger. Have a nice sleep, Player!

When I closed my eyes, I descended into a deep, deep slumber. The description had mentioned that usually a Race Advancement took a few hours. In some cases, especially with the Irregular Races, it could take as much as a couple of days. But of course, things couldn't be this simple for me.

When I opened my eyes again, after what felt like the second-longest dream of my life, in some sense an even more profound than when I had been in coma, I realized that 23 days had passed. More than three weeks. As soon as I opened my eyes and felt a new presence inside my head, the System sent an entire bunch of messages to me. My eyes paused on the most incomprehensible of them:

You have 17 missed calls from the following Players: Lisa Brightwood, Albert Brightwood.

And as if this wasn't enough, not even a minute passed before a new message overshadowed every other one:

You have an incoming call from the Player [Liza Brightwood]. Do you want to answer?

Then, a bright voice sounded inside my head, “Dude, you’re finally awake! Hi there, Lex, nice to meet you! Can I speak to her, pretty please? Just this time!”

And then I realized that the future was going to be very interesting. Very interesting, indeed.

***Xi, the Wise one of the Flutterby Tribe***

Xi of the Flutterby Tribe and her fellow pixies had a very unusual awakening. First of all, it was their first respawn; none of them had ever died in the Dungeon before. The place where they had previously lived was almost completely devoid of Players. And the couple of times that they had encountered them ended up with the Players just running away. Second, they instantly felt more powerful than ever before. This was how Xi knew she had become the new princess of their tribe—and not just a princess, but a Champion and a Steel-Ranked monster to boot. Apparently, she had advanced without even realizing it, just because the Essence of the new Dungeon they now inhabited was incredibly powerful.

The last thing she remembered was going on a scouting mission with Mimi. If she tried really hard to recall, she could remember that the Dungeon entered Challenger Mode after that. But as for what had happened afterward, she had no idea. Somehow, miraculously, they defeated the capybaras and later died. Now, it was up to her to explain to every pixie why she had suddenly become the princess.

Most of the girls who had died in their first battle against the Matriarch had lost their memories, up until the time they were still in Heliron. To her own surprise, the vast majority of the pixies accepted her new leadership without any doubts. But, of course, there was one obvious exception.

"I can't believe this. It is absolutely unacceptable," said the former princess, who had now become just a Warlock. Unlike Xi, she wasn't very good at being one. Xi had a much easier time controlling the beings she summoned, while Zi mostly relied on the convenient powers of being the princess. Now, with her class changed back, even if she was still an Elite, she was probably the weakest Elite of the tribe.

"Back in the day, you refused to be the princess and gave this role to me. So how come you became one again? Did you betray me for some reason?" Zizi demanded answers. Despite the guilt Xi should have felt, the only feeling she had was an unknown sense of fulfilled justice. Even if she couldn't remember exactly why, she felt she deserved the change in their roles.

"Whatever the reason, now I am the princess, and I'll do my best to promote the improvement of our tribe and lead them to glory. Why can't you just believe in me, Zi?"

"What I believe in, Xi—Miss Princess," Zizi said venomously, "is that you are going to force us to train all the time for no reason. And considering everything, it seems you didn't manage to save us from being wiped out. Even if you became the princess, you didn't fulfill your role properly. We all died and lost our memories of what happened. Or maybe you alone didn't die at all. According to your own words, you respawned first, but who can prove it? There were no witnesses. Maybe you killed us all, took the core under your control, and became the leader and the Champion by becoming the Keeper."

"What nonsense, Zi! How dare you accuse me of something like that? I thought we were sisters," Xi was completely bewildered by the wild accusations.

"I believe in Xi," said one of the girls. At that point, the vast majority of the pixies had respawned already. Almost all of them sided with Xi, and at that moment, light shone as another one of them respawned near the Core. It was Mimi, and she didn't seem as surprised as everyone else.

"So he succeeded after all," Mimi remarked.

"Who are you talking about?" Zi asked.

"Lex Lurker, of course," Mimi grinned. "Look, I'm not sure if he betrayed us in the end, but he managed to fulfill his promise." Mimi laughed, speaking of something only she understood.

"So you remember what happened?" Xi asked in surprise.

"Well, at the very least, I remember the most embarrassing day of my life," Mimi smirked. "It seems the first thing you did when becoming the Keeper was to make sure I don't forget every embarrassing thing I said, especially while I was dying. So, girls, who wants to hear what I remember—the memories you lost? I can't promise to clear all your doubts, but one thing I'm sure of is that Xi is the rightful leader of our tribe. Only she can lead us."

Mimi's words filled Xi with warmth. Whatever had happened must have been something good for them, changing her even if she couldn't remember the details. Now that Mimi mentioned that mysterious person, one name surfaced in Xi's mind: Lex. Whatever that person did, she owed him words of gratitude. One day, she would definitely remember everything and pay his kindness back. Until then, she had to protect her Tribe. Her people. And prepare them for the war to come.

The war for the City.


Afterword.

Hello, thank you for reading this book, dear reader! I’m sorry that it’s released so much later than I initially planned, many things happened in my life and I also worked on some other projects of mine, for example the second volume of Dwarf Smith from Earth, which is already available on Amazon Kindle. Even though this book ended up going in a different direction than I initially planned, I’m still quite satisfied with the end result. Still, I’d like to hear your thoughts, be they good or bad, so be so kind and share them in a review!

In the reviews to the second volume some people shared their disappointment with the final twist, as they assumed that it would make the plot line with Lisa obsolete (or go into the Lannister family direction…). I hope that this book made it clear enough that the world of the book has too many options to get out of this little predicament. 

Pacing is going to change starting from the next volume, as the rate of progress will slow down and days or weeks will pass in a single book. Also, you may have noticed, but I also changed my approach to the System messages to decrease the bloat. Now, if something can be skipped without losing any important information, it will be skipped. This book ended up being transitional and a preparation for the final book of the arc that takes place inside this City Seven of Sector K. The world will get larger and larger with each following volume, no longer limited by a small area like the previous books.

The pace of book releases will also change as well. If everything goes right, I’ll try to release the fourth book later this year or in the first half of 2025 at the latest. As it should be evident from the current pacing and the pure quantity of the Ranks the series won’t be finished in less than ten books, more likely fifteen, so taking a few years for every book is not an option. Thankfully, now that I became a full-time author, I can afford to write multiple books each year!

Update 10/27/2024: You can skip this part if you aren't interested in excuses or author rant. :)




 First of all, I want to apologize for the fact that the initial release had so many problems with grammar that half of the initial reviews mentioned it. I didn't realize that it was so bad, sorry. I was just too eager to publish the book after such a long pause that I didn't proofread it properly, as that would've taken another month or more. Also, my English has improved since the last time, so I ended up being overconfident and overestimated my abilities. As of now, the book has received a round of editing (very thorough for the first half, not so much for the second), but I'm sure it still requires some further work, which I'll do in the future before releasing book 4. For book 4, I'll delay the release until it's completely proofread, I hope this one would be the last "unreadable" book I release, at least in this series.  


Second, I have to mention one review that pointed out "inconsistencies" because it's possible that other people have the same thoughts:


"If you can straighten it out, remembering that you have to fully deplete the Essence Field before you can cause wounds (as per book 1), or that you can't improve one of the attribute pairs more than 3 times it's partner (so a 25 in Body would set a 75 limit on Nerve, not 100), or that the training limit for humans is 75 points, not 50, etc. - basically, if you can make your writing consistent, and not keep changing things on a whim, this could be a great series. "


I'm all for healthy discussion and pointing out plot holes and inconsistencies, but sometimes you have to be more mindful with your arguments. Here are two quotes directly from the first volume: 


"There are three pieces of information you missed," she started to explain. "First, you can train your Body and Nerve up to seventy-five points combined, not counting the Free Points added through Level-ups. The same goes for Mind and Spirit, but Fate is an exception, and you, in particular, can get it to a hundred without wasting a single Free Point."


"You can't increase your Nerve more than by four times of your Body value," she explained. "It works for all Physical and Mental Attributes. So with your Body being equal to seven, you can't raise your Nerve past twenty-eight. But you probably should." 

I mean, this is an important plot point. The fact that training limit means a combination of two stats, not just one of them. It was discussed in detail in the first book, so I have no idea how you could think that things worked in a completely different way. 


Another quote is from the second volume:


"Being hit in the head with his ally's weapon made the poor lad lose one-third of his Essence Field, one-fifth of his Health, and a couple of teeth."


In the review's defense, it wasn't clearly explained why exactly some damage can "pass through" the Essence Field and directly deal damage to Health while other only deals damage to the EF. I mean, that's one of the things that was "shown" instead of being "told", but I get why some people can find it confusing, unlike the part with the stats. I'll clarify how Essence Field works in the next volume, when Lex talks to someone more knowledgeable than he is about the matter.


And to make things clear - the second volume actually had some miscalculation in stats, which I changed before releasing book 3. Surprisingly, no one pointed it out in the book reviews, so I only found out after re-reading the book for the fourth time. There was a minor inconsistency right at the end of the book, before the final fight and I edited it out, but obviously it didn't add changes to the audiobook, so I can understand if someone became confused because of that if they are really attentive and have very good memory. If you have no idea what am I talking about - good, it means it was minor enough to not really matter.  Though another part that surprised me - no one mentioned that I somehow replaced Vita with Aura in the third book, a really big mistake from my side (a few of my other stories use Aura as a resource for physical powers).

Again, thank you for reading this book until the end, I hope you enjoyed it! Things will get spicy starting from the next volume, so see you there!


With best regards,
Constantin Step. 
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