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Chapter 1

The young boy is sitting on the cold ground, leaning against a dark, damp stone wall in the shadowy heart of Eldruin. Winter mercilessly punishes the city, and the thick fog that winds through the narrow streets carries with it an oppressive silence, broken only by the distant echo of hurried footsteps. The clothes he wears are little more than dirty rags, hanging from his fragile body, unable to provide any warmth.
His face, marked by dirt and despair, bears an empty expression, as if all hope had been drained forever. His eyes, sunken in darkened sockets from lack of sleep and food, stare at nothing, lost in the mist that envelops Eldruin. Strands of disheveled hair drape across his forehead, clinging to his damp skin, while the cold wind sweeps through the street, bringing the bitter smell of decay.
 
His small, frozen hands rest limp on his bent knees, a gesture that seems more of surrender than protection. Around him, the city breathes indifference. The elongated shadows of the buildings lurk like silent witnesses to his suffering existence, but no one stops to see him. The world around him moves with cruel slowness, as if time were trapped in a loop of endless despair.
 
Each new gust of wind seems to carry away a piece of the boy’s soul, leaving him even emptier, if that’s possible. Eldruin, with its stone streets and iron hearts, offers no solace. Just one more day, he thinks, just one more day. But there is a deep pain in his chest, an overwhelming weight that pushes him closer to oblivion. And so, he remains there, a shadow among shadows, invisible and forgotten by all.
 
---
 
Night fell over Eldruin like a heavy cloak, making the shadows even deeper and the cold even sharper. The young man staggered through the tight alleys, wrapped in suffocating darkness. His steps were slow and clumsy, his feet dragging over the uneven ground, as if each movement required monumental effort.
 
The alley walls were tall, made of dark stones that seemed to absorb the faint light from the few oil lamps flickering in the distance. The facades were marked by time, covered in moss and lichen, exuding a smell of dampness and decay. The windows, closed and locked, watched the boy like indifferent eyes, silent witnesses to his suffering.
 
The air was thick with a pungent, sour smell, a mixture of rotting debris and sewage that ran through small trenches between the stones. Occasionally, the wind carried the stench of something dead, hidden in the depths of that labyrinth of filth and misery. He coughed occasionally, the sound echoing off the damp walls, while his thin hands groped through the shadows, searching for anything to satiate the hunger twisting his insides.
 
His eyes, ever watchful, scanned every corner, seeking discarded scraps, a forgotten leftover. Hunger made him ignore the disgust; even a moldy piece of bread or a rotten fruit would be a feast. His stomach, empty for so long, growled low, like a starving animal begging for anything.
 
Turning a corner, his bare feet kicked something soft and wet. He quickly bent down, his hands trembling as he touched what seemed to be a piece of meat, already darkened by time. The smell was unbearable, but the boy hesitated only for a moment before shoving the filthy piece into his mouth, the rancid taste spreading across his tongue. He bit down desperately, almost crying as he felt something solid fill the emptiness inside him.
 
The city around him remained undisturbed, with the shadows and silence observing his every move, as the young man, with no other destination, continued his journey through Eldruin’s cold alleys.
 
The young man was preparing to leave the alley, with the remains of that rotten meat still weighing in his stomach, when a scream tore through the night’s silence. He stopped abruptly, the sound echoing off the stone walls around him. It was a sharp scream, of pure agony, that reverberated through the darkness like a ghost. He closed his eyes for a moment, trying to ignore it, thinking it wasn’t his problem. But something inside him resisted. A restlessness that refused to fade.
 
Against his better judgment, he began to move in the direction of the sound, his heart pounding heavily in his chest. His bare feet, already wounded by the cold, rough ground, now carried him carefully, trying not to make noise as he approached. He kept close to the walls, blending with the shadows, his breathing short and ragged. With each step, the cry of pain became clearer, until it transformed into a desperate plea.
 
Soon, he began to hear the voices of the men, cruel and harsh. One of them, with a raspy voice, hissed, "Shut up, you bitch!" The young man felt a cold shiver run down his spine, but he pressed on, knowing he couldn’t back out now. His trembling fingers touched the corner wall, and he hesitated, peeking at what lay ahead.
 
Turning the corner, he saw the terrible scene: three men, rough-looking, shoving a woman against the stone wall. She struggled, but they were much stronger, their burly bodies practically crushing her against the rough stones. The boy held his breath, his entire body rigid with a mix of horror and helplessness.
 
Then, in a moment of misfortune, his bare foot found a shard of glass hidden on the ground. The pain was immediate and sharp, tearing through the soft flesh of his foot. He cried out before he could stop himself, the sound escaping his lips like a curse. The men turned immediately, their eyes locking onto him like predators spotting prey.
 
The young man’s heart raced, and he felt his blood turn to ice. There was no way to escape now. Fear gripped his body, paralyzing him as the men advanced, their furious expressions reflecting the promise of imminent violence. His breath was short and quick, his chest rising and falling in panic as he found himself cornered, no way out, with the shadow of death looming over him.
 
When the men turned to the young man, a cruel smile spread across what seemed to be the leader’s face. “Look what we have here...” he said, his voice dripping with contempt. The boy felt his stomach turn, fear gripping him by the throat. Before he could react, the girl, eyes wide and a glimmer of hope flashing, seized the distraction and broke free from the attackers. In an instant, she ran off, disappearing into the shadows of the alley.
 
One of the men huffed in anger, his fists clenching as he realized their prey had escaped. Now, all their attention was fully focused on the young man, and their expressions darkened even more, brimming with fury. The boy, feeling the weight of their stares on him, knew he had to run.
 
Even with his weakened body and the searing pain in his injured foot, he suddenly turned and started running. Each step was torment, the shard of glass still embedded in his flesh making him limp, but he didn’t stop. His lungs burned, his heart pounded erratically, but the survival instinct pushed him forward. The sounds of heavy footsteps and angry voices echoed behind him, getting closer and closer.
 
Desperation grew inside him, like a wave about to swallow him whole. He knew he couldn’t run for long, but still, his feet kept pounding against the stone ground, driven by sheer terror. The dark streets of Eldruin became an endless maze, where the only certainty was the approaching danger.
 
The young man ran as fast as his tired legs would allow, but the pain in his foot and the weakness in his body betrayed him. His steps faltered, and suddenly, he stumbled over a loose stone, falling heavily to the ground. The fall was hard, his face scraping against the cold stone, opening a deep cut on his forehead. He tried to get up, but his body wouldn’t respond. The men were upon him in seconds, their gigantic shadows blocking any hope of escape.
 
As he turned onto his back, panting, he noticed something he hadn’t before. The men were wearing city guard uniforms, with Eldruin’s crest displayed on their chests. Above their heads, numbers glowed in the air, like a cruel mark of power. The first man had a level of 15, the second, 17, and the third, 19. The gap between them and the young man was overwhelming, the disparity in strength clear and unchangeable.
 
The leader stepped forward, a cold smile on his face. "This piece of shit ruined our night," he said, and without hesitation, lifted his boot and brought it down hard on the young man’s injured foot. A horrible crack echoed through the alley, and the pain that exploded in his leg was unbearable. He tried to scream, but his already weak voice came out only as a strangled groan.
 
The other men joined in, and the blows started raining down on him. Punches, kicks, heavy strikes that crushed his bones and tore his flesh. The world around him began to spin, the lights from the few lanterns becoming blurs as his vision blurred. He felt each impact as a wave of pain coursing through his body, but gradually, the pain started to mix with a sense of numbness.
 
His thoughts began to fade, as if he was drifting away from himself. The pain, so intense at first, now felt distant, almost as if it was happening to someone else. His half-closed eyes caught glimpses of the men’s faces, twisted in expressions of cruelty. He knew he was dying, could feel life slipping away from his body, the cold of death seeping into his bones.
 
Everything started to grow darker, the sound of blows muffled as if he were sinking into deep waters. He tried to breathe, but the air seemed to escape from his lungs. His body, once tense with pain, began to relax, his muscles giving up the fight. Darkness enveloped him completely, until nothing was left but a cold and silent void.
 
The men, noticing the young boy was no longer moving, stopped and backed away. "He died too quickly," one of them complained, disdain in his voice. Without further words, they left, their heavy footsteps echoing through the deserted alley, leaving behind the boy’s lifeless body, now just a forgotten shadow in the dark streets of Eldruin.
 
The young man’s body lay alone in the alley, sprawled across the cold, damp stones. Death had taken him entirely, leaving behind only an empty shell. His pale skin, stretched tight over his bones, revealed his extreme thinness, every rib visible, as if his body had been sculpted by hunger. His long, disheveled hair, filthy from the dirt of the streets, fell messily around his head, framing a face that, even in death, bore the marks of past misfortune. The right side of his face was deeply deformed, as if something terrible had scarred him irreversibly, distorting his features into a tragic mask.
 
In the air above his body, where anyone else would have a number marking their level, there was nothing. Only emptiness. There had never been a level for him, nor a symbol of power or worth. The world had always treated him as a nobody, and now, in death, he remained invisible, without any sign to identify or give him significance.
 
The night continued undisturbed around the boy, the alley’s silence almost absolute, except for the distant sound of the wind whispering through the streets of Eldruin. But as his soul began to detach from his body, a new sound cut through the air, soft and sweet. A female voice, melodious and full of tenderness, called out to him, piercing the darkness that surrounded him.
 
The boy’s soul, still caught between this world and the next, felt the presence of that voice like a balm for his suffering. He couldn’t see anything, but he felt the warmth of soft hands cradling his face, touching him with a gentleness he had never known in life. It was as if a wave of comfort and peace washed over him, easing the pain that had long been rooted in his spirit.
 
In that moment, the cold of the alley seemed to recede, and for the first time in a long while, he didn’t feel alone. The emptiness that had consumed him began to fill with something else, something indefinable, but deeply comforting. The voice continued to call him, with a sweetness that made his soul long to surrender completely to that presence, to leave behind all the suffering and darkness he had known.
 
And so, wrapped in hands that emanated an almost divine warmth, he felt the last connection to his body disappear, his soul finally free to follow that call.
 




Chapter 2

"Kael..." The voice called to him softly, as if it knew every piece of his soul. He opened his eyes suddenly, his name echoing in his mind like a long-forgotten memory. Upon awakening, Kael found himself in a strange and pristine environment, where everything around him was white. There was no sky, no ground, no horizon he could distinguish; it was as if he was floating in an infinite void, surrounded by a soft and constant light.
 
His heart raced, his mind unable to comprehend what was happening. He took a step back, but the ground—if it could even be called that—was identical to everything else. There were no shadows, no references. Just him and the endless white.
 
Suddenly, a presence behind him made his spine tingle with fear. Kael turned sharply, his gaze met by a woman who seemed to have appeared out of nowhere. She wore simple garments, reminiscent of ancient Greek robes, all in pure white, as if she had been sculpted from the very environment itself. Her face was serene, almost ethereal, but what frightened him most was the number floating above her head. He could barely comprehend the immensity of that number, which seemed to stretch beyond anything Kael could count or imagine.
 
"Who... who are you? Where am I?" Kael's voice came out trembling, his eyes wide with confusion and fear.
 
She observed him with an expression of infinite calm. "You are in the mind, Kael. This is your mind."
 
He frowned, even more confused. "My mind? I don't understand... how can that be?"
 
The woman gave a small smile, as if she understood his perplexity but chose not to force an explanation he wasn’t ready to hear. "Don't worry about that now." She began to approach, her steps light and graceful, making no sound on the invisible floor. Kael instinctively backed away, his body responding to the fear that still gripped him.
 
"Don't be afraid, Kael," she said softly, reaching out her hand toward his face. When her fingers touched his skin, a wave of warmth and comfort enveloped him. It was as if all the anguish and terror he carried dissolved instantly. His previously rapid breathing became calm, and the fear consuming him vanished, leaving only a deep, soothing peace.
 
"Who... who are you?" Kael asked, now calmer, but still full of a growing curiosity.
 
The woman tilted her head slightly, as if considering his question, before answering with a sweetness that seemed almost impossible. "I am a being you cannot comprehend, Kael. There is no point in trying to explain. Just know that I am here for you."
 
Kael looked into her eyes, trying to find something that made sense, but all he felt was the tranquility she provided. The answers seemed less important now; her presence was enough. He didn’t know why, but he trusted her, as if this unknown figure was the only anchor in a sea of uncertainties.
 
And so, in that endless white space, Kael allowed himself simply to be, without fear, without pain, only enveloped by the presence of that mysterious woman who calmed him with a mere touch.
 
Kael looked at the woman before him, the serenity she emanated contrasting with the storm of thoughts bubbling in his mind. He was in a place beyond his comprehension, and for the first time in his short and troubled life, he felt that something extraordinary was happening.
 
The woman kept her gaze fixed on him, and the silence between them seemed to stretch for an eternity, until she finally broke the enchantment with her soft voice.
 
“Kael, you must be wondering why you are here, why you haven’t yet reincarnated, like so many others before you.” Her voice was like a tranquil song, capable of calming even the most tormented souls.
 
He nodded slightly, his eyes locked on hers, waiting for an explanation that could begin to unravel the mystery surrounding him.
 
“Every thousand years,” she began, with a gravity that made Kael hold his breath, “I and others of my kind must choose a human to bless. This human is chosen to be a turning point, a spark of hope in a world often lost in the darkness of fear and hatred.”
 
Kael blinked, absorbing each word, still not fully understanding what it meant for him.
 
“There are many candidates,” she continued, “humans of great strength, courage, and power. I could have chosen any one of them, for all could serve as the foundation for a new era, an era where hope is reborn and fear is expelled. But among all these candidates, I came to know you, Kael.”
 
He felt a wave of disbelief, almost thinking he had misunderstood. Him? How could someone like him, with nothing, be chosen? But before he could voice his confusion, she continued, her voice soft yet firm.
 
“You, Kael, despite all your physical weakness, despite having no level, something this society values above all else, faced the unknown. Without hesitation, you protected a life you didn’t even know. There was no power in you, no glory, not even the certainty of survival. Yet you acted. None of the other candidates I observed did so as purely and courageously as you.”
 
She paused, letting the words settle in her mind. Kael felt his heart race, a mix of fear and hope growing within him. He had never been praised, never been recognized for anything. His entire life had been a solitary struggle for survival, with no rewards, no relief.
 
"That’s why, Kael," she said, stepping forward, the white light around them seeming to pulse softly with the intensity of her words, "you will be given a second chance. And with that chance, a blessing. Something you’ve never had before: a level."
 
His eyes widened, and his body stiffened in surprise. A level. That which had always defined who was important and who was disposable in his society. Something he had never had, and because of that, he was condemned to a life of misery and scorn.
 
"The society you know," she continued, "values only those with a level. Even if it's the lowest possible, what matters is having a starting point, something you can raise with your effort and determination. Those like you, who were born without a level, are seen as inferior, and many, as you know, are hunted, persecuted, and killed because of this difference. But this no longer has to be your fate."
 
She stepped closer, and Kael, though still feeling a trace of fear, remained where he was, his eyes fixed on the woman in front of him, waiting eagerly for her next words.
 
"Now, Kael, you will return to the world of the living," she said, with a finality that rang through her voice. "And when you return, you will have a level. It won’t just be a number, it will be a chance to rise up, to become more than you ever dreamed you could be. With every level you gain, you will receive unique abilities, maybe even better than anyone else in this world. You can be the spark of hope this world so desperately needs."
 
Kael felt a flame ignite in his chest, something he hadn’t experienced since he was a child: hope. But there was still a sense of disbelief, a difficulty in accepting that he, of all people, had been chosen for such a gift.
 
The woman slowly extended her hand, palm facing toward his chest. "You don’t need to fear, Kael," she said, as she placed her hand in the center of his chest. "This is your chance. Use it well."
 
Before he could fully process what was happening, he felt warmth spreading throughout his body from the point where her hand touched him. It was an overwhelming sensation, as if every cell in his being was being filled with a powerful, revitalizing energy. His heart began to beat with renewed strength, and he closed his eyes, feeling reality around him begin to dissolve.
 
Suddenly, the warmth disappeared, and Kael felt a sharp tug, as if he were being ripped from that place of peace and thrown back into the world he knew. His body shuddered, and when he opened his eyes, there was no more white around him. He was back in the alley, the cold stones of Eldruin beneath his body. The air was heavy, laden with the familiar stench of rot and sewage.
 
Kael took a deep breath, tasting the bitterness of the night air in his mouth, but this time, something was different. He was alive. And for the first time, he had a level. With his heart still racing, he lifted his eyes to the dark sky and knew that his life would never be the same again.




Chapter 3

Kael opened his eyes and felt the cold of the stones beneath his body, but something was different. Still confused, he slowly got up, feeling a renewed strength in his muscles, something he had never experienced before. As he stood, he realized his body was no longer the same. Where there was once only thinness and protruding bones, there was now definition. His arms were stronger, the muscles visible beneath the skin. His legs, once weak and trembling, were now firm, as if they had borne weight for years.
He touched his own chest, feeling the hardness of muscles that hadn’t existed before, and a mixture of disbelief and amazement overtook him. It was as if all the suffering he had endured, all the hunger and pain, had been transformed into physical strength. However, when he brought his hand to his face, his heart sank for a moment. The scar, that horrible mark that disfigured half his face, was still there. The rough surface of the scarred skin was a cruel reminder of his past, a memory that not even the power he had received could erase.
 
His fingers ran through his long, dirty hair, still tangled and encrusted with the grime of Eldruin’s streets. This sudden change, this new strong body, felt almost like a cruel irony, as if he were a warrior trapped in an appearance that still bore the marks of misery.
 
With an urgent need to understand what had happened, Kael approached a broken piece of glass, leaning against the wall. It was the only thing available to see his reflection, and he needed to confirm if what he felt was real. When he knelt before the glass, he barely recognized himself. The features of the weak and malnourished boy had disappeared, replaced by a young man who looked as though he had trained for years. His eyes, however, still carried the same shadow of pain and loneliness.
 
But then, as he raised his gaze a little higher toward the reflection, he saw something that made him recoil, his heart pounding in his chest. A number shone above his head, as if carved into reality. It wasn’t just any number. It was a level. Level 10.
 
Kael blinked, incredulous. Level 10. It was a level that many spent their entire lives trying to reach. Ordinary people, even with years of effort, rarely surpassed that, and there he was, with that level above his head. In an instant, he had achieved something that had always been impossible for him, something that had always been denied to him.
 
He felt a mix of emotions. On the one hand, there was a quiet euphoria, the feeling of finally having something that could change his life. But at the same time, there was a weight, a responsibility that came with this power. The voice of that mysterious woman echoed in his mind. He had been chosen to be a hope, a change. And now, with this level, he knew he could no longer remain the invisible boy, the shadow slipping through the city’s alleys.
 
Kael looked at the reflection again, this time with more resolve, and a determination began to form within him. The scar was still there, the hair still dirty, but now there was something more. There was a power that couldn’t be ignored, a level marking the beginning of a new life.
 
He rose from the glass, straightening his strong and defined body, and looked around the alley. The fear that had once gripped him now seemed distant. There was a new flame inside him, fueled by the physical strength and the level he now carried. It was time to leave behind the boy who had been hunted, despised, and abandoned.
 
It was time for Kael to discover what this new power meant and how he could use it.
 
Kael, still feeling the remnants of the energy that had pulsed through his body, looked at the screen again. It now displayed a complete set of abilities, and he read each one carefully, trying to understand what they meant for him.
 
Abilities:
 
- Enhanced Strength (Level 1): Temporarily increases physical strength by 20%.
 
- Elevated Agility (Level 1): Improves speed and reaction time in combat or escape situations.
 
- Supernatural Endurance (Level 1): Increases physical resilience, allowing the user to withstand injuries and fatigue for longer periods.
 
- Heightened Perception (Level 1): Enhances senses like sight, hearing, and smell to detect hidden threats or opportunities.
 
- Rapid Regeneration (Level 1): Accelerates the healing process for minor injuries, such as cuts and bruises.
 
Kael read each description, feeling a bit more confident with every new ability he discovered. Each one seemed to give him an advantage over the weak boy he had once been, preparing him to face a world that had always scorned him. But there was one more ability, the one he had just unlocked, and it seemed different from the others.
 
Unique Ability: Level Concealment
 
Description:
 
This ability allows the user to hide their level from other users, whether they are level-bearers or not. When activated, no one will be able to see the level that appears above the user’s head, creating an illusion of invisibility regarding the level system. This grants the user a strategic advantage, allowing them to move among those who rely blindly on levels to judge a person’s value or threat. This ability can be activated and deactivated as needed, allowing the user to decide when and how to reveal their true power. However, while activated, this ability limits the user’s other abilities to only 50% of their full potential.
 
Kael stood still, reflecting on what this meant. The ability to hide his level was, in a way, a unique and powerful blessing. He knew all too well how the people of Eldruin's society were obsessed with levels, using them as the only measure of value and power. Those without a level were treated like trash, just as he had been. But now, with this ability, he could conceal his newfound strength and choose when to reveal it. He could move unnoticed among those who would underestimate him, or surprise his enemies at the right moment.
 
A slight smile, the first in a long time, formed on Kael’s lips. This ability would not only protect him but give him the chance to fight back in a world that had always deemed him inferior. He could move among the powerful without being detected, fooling those who relied too heavily on their supposed superiority.
 
With his new ability in mind, Kael felt ready for whatever came next. The fear that once consumed him was now tamed, transformed into a quiet determination. From that moment on, he knew his life would take a completely different turn. And he was prepared to face anything, with his newly discovered abilities and the growing strength inside him.
 
Still absorbing everything he had just discovered, Kael decided to test his new ability immediately. With a simple thought, he activated Level Concealment. The effect was instantaneous. He looked at the broken glass again, where the number had once floated above his head. Now, there was nothing. It was as if the number had never been there, as if he had returned to being the invisible boy he had always been. But unlike before, this was now his choice.
 
Looking at the magical screen before him, Kael wondered if all those with levels also saw this floating interface. Did every person with a level have this hidden window, holding secrets and abilities that shaped their fate? It was a question he couldn’t answer at that moment, but the idea intrigued him deeply.
 
With one last glance at the alley, Kael decided it was time to leave. He left behind the place that had been the stage for his death and rebirth, and silently walked through the deserted streets of the night. The city of Eldruin was shrouded in darkness, with only the distant sound of the wind breaking the deep silence.
 
He walked without haste, feeling the cold of the night on his skin, but without the discomfort that had always accompanied him. His new, strong body supported him firmly, though his mind was still exhausted. The events of the night, the pain, the transformation, all weighed on him like a slow tide pulling him toward the need for rest.
 
Eventually, Kael reached an empty garden, a place he used to visit on the hardest nights, seeking solace in the solitude and nature. The garden was as deserted as the streets, the silence only broken by the soft rustling of leaves. He approached a familiar tree, its large and robust roots like welcoming arms, always ready to shelter him.
 
Kael lay down by the tree, the soft, cool earth beneath him. The exhaustion finally hit him in full force, as if all the adrenaline had dissipated at once. He closed his eyes, feeling the calm of the place envelop him. The faint scent of the leaves, the gentle touch of the breeze on his face, and the residual warmth of that mysterious woman’s touch on his skin created a comforting atmosphere.
 
In a few minutes, Kael fell into a deep sleep, the weight of the night finally lifting from his shoulders. He didn’t dream. His sleep was heavy and restorative, a necessary pause for whatever awaited him at dawn. In the quiet of the garden, protected by the ancient tree, Kael finally found the peace he so desperately needed.
 




Chapter 4

The sun was still low on the horizon when Kael was abruptly awakened by a sharp pain in his head. A hard kick struck him, forcing his eyes open in shock. “You filthy beggar! I’ve told you a thousand times not to sleep here,” the guard shouted, his voice full of disdain.
Kael blinked, trying to clear his vision. He immediately recognized the guard; he was a burly man, his face marked by time and the abuse of power, someone who had attacked him before. But this time, something was different. Though the kick had been strong, the pain wasn’t as unbearable as it had been in the past. He felt the force of the blow, but his body seemed more resilient, better able to withstand the impact.
 
With some effort, Kael stood up, rubbing the sore spot on his head. As he rose, the new strength in his body became evident. His 1.75-meter height, now accompanied by a slim yet well-defined physique, made the guard hesitate for a moment. He instinctively stepped back, narrowing his eyes as he tried to recognize the young man standing before him.
 
“Who are you, you bastard? I’ve never seen you around here,” the guard growled suspiciously. His voice, once full of confidence, now carried a note of uncertainty.
 
Kael, still dazed from the sudden violence, replied calmly, “I’ve always been in the city.”
 
Kael’s response, spoken without any intent of mockery, was interpreted as an insult by the guard. The anger, which had briefly been replaced by surprise, came rushing back with full force. “Are you mocking me?” The guard, furious, advanced again. This time, he delivered a direct punch to Kael’s stomach. The impact made Kael stagger and fall to his knees, but surprisingly, the pain wasn’t as intense as he had expected.
 
As he tried to catch his breath, Kael looked up at the guard and saw the number above his head: Level 17. This was the level of a man who had spent decades in the military, yet Kael had managed to endure. Slowly, he stood up, his eyes fixed on the guard, and took a firm stance. The speed with which Kael recovered impressed the guard, who took another step back, his fists clenched but his confidence starting to waver.
 
The guard clenched his teeth, enraged by the young man’s unexpected resistance. He began to raise his arm again, ready to beat Kael until there was no strength left in him, when a firm, feminine voice cut through the air: “Stop!”
 
Kael turned his head toward the voice, and immediately, her presence dominated the space. A young woman was approaching, dressed in noble clothes that clearly set her apart from the common citizens of Eldruin. Her posture was regal, and she carried a natural authority that silenced the guard instantly. She appeared to be the same age as Kael, perhaps 15 or 16 years old, but already possessed an air of maturity. Looking up, Kael saw the level glowing above her head: Level 15. It was impressive that someone so young had already reached such a level, especially in comparison to the guard, who seemed to be around 40 years old and was only at level 17.
 
The guard, who had been so aggressive moments earlier, backed away even more and, without hesitation, bowed before the young woman. “Miss,” he said, his voice suddenly full of respect.
 
She looked at the guard, her expression unflinching. “What do you think you’re doing?” she asked, her voice calm but filled with authority.
 
“I... I was just punishing this bastard,” the guard replied, trying to maintain a firm stance but clearly uncomfortable under her gaze.
 
The young woman shook her head in disapproval. “Stop this immediately.”
 
The guard, already humiliated and furious at being interrupted, tried to argue. “But, miss…”
 
Before he could continue, another guard, older and with a much more severe expression, stepped forward. The aura of authority emanating from him was palpable, and without a word, he cast a terrifying glance at the first guard. The latter immediately fell silent, realizing that insisting further would be dangerous. He took a few more steps back, clearly intimidated, and kept his head down.
 
The young woman approached Kael, her eyes now softening as she looked at him. “Are you alright?” she asked, her voice filled with genuine concern.
 
Kael, still dazed by the series of events, took a moment to respond. He wasn’t used to this kind of attention, much less from someone of such high status. “I’m... I’m fine,” he replied, still trying to process what had happened.
 
She smiled slightly, a gesture that carried more warmth than Kael was accustomed to receiving. “My name is Elara,” she said, extending her hand in a friendly gesture. “And yours? Do you have a name?”
 
Kael hesitated for a moment, still unsure how to react to her kindness, but something in her voice made him trust her. “My name is Kael.”
 
“Kael,” Elara repeated, seeming to enjoy the sound of the name. “You must be hungry. Come, let me help you.”
 
Kael looked around, noticing that the few people who had passed by the street until then had completely ignored what was happening. It was as if the violence against him was just another ordinary scene in Eldruin, something no one cared to notice. But Elara... she was different. She had stopped, intervened, and now she was offering him help.
 
Kael hesitated again, still not fully convinced this wasn’t some kind of trap. "Why are you... why are you doing this?" he asked, his voice tinged with doubt.
 
Elara smiled again, this time with a sparkle in her eyes. "Because I can," she replied simply. "And because no one deserves to be treated like that. Trust me, Kael. I won’t harm you."
 
After a moment, Kael decided he had nothing to lose. There was something sincere about her, something he hadn’t found in anyone else. With a slight nod, he accepted her offer. "Alright. I’ll go with you."
 
Elara nodded and began walking, the older guard close behind her, while the other one remained standing, unsure of how to react. Kael followed Elara, leaving behind the tree where he had found a moment of peace, now heading into the unknown, sensing that the life he knew was about to change even more.
 
Kael followed Elara through the streets of Eldruin, still trying to grasp what was happening. The streets, once deserted and silent, gradually gave way to a more opulent scene as they advanced. The houses around them grew larger and more imposing, until they finally arrived in a neighborhood where each building seemed like a small mansion. The buildings here were much larger and more elaborate than the homes of common citizens, and Kael had never dared to explore this part of town before.
 
The streets were impeccably paved, and the atmosphere carried a solemn quiet, as if every stone had been placed with a specific purpose. There were no shadows or narrow alleys where Kael used to hide; everything here was exposed, open, a reflection of the security and power these wealthy families possessed.
 
When Elara stopped in front of one of the houses, Kael looked up to examine the facade. The house stood out from the others, not only for its grandeur but also for its design. It was painted in a deep navy blue, beautifully contrasted by the numerous large windows arranged in elegant rows along the structure. The glass of the windows gleamed in the morning sunlight, and the carved wooden frames added a touch of sophistication.
 
At the center of the facade was a massive wooden door, majestic in its simplicity. The hinges were made of dark metal, adorned with details Kael couldn’t decipher from a distance. But what caught his attention the most was the crest displayed at the entrance, just above the door. It was the symbol of Elara’s family, proudly shown, likely representing generations of power and influence. The crest was a meticulous work of art, with intertwining lines forming an emblem that seemed to carry tales of glory and tradition.
 
Kael felt a wave of discomfort as they approached the entrance. He, a boy who had spent his life on the streets, dirty and ragged, now stood before a residence that exuded wealth. It was a world completely different from his own, and he felt the weight of it with each step.
 
Elara, noticing his hesitation, turned to him with an encouraging smile. "This is my home," she said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. "You don’t need to worry, Kael. You’re safe here."
 
Kael looked at her, still feeling a mix of doubt and disbelief. He wasn’t used to being treated with kindness, let alone being invited into a place so refined. For a brief moment, he thought about retreating, fleeing to the safety of the streets where he knew what to expect. But Elara’s gaze was sincere, and there was something about her that made him want to trust her.
 
She took a step towards the door and pushed it open gently, causing it to creak lightly, almost like a silent invitation to enter. "Come," Elara said, turning to him once more. "You must be exhausted and hungry. Let’s go inside."
 
Kael took a deep breath, his eyes glancing at the interior of the house now revealed before him. For a moment, he stood still, his body still caught in the uncertainty he had carried for as long as he could remember. But then, with one last look at Elara, he stepped forward, crossing the threshold of the door.
 
The entrance embraced him with a warmth and welcome he hadn’t felt in a long time. The environment was different from anything he knew, but at the same time, there was an implicit promise that here, perhaps for the first time, he might find something more than just survival.
 
And so, with his heart still pounding in his chest, Kael entered Elara’s home, leaving behind the life of misery he had always known.
 




Chapter 5

As Kael crossed the entrance door, he was immediately enveloped by an atmosphere he could never have imagined existed. The interior of the house was a spectacle of beauty and opulence, something he had only dreamed of seeing. The reception hall, where he now stood, was spacious and bright, with high ceilings adorned with dark wooden beams that contrasted with the softly white, almost cream-colored walls, reflecting the light pouring in through the large windows.
In the center of the room, a magnificent chandelier hung from the ceiling, made of delicate crystal that shimmered as if each piece had been sculpted by divine hands. The floor was covered by a thick wool carpet of deep red, softening each step and stretching as far as the eye could see, framing the space with elegance. Dark, polished wooden furniture was strategically placed around the room, each piece seemingly handpicked to complement the environment. Upholstered armchairs in rich fabrics and cushions embroidered in gold and silver gave the room an air of comfort and luxury.
 
The walls, in turn, were decorated with hand-painted paintings, each more impressive than the last. Kael couldn’t take his eyes off the paintings. They depicted landscapes of lush fields, stormy seas, and majestic mountains that seemed almost real, as if he could reach out and touch the scenes depicted. There were also portraits of people, probably family ancestors, whose faces conveyed power and dignity. Each painting told a story, every brushstroke carrying an emotion that he, a simple street boy, tried to understand.
 
Heavy, opulent curtains in shades of moss green and gold elegantly framed the windows, offering a glimpse of the exterior gardens that Kael could barely make out but that promised to be as magnificent as the interior. The windows themselves allowed the morning sunlight to spill into the room in golden beams, illuminating the details in every corner and creating an atmosphere of warmth and welcome.
 
Kael felt almost dazed, as if he had been transported to a different world. Never in his life had he been in such a sophisticated place. He could barely absorb all the details around him, the wealth emanating from every object, every piece of furniture.
 
However, before he could process everything, he was brought back to reality by the presence of others inside the house. A tall, middle-aged man, impeccably dressed in a black butler's uniform, approached with silent steps. His demeanor was firm but respectful, and he gave Elara a brief bow before speaking.
 
“Miss Elara,” said the butler, his voice soft and controlled, “I trust you found what you were looking for at the market this morning.”
 
Elara smiled, a calm and confident smile that seemed to brighten the room even more. “Yes, Harrison. I found exactly what I was looking for.”
 
The butler nodded with a slight inclination of his head, seemingly perfectly satisfied with the answer, though his curious eyes briefly fell on Kael, examining the young man with well-practiced discretion. Still, he made no comment, maintaining the same serene and professional expression.
 
Elara then turned her gaze to Kael, who was still clearly dazzled by everything around him. With a delicate gesture, she moved a little closer to the butler, keeping her voice low but firm.
 
“Harrison,” she said, “please prepare a bath for our guest. He will need to clean up before anything else. And then, arrange for breakfast to be served for him.”
 
The butler showed no surprise at the request, only a slight nod to confirm he had understood. “Immediately, miss.”
 
Kael, though still reluctant and a bit confused, couldn’t help but feel a wave of relief and gratitude. The idea of taking a bath, something that had always been an unimaginable luxury to him, was now real. And the promise of breakfast – a meal he could barely remember when he had last had – made his empty stomach tighten in anticipation.
 
As Elara moved away to give more instructions to Harrison, Kael allowed himself to relax for a brief moment, feeling the tension in his body slowly dissipating. He knew there were still many unanswered questions, but for now, he decided to trust what fate had brought him. He was safe, at least for the moment, and that was more than he could have hoped for when he woke up that morning.
 
Kael was led by one of the maids to a bathroom adjacent to the guest room, where a bath was already prepared, filled with warm water that released steam and was scented with gentle herbs. The tub, made of carved marble, seemed to Kael like a king's throne, a luxury he had never imagined experiencing. He hesitated for a moment, uncertainty still holding him back, but the exhaustion and accumulated grime from years were too strong to resist. With the maid's help, he undressed and immersed himself in the hot water.
 
As the water enveloped his body, Kael felt almost immediate relief. The dirt, which had seemed like a second skin, began to loosen, and he could feel his muscles relaxing, relieving the tension he had carried for so long. The maid, silently, carefully washed his hair and body, something that, although unsettling for Kael, was done with such gentleness and respect that he couldn’t feel embarrassed. The hot water seemed to take with it not only the dirt but also part of the weight of his life on the streets.
 
When the bath was finished, Kael dressed in clean, simple clothes that had been provided, soft to the touch, very different from the rags he was used to. With his body clean and decently dressed, he was guided by the other maid to the dining room. Upon entering, his eyes widened at the sight of the table before him.
 
It was a long, polished wooden table, large enough to comfortably seat a dozen people, but at that moment, it was prepared for only one guest. The shine of the silverware reflected the soft light of the room, while porcelain plates and bowls, decorated with golden details, were meticulously arranged.
 
At the center of the table, a variety of food was laid out, forming a feast fit for kings. There was a basket of fresh bread, with golden, crispy crusts calling to Kael with a tempting aroma. Beside it, a bowl of ripe, colorful fruits – red apples, dark grapes, figs, and pears – exuded a sweet fragrance that filled the room. Slices of cheese, cured ham, and smooth butter were arranged on silver platters. There was also a jug of freshly squeezed orange juice and another of milk, both so fresh that Kael could feel the purity in the air. Small portions of fruit jams, made from strawberry, apricot, and wild berries, gleamed in crystal jars.
 
The butler, Harrison, whom Kael now knew to be a level 15 man, indicated a place for him to sit, near the center of the table. Harrison was a dignified-looking man, over 50 years old, and his level revealed that he was not just a simple servant, but someone with a past of strength and discipline. The two maids, young and at level 7, remained nearby, ready to attend to any need. Kael noticed that one of them was missing a finger on her right hand, an old scar that she had clearly come to accept, and he chose not to ask about it, feeling that the answer would be something he preferred not to hear.
 
Kael sat down, still cautious, as if the feast before him were a mirage that could disappear at any moment. He hesitated for a second, but the smell of the food was irresistible, and the hunger in his stomach roared louder. He took a piece of bread, still warm, and spread butter over it. As he took the first bite, the flavor flooded his mouth so intensely that he could barely hold back the tears. The bread was soft and flavorful, the butter rich and creamy. Each bite was a revelation, a reminder of everything he had lost and everything he had endured.
 
Kael continued eating, tasting a bit of everything—creamy cheese, a sweet and crisp apple, a sip of orange juice that was like sunlight in his mouth. The more he ate, the harder it became to hold back the emotions that started to bubble up inside him. He had forgotten what a real meal tasted like, what it felt like to have the warmth of food spreading through his body, nourishing not just his stomach, but his soul.
 
The tears came silently, sliding down his cheeks as he chewed, each bite a reminder of the life he had left behind. The silence in the room was broken only by the soft sounds of his movements, and he didn’t care who might be watching. That moment, that food, was something he had never imagined he would enjoy again.
 
Kael continued eating, with the tears falling softly but steadily, feeling a mix of gratitude and sadness, relief and pain. He knew his life had changed, but the scars of the past were still there, and the weight of everything he had endured could not be erased by a meal, no matter how wonderful it was. But in that moment, he allowed himself to forget, if only for an instant, the suffering, and simply surrendered to the simple, human pleasure of eating until the hunger that had chased him for so many years was finally sated.
 




Chapter 6

After finishing the meal, Kael was guided by the butler to another part of the house. He was still processing everything that had happened up to that moment, his mind alternating between wonder and disorientation. They walked through hallways adorned with luxurious tapestries and chandeliers casting a soft glow over the elegant furniture until they reached a living room.
The room was spacious and cozy, with dark wooden furniture and rich upholstery. There was a large, dark green velvet sofa, soft to the touch, arranged in a "U" shape around a marble coffee table, where a steaming teapot rested alongside finely crafted cups. Beside the sofa, a bookshelf filled with leather-bound books rose to the ceiling, suggesting a cultured and tasteful family.
 
Elara was seated on the sofa, holding a teacup delicately. When Kael entered the room, she looked up and greeted him with a warm smile. "Please, Kael, have a seat," she said, indicating a spot next to her.
 
Kael hesitated for a moment, still feeling out of place in such a different environment from anything he had ever known, but Elara’s smile encouraged him. He approached and sat on the sofa, sinking into the soft upholstery that seemed to embrace him.
 
Before he could say anything, two figures appeared at the entrance of the room. They moved with the confidence and posture of people accustomed to power and authority. The man, tall and imposing, had graying hair that contrasted with his piercing blue eyes. He was dressed in formal attire made from expensive, well-tailored fabric that accentuated his robust figure. Beside him, the woman, with elegant and serene beauty, had light brown hair tied in an elaborate bun and wore a silk dress in shades of blue and silver, perfectly matching the room’s decor.
 
They both walked to the center of the room, and Elara stood to greet them with a slight nod. The man addressed Kael first, his gaze firm but not hostile. "My name is Lord Alistair Valenwood," he said, his voice deep and controlled. "I am Elara's father. I hope you are feeling comfortable here in our home."
 
Kael, still feeling a mix of nervousness and gratitude, quickly nodded in response. "Yes, sir. I’m... very comfortable, thank you."
 
Alistair nodded, the expression on his face softening slightly. Soon after, the woman beside him smiled, though there was a hint of curiosity in her eyes. "I am Lady Anara Valenwood," she said, her voice softer yet equally firm. "It was a surprise to see Elara bring someone home, especially someone who... came from the streets." She hesitated for a moment, choosing her words carefully to avoid offense. "I mean no disrespect, it was just... unexpected."
 
Kael looked at Lady Anara, recognizing her attempt to be polite despite her evident discomfort with the situation. "I understand," he replied calmly. "It's all right."
 
Kael’s response was sincere and devoid of resentment. He understood how unusual it was for a noble family to take in someone like him, a boy without a level, without value in society's eyes. But at the same time, he felt a strange comfort in knowing that, at least for now, he was being accepted there, even under unexpected circumstances.
 
Sensing the subtle tension in the air, Elara spoke up. "Kael was very brave today," she said, looking at her parents seriously. "He deserves a bit of rest and hospitality. I believe we can all agree on that."
 
Alistair and Anara exchanged a quick glance, a silent communication between them that Kael couldn’t decipher, but both nodded, accepting their daughter's words. They sat in opposite armchairs, still watching Kael attentively but now with a mixture of curiosity and respect.
 
The atmosphere in the room became more relaxed, with the aroma of tea blending with the comfortable silence that settled. Kael, still unsettled by the sudden change in his life, realized that this family, despite all their wealth and power, seemed willing to offer him a bit of warmth and acceptance. And that, more than any material wealth, was something he could truly be grateful for.
 
---
 
Kael felt the weight of the silence that hung in the living room, broken only by the distant murmur of the wind outside. The Valenwood family was unlike anything he had known, and as tempting as the offer of shelter was, something inside him made him hesitate. He looked at Lord Alistair, Lady Anara, and Elara, feeling a mixture of gratitude and discomfort.
 
"I appreciate everything, but... I don’t intend to stay," Kael said, his voice firm despite the uncertainty swirling in his mind. "I’ll find another place and a job somewhere in the city to support myself."
 
Lord Alistair raised his eyebrows, surprised by Kael’s determination. "Indeed, it is rare for someone to refuse such an opportunity," he said, observing Kael with an expression that mixed curiosity and respect.
 
Lady Anara tilted her head, her gaze fixed on Kael. "It's rare for someone like you to simply walk away when something like this happens," she remarked, almost in a reflective tone. Her words made Kael pause for a moment, a question echoing in his mind: How does she know that most wouldn’t want to leave? He pondered it but decided not to ask. Not now.
 
Lord Alistair, sensing Kael’s resistance, offered a sympathetic smile. "It’s all right, Kael. You are strong and in good shape. I’m sure you’ll easily find work in the city quarry or as a carpenter. Both are tough but honorable jobs." There was a pause, then he continued, his voice taking on a gentler tone. "But I insist you stay the night here. It’s not wise to leave at night without a clear plan."
 
Kael looked at Alistair’s face, then at Elara, who was watching him with silent expectation. He considered his options for a moment, the exhaustion weighing on his shoulders. Fleeing to the streets again seemed the safest path, but something held him there. Perhaps it was the sense of temporary safety, something he hadn’t felt in years. Finally, he relented, giving a slight nod. "All right. I’ll stay for the night."
 
As night fell over Eldruin, Kael was approached by Elara again. The sky darkened outside, the shadows of the night lengthening and covering the city. She found him in one of the house's hallways, a gentle look of concern in her eyes. "Kael, may I ask you something?" she said, her voice low, as if afraid to touch on a delicate subject.
 
He nodded, looking at her with a calmness that hid the growing apprehension within him.
 
"Did you... live alone on the streets? What happened to your family?" Elara asked, her tone heavy with a sadness Kael knew all too well.
 
Kael averted his gaze, his chest tightening with the memories he had worked so hard to bury. "I’ve... lived alone on the streets for six years," he replied, deliberately avoiding the first part of her question.
 
Elara was silent for a moment, digesting his words. When she finally spoke, there was genuine sorrow in her voice. "I’m sorry," she said softly.
 
Kael looked into her eyes, seeing the sincere regret on her face, but shook his head slightly. "It’s all right. It’s not something that can be changed."
 
She held his gaze for a few more seconds before sighing. "You must be tired," Elara said, changing the subject gently. "Let me show you to the room we’ve prepared for you."
 
Kael followed Elara down a long hallway, illuminated only by the soft light of lanterns. The atmosphere had a sense of tranquility, but also isolation, as if the shadows whispered old secrets that the walls had long kept. They reached a dark wooden door, intricately carved, and Elara opened it, revealing the room.
 
The interior was even more impressive than the rest of the house. The room was spacious, with an imposing canopy bed in the center, covered with white linen sheets and heavy dark green velvet blankets. Thick curtains, in a deep wine shade, were pulled aside, revealing a window that overlooked the house’s garden, now shrouded in the darkness of night. A soft, thick rug with floral patterns covered the floor, muffling Kael’s steps as he entered.
 
In the corner of the room, there was a fireplace, the fire crackling softly and casting an orange glow that danced across the walls. The wood was fragrant, filling the air with a welcoming scent, reminding Kael of warmth he had rarely known.
 
The dark, polished wood furniture included a tall wardrobe and a small table with an upholstered chair beside it. On the table, a silver pitcher and a white porcelain basin were ready for use, and a candelabra with lit candles cast a soft, comfortable light throughout the room.
 
Kael paused for a moment, taking in the surroundings with a mixture of admiration and strangeness. Never, in all his years wandering the streets, had he imagined that such a comfortable and safe place could be intended for him, even if only for one night. The contrast with the harshness of the streets was almost painful.
 
Elara turned to him with a warm smile. "I’ll leave you to rest. But before you sleep, a maid will bring some hot tea and a few biscuits. I think you’ll enjoy it."
 
Kael nodded, still in silence, unable to find the right words to express what he felt. Elara smiled one last time before leaving, gently closing the door behind her. Now, alone in the room, Kael stood still for a long time, absorbing the warmth of the fireplace and the softness of the surroundings.
 
The darkness outside the windows seemed to be lurking, but inside that room, Kael felt, for a moment, protected from the shadows that had always chased him. However, a part of him couldn’t shake the feeling that all of this was temporary, like a dream from which he would wake up at any moment, back to the harsh realities of the streets of Eldruin.
 




Chapter 7

Kael was exploring the room, still trying to process the abrupt change in his life, when he heard a soft knock at the door. He stopped walking and turned to respond. When he opened the door, he saw the same maid who had accompanied him earlier, the one who was missing a finger on her right hand.
She was standing in the doorway, holding a silver tray with cookies and a cup of tea. The light from the fireplace danced on her face, revealing a neutral expression, almost devoid of emotion. Her eyes, a dull brown, revealed nothing, and her features were rigid, as if any trace of joy or sadness had been erased by years of servitude and routine.
 
Her dark brown hair, slightly disheveled, was tied up in a simple bun, unadorned. She wore a gray uniform, with a white apron tied around her waist. The fabric, though clean and well-kept, showed signs of wear. Kael noticed the way she held the tray, with her left hand missing the ring finger, something she seemed accustomed to, as the movement was fluid, without hesitation.
 
“Your tea and cookies, sir,” she said in a monotone voice, without looking directly at Kael. She entered the room silently and placed the tray on the small table by the fireplace. After doing so, she gave a slight nod and left the room without saying anything more, closing the door behind her with a soft click. Her behavior, almost mechanical, left Kael with a strange feeling, but he soon brushed those thoughts aside.
 
He approached the tray and looked at the cookies and the cup of tea. The cookies were small, with a sweet smell that reminded him of simpler times when he could still dream of little luxuries like that. He picked up one of the cookies and took a bite. The taste was delightful, a mixture of butter and sugar that melted in his mouth. He took a sip of the tea, warm and smooth, that warmed his body from within, driving away the cold that always seemed to lurk in his chest.
 
Kael continued eating the cookies, chewing slowly to savor each bite. The tea went down warm through his throat, comforting him. It was an almost surreal experience, being there in such a luxurious room, with such good food and drink. For a moment, he allowed himself to believe that there could be something more for him, something beyond the constant struggle for survival.
 
But, shortly after, a strange sensation began to rise in his stomach. Initially, it was just a slight discomfort, but it quickly intensified. Kael felt a wave of nausea, and an inexplicable weakness overtook his body. His vision began to blur, and he stood up, trying to understand what was happening, but his legs gave out, and he fell to his knees.
 
His heart raced as the user interface appeared before him, glowing with an alert message that made him panic:
 
Harmful substance detected.
 
Kael tried to focus on the message, but the world around him was spinning. His head throbbed, and he felt as if the very ground was disintegrating beneath his feet. His thoughts were in disarray, and he couldn't fully comprehend what was happening.
 
Before he could react, a new message appeared on the screen, this time with a progress bar that advanced slowly:
 
Acquiring resistance to harmful substances.
 
Kael's consciousness began to fade, his vision darkening at the edges. He tried to fight against the stupor consuming him, but his body was growing weaker, as if life itself was being drained away. The last thing he saw before succumbing to the darkness was the progress bar moving forward, like a small spark of hope amid the chaos.
 
And then, everything went black.
 
---
 
Kael was immersed in an abyss of darkness, a formless vastness where time seemed to stand still. His mind wandered, lost among fragments of memory and shadows of pain. Then, amid the void, a voice began to form. It was a familiar voice, cloaked in mystery, like a distant echo crossing the barriers between worlds. The voice was soft, almost whispering, but laden with an authority that made each word resonate within his head.
 
“Wake up, Kael.”
 
The phrase reverberated in his mind, cutting through the darkness like a sharp blade. He tried to respond, but his body felt trapped, as if wrapped in invisible chains pulling him down. Gradually, a sensation of awakening overwhelmed him, and reality began to seep into the darkness.
 
Kael slowly opened his eyes, but what he found was not the comfort of the room where he had fallen asleep. Instead, he found himself in a place that exuded a sense of despair and terror. He was in a cramped and shadowy space, where the darkness was almost absolute. The air around him was heavy, thick with the smell of dampness and something metallic, a scent he did not immediately recognize but that evoked a primal fear.
 
He tried to move, but immediately realized he was trapped. His arms were stretched out to the sides, his wrists bound in cold, heavy chains that kept him suspended above the ground. The chains were fixed to a rough, damp wall behind him, and the metal bit into his skin with a cruel chill. Kael tried to pull his arms, but the pain that coursed through his body made him stop. He was firmly trapped, elevated a few inches off the ground, unable to touch the cold surface with his feet.
 
The surrounding area was an almost complete void. Shadows sprawled across the floor, devouring any remnants of light. He could barely distinguish the shapes around him; everything seemed to merge into an opaque shroud of darkness. The walls, made of rough, uneven stone, emanated a sense of oppression, as if the very environment were alive, pulsing with a silent malice.
 
The cold of the stone and metal was penetrating, creeping into his bones and causing an involuntary shiver. He breathed heavily, each breath laden with moisture, and the increasing pressure in his chest seemed accompanied by a visceral fear, a feeling he had never experienced before. It was as if he were submerged in a nightmare from which he could not escape, a place where the darkness itself seemed to feed on his vulnerability.
 
Kael tried to orient himself, seeking any sign of where he might be, but the absence of light rendered everything indistinct. He strained his eyes, trying to at least identify what was before him, but it felt as if the space around him was infinite and suffocating at the same time. The darkness was complete, except for a faint glow that seemed to come from a distant direction, so weak that it resembled a mirage more than a real source of light.
 
Time stretched indefinitely in that soundless place, where each second felt like an eternity. The pain in his wrists and shoulders grew, and hopelessness began to take hold of his mind. What awaited him there? Who had brought him here? And why?
 
Suddenly, the silence was interrupted. A metallic sound echoed through the environment, followed by a beam of light that cut through the darkness. Kael instinctively closed his eyes; the sudden light was almost painful after so long in the dark. When he opened them again, the light that had once been faint was now growing, entering the space like a blade slicing through the veil of shadows around him.
 
The light came from a door that was slowly opening, and the sound of the creaking hinges echoed through the room, heightening the tension in the air. Kael tried to focus, straining to see who was on the other side, but his vision was still blurred, the contours distorted by the intense light contrasting with the darkness around him.
 
All Kael could do was wait, hanging there helplessly, as the light expanded, filling the space around him and gradually revealing what lay beyond that door. Fear began to solidify in his chest, a dense mass that made each heartbeat feel heavier. And as the light spread through the environment, he knew he was about to discover who or what was lurking in the shadows.
 
Kael blinked, trying to adjust his eyes to the blinding light that now illuminated the area. When his vision finally cleared, he saw who had entered. And his heart froze. It was Lord Alistair Valenwood, Elara's father, but the man Kael saw now was very different from the one who had greeted him politely hours before.
 
Alistair's face no longer displayed the mask of civility that Kael had known. Instead, his gaze was cold, almost murderous, as if every trace of humanity had been erased, leaving only a chilling and threatening presence. The welcoming smile had vanished, replaced by an expression that seemed carved straight from the depths of some nightmare. His eyes, once blue and piercing, now appeared to be bottomless pits, radiating a malice so deep it sent a shiver down Kael's spine.
 
“I see you’re awake,” Alistair said, his voice laced with a tone of disdain that made each word resonate in the enclosed space.
 
Kael felt a wave of panic wash over his body. He struggled with all his might, trying to break free from the chains that held him suspended, but all he managed to do was make the metal creak and tighten around his wrists. The pain was intense, but the desperation in his chest was even greater. Alistair watched his struggle with cruel satisfaction and then laughed. The laugh was heavy, deep, almost demonic, reverberating off the stone walls and constricting Kael's heart.
 
“There’s no use trying to resist, my young friend,” Alistair continued, each word imbued with a terrible calm, as if explaining something inevitable and undeniable.
 
Kael stopped struggling for a moment, the fear now swelling in his throat, nearly suffocating his words. He needed to understand what was happening, why this was happening. “Why?” he finally managed to ask, his voice trembling, almost broken. “Why are you doing this?”
 
Alistair did not answer immediately. He walked slowly toward Kael, his footsteps echoing on the stone floor, each one sounding like a portent of something terrible to come. When he stopped in front of Kael, the man tilted his head slightly, as if studying an exotic curiosity, something he was about to destroy for mere whim.
 
The silence that followed Kael's question seemed to stretch infinitely, each second a mental torture as he waited for an answer, any answer that could explain the nightmare he had found himself in. But Alistair offered no explanation. He merely regarded Kael with that cold, relentless gaze, the grim smile still hovering at the corners of his mouth.
 
Kael felt despair infiltrating his mind, the weight of fear growing with each passing moment. He was trapped, defenseless, and before him stood a man who, just hours earlier, had presented himself as a generous host, but who now seemed to embody pure evil. Alistair's motives remained a mystery, a threatening shadow looming over Kael, increasingly oppressive.
 
The only thing clear in that moment was that Kael was at the mercy of a predator, and the uncertainty of what would come next was as terrifying as the darkness surrounding that place.
 




Chapter 8

Alistair continued to observe Kael with that cruel and piercing gaze, allowing the silence to stretch a little longer, savoring the tension in the air. Then, finally, he spoke, his voice heavy with contempt. “Under different circumstances, I wouldn’t waste my time explaining things to a mere piece of trash like you. But today, I will make an exception.”
He slowly raised a hand, a controlled and meticulous gesture, and signaled for someone to approach. Kael, still confused and panicked, tried to understand what was happening. His eyes widened in surprise when he saw who emerged from the shadows beside Alistair. It was Elara, the girl who, just a few hours earlier, had shown such kindness and compassion. But now, her face had transformed. The soft and welcoming expression had vanished, replaced by the same murderous gaze her father bore. There was something profoundly disturbing about the change in her demeanor, something that made Kael's stomach churn.
 
Elara approached her father, and Alistair wrapped his arms around her in an almost affectionate gesture, as if he were comforting her. But the softness of that gesture violently contrasted with the malice that shone in both of their eyes. Alistair looked at Kael, that predatory smile still curving the corners of his lips.
 
“What would you do,” Alistair asked, his voice laden with a tone of cruel irony, “if you had easy prey at your disposal that could multiply your level by hundreds?”
 
Kael looked at them, his mind racing to process the horror of the situation. Then, unexpectedly, he began to laugh. The laughter was hoarse and bitter, an almost involuntary reaction that seemed to escape from his throat without his control. Alistair and Elara exchanged glances, both confused by Kael's reaction. This was not what they expected.
 
Kael shook his head, still chuckling softly, and murmured to himself, a mix of bitterness and resignation. “I’m so stupid… the signs were right in front of me the whole time…”
 
In that moment, he realized that all the disjointed pieces were now fitting together. The sudden kindness, the unusual acceptance in such a luxurious house, the calculated concern… it was all part of a much larger and more sinister plan than he had imagined.
 
Alistair, still intrigued by Kael’s reaction, narrowed his eyes, studying the boy once more, while Elara, beside him, continued to watch him with that cold, inhuman stare, the opposite of the image Kael had known before. The full revelation of horror was just beginning, and Kael knew that whatever was coming would be even darker and deadlier than he had anticipated.
 
The silence in the room was almost suffocating, thick with a tension that seemed to condense in the heavy air. Kael, still bound by chains, felt anger and fear boiling inside him, a toxic mix that seemed to grow with each word he heard. He took a deep breath, trying to steady his breathing and the frantic beating of his heart. Finally, he broke the silence, his voice echoing in the dark, oppressive space.
 
“You're insane,” he said, his voice hoarse but heavy with restrained anger. His eyes, partially obscured by shadow, glimmered in the dim light illuminating the scar on his face, that deformed mark seeming to intensify under the weak illumination.
 
“Insane?” Elara replied before her father could speak, her voice thick with disdain and a hint of cruel amusement. She stepped forward, her cold eyes locked on Kael's. “No, Kael. We are realists. We just accept the gift that the gods have given us.”
 
Kael looked at her, feeling the ice in her words, each one like a blade cutting deeper. “Look at you,” Elara continued, a mischievous smile curving her lips. “A person without a level, without value, who is fortunate enough to still have some utility.”
 
Before she could continue, Alistair interrupted her with a more animated tone, almost jovial, as if he were about to explain a well-crafted joke. “You see, Kael,” he began, stepping closer, “there’s a very efficient way to increase someone’s levels. People like you, who have no level, are… special. When a person without a level is killed under certain conditions, by someone still young and with a level, something fascinating happens. The individual’s level can accelerate exponentially. It’s a little secret that few know, a gift from the gods, if you prefer to see it that way.”
 
Kael listened to every word with a mix of horror and disbelief. Now, everything made sense. He understood what was happening, what those two really were. They did not see people like him as human beings. He was merely a tool, something disposable, a piece in a cruel game whose only aim was to strengthen someone already privileged. They used people without levels, those discarded by society, as sacrifices to raise their daughter’s levels.
 
Elara, sensing the understanding in Kael's eyes, resumed speaking, her voice laced with a sickly satisfaction. “You really didn’t notice anything strange, did you, Kael?” she asked, leaning slightly as if sharing an intimate secret. “Like, for example, the fact that you so easily accepted coming with me? Or perhaps how the hospitality I offered made you so… comfortable?”
 
Kael remained silent, but his gaze betrayed the understanding that was solidifying in his mind.
 
“That,” Elara continued, her eyes shining with an almost sadistic enthusiasm, “is my unique ability. Emotion Manipulation. I can plant feelings, make people feel a certain way, even shape their personalities, depending on the strength of their minds.” She smiled, a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “But you, Kael, were a bit more difficult. Your mind is resistant, more than most. So, all I could manage was to generate this feeling of comfort toward me. But it was enough, wasn’t it?”
 
Kael felt a chill run down his spine. Now everything made sense: the way he had felt strangely safe, welcomed, almost grateful for Elara's kindness. It had all been a lie, an artificial construct manipulated to lead him to this moment.
 
The weight of the chains seemed to increase, but now it was the knowledge of what he had become that crushed him. Kael looked at the two of them, their bodies illuminated by the dim light, but their intentions as clear as the darkness around them. He was in the hands of monsters, disguised by masks of nobility, and any hope he might have had seemed to fade away in the face of the cold, calculated reality they represented.
 
Alistair watched Kael with a maliciously satisfied smile. “Well, given this little explanation, shall we begin?” he asked, his voice laden with a perverse expectation.
 
Kael, still trying to process the revelation, felt a knot of dread tighten in his stomach. “What are you going to do, torture me?” His voice sounded weak, almost pleading for a different answer than the one he already sensed.
 
Alistair and Elara laughed together, a chilling laugh that reverberated through the dark space. “No need for that,” Alistair replied, his tone imbued with disdain. “You’re already completely submissive, Kael. We don’t need to resort to such... rudimentary methods.”
 
Before Kael could think of another question, the door opened again. Lady Anara Valenwood entered, now dressed in a red robe that flowed to the ground in heavy waves of fabric, enveloping her figure with an almost supernatural presence. Her face was serious, her eyes shining with cold, relentless focus. By her side, ten other hooded figures, also wearing red robes, followed her, forming a semicircle around Kael.
 
The atmosphere became even more oppressive, the air heavy with the expectation of something terrible about to happen. Kael tried to move, but the chains held his body firmly and helplessly.
 
Anara stepped forward, raising her hands authoritatively, and began to recite words in a firm, ceremonial tone. “As a silver-level mage, I invoke the spirits of conversion.” Her voice was powerful, reverberating off the stone walls and causing the ground to tremble slightly. But after that first sentence, the words she spoke became incomprehensible to Kael, transforming into a murmur of ancient, unknown syllables.
 
As the words were spoken, a magical circle began to form on the ground, directly beneath Kael. The runes, intricate and entirely foreign to him, glowed a deep red, as if they were carved with living blood. The circle grew and pulsed, and Kael felt a rising energy in the air, as if the very space around him was distorting.
 
Anara approached her daughter, her face emotionless as she pulled out a small ceremonial dagger from her robe. The gleam of the blade reflected the red light from the magical circle, casting long, sinister shadows on Elara’s face. Without saying a word, Anara took Elara's hand and made a precise cut in her palm. Blood flowed from the cut, hot and red, dripping in thick drops onto the circle below.
 
“Offer your blood, daughter,” Anara said in a controlled tone, almost maternal, but carrying a deadly coldness.
 
Elara, obedient, let the blood flow, the drops falling one by one into the center of the circle, where the runes began to glow even more intensely. The red seemed to spread, pulsing like a dark heart.
 
Anara then turned to Kael, her eyes now filled with unyielding determination. She approached slowly, each step marked by the echo of the inevitable fate unfolding before him. With the same dagger, she made a quick, precise cut on Kael’s foot. The pain was sharp but brief, and he watched helplessly as his own blood dripped, mingling with the magical circle below. The runes responded instantly, glowing with renewed ferocity, as if they had been awakened by the offering of his blood.
 
The room now seemed to pulse with intense, oppressive energy. The air was heavy, hard to breathe, as if a storm was about to explode. The hooded figures began to chant in unison, their voices merging into a guttural, deep chant that vibrated in the very space itself. The words were incomprehensible to Kael but carried a weight he could feel in every fiber of his being.
 
Elara knelt in the center of the circle, her eyes glazed in a deep trance. She began to speak, accompanying the chants, her voice echoing with the others. The words coming from her mouth were not her own, but something that seemed to have been torn from the depths of another world, a world of shadows and darkness.
 
The magical circle around Kael pulsed with an increasingly intense red light, the brightness almost blinding. The pain in his body, the terror filling him, all intensified with each passing second. He felt his strength draining, sucked away by that sinister energy enveloping the room, and he knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that what was about to happen would be worse than anything he had ever imagined.
 
The light from the circle engulfed everything around, and Kael, trapped in the chains, watched in horror as the ritual continued, powerless before the fate that unfolded before him.
 




Chapter 9

Kael felt the heat of his life being slowly drained away, as if the very essence of his being was being ripped from him. The voices around continued to resonate; each word laden with a malevolent energy that reverberated in his soul. He was on the brink of surrender, his mind beginning to give in to the idea that his end was near. But then, like a flash of light in the darkness, the familiar window appeared before his eyes.
The sight of the window was a shock to Kael, a glimpse of hope amid despair. He noticed something strange this time. Every time the window appeared, time around him seemed to slow down, almost as if the world itself was waiting for him to process the information. The voices of the reciters seemed to slow their rhythm, elongating into a distorted echo, and the glowing circle beneath his feet pulsed more slowly, as if caught in a space between seconds.
 
The window emitted a clear and direct message, in letters that shone brightly against the darkness surrounding him:
 
“Life force transfer ritual initiated. Your life force will be drained.”
 
Kael felt a wave of panic wash over him upon reading those words, their meaning rooting itself in his mind like a chilling claw. They were literally draining his life to empower Elara. The feeling of helplessness surged over him again, but before he could succumb to fear, a new message abruptly appeared in the window.
 
“Error!”
 
The word shone in red, the alarming hue standing out against the normally calm interface of the system. Kael furrowed his brow, confused. What did that mean? Before he could fully process it, an explanation began to form in the window, as if the system itself was responding to his confusion.
 
The explanation was clear, impersonal, and direct, as if an invisible voice was reading the rules of a complex game:
 
“This action is against the rules of the system. No user with a level may appropriate the life force of another user who also possesses a level.”
 
Kael was stunned. “Rules?” he wondered in his mind. Were there rules governing the use of levels? He hadn’t known that. He had never been explained anything about this “system.” The revelation was both strange and intriguing. The life force, he understood, was something protected by invisible laws that could not be violated with impunity.
 
And then, a new message appeared, raising the tension in his chest to a new level:
 
“A punishment will be directed at the hostile user. Hostile user: Elara Valenwood.”
 
Elara's name shone on the screen with cutting clarity, and then the window disappeared, dissipating into the air as if it had never existed. Time around Kael returned to its normal rhythm, but something had changed drastically.
 
Suddenly, Elara began to scream, a high-pitched sound filled with indescribable pain. The agony in her voice was unmistakable, so intense that she fell to her knees in the middle of the circle, her hands clutching her own chest as she writhed in agony. Her scream pierced the air, reverberating off the stone walls and echoing in Kael's mind like a haunting sound.
 
The chants around them ceased immediately. Everyone in the room, including her parents, stopped reciting the ritual, their eyes wide and filled with surprise and confusion. Alistair, who had maintained an expression of control and power until then, was now clearly bewildered, unable to comprehend what was happening to his daughter. Lady Anara, still holding the knife, stepped back, her face pale with shock as she watched her daughter convulse on the floor.
 
“Elara!” Alistair shouted, his voice now desperate, breaking the heavy silence that had fallen over the room. He rushed toward her, but he didn’t know what to do, words failing him as he watched her suffer.
 
Elara continued to scream, her voice fading into groans as she clutched her own body, as if something invisible were tearing her soul apart from within. The magical circle, which had once glowed intensely, began to waver, its runes flickering as the energy filling the room became erratic and uncontrollable. The red glow began to dim, and the magical circle seemed to lose its power, leaving a sense of emptiness and despair in the air.
 
Kael, still hanging in chains, watched the scene, his heart racing as he tried to understand what was happening. The punishment mentioned by the system's window had materialized before his eyes. Elara's agony was not a common punishment; it was something beyond mortal comprehension, a penalty imposed by forces that even the Valenwoods, with all their power and knowledge, could not understand or control.
 
The terror on Elara’s parents’ faces was evident, and at that moment, the power they so flaunted seemed nothing against the invisible force that punished their daughter. Kael, still in shock, felt a mix of relief and horror. The system's vengeance was being executed, but the sight of Elara’s suffering was something he would never forget.
 
The room was plunged into a silent chaos, where the only constant was Elara’s scream, echoing like a dark reminder of the invisible power that governed that world.
 
Kael was still processing what had just happened when the system window reappeared before his eyes. The words that appeared on the screen shone with an almost blinding intensity, as if they wanted to ensure he missed no detail of the message.
 
[Full punishment: as compensation, all level and life force of the hostile user will be transferred to the user.]
 
Kael’s mind spun with confusion and disbelief. He was trying to understand what that meant. All of Elara’s level and life force would be transferred to him? How was that possible? He felt his body start to tremble, not from fear, but from pure adrenaline. And then, before he could fully digest what was happening, an intense light emanated from his body, as if a gathered energy was being released.
 
The glow quickly grew, radiating from him in all directions, illuminating the dark space with an almost celestial light. He felt a new, overwhelming force coursing through his veins, something he had never experienced before. His body, which had been on the brink of exhaustion, was now being revitalized with an almost infinite energy.
 
He realized that his level, which had previously been hidden due to his special ability, was now being revealed as it began to rise. The Level Concealment ability had been automatically disabled by the system to allow him to level up. The number above his head, which had once been 10, began to increase rapidly, jumping from one digit to the next like an uncontrolled counter.
 
10... 15... 20...
 
The ascent was rapid, almost dizzying. He felt Elara’s life force merging with his, and when the light finally began to fade, he looked at the number now hovering above his head.
 
Level 31.
 
He had absorbed not only Elara's level but also the life force that had been destined for her. The total elevated him far beyond what he had ever imagined reaching, much more than most ordinary people could achieve in a lifetime.
 
Elara's scream ceased abruptly. Kael looked at her and saw that her body was now motionless, the face that once bore a cruel smile now frozen in a look of terror. Her skin was pale, almost translucent, and her body was already beginning to cool, as if death itself had seized her in a manner as abrupt as it was brutal.
 
The silence that fell over the room was almost tangible. Alistair and Anara, who had until then been immersed in their own confusion and despair, now embraced their daughter’s lifeless body. The scene was one of pure devastation, a grim contrast to Kael's newly acquired power. Anara, with tears streaming down her face, clutched Elara's cold body, murmuring words of pain and denial. She looked at Kael, her gaze filled with hatred and disbelief, and shouted, her voice choked with rage, "How... how could you do this to my daughter?"
 
Alistair, still in shock, slowly rose, his expression contorting with pain and fury. "Don't tell me... that you planned all of this, just to kill our daughter and take her power!" His voice trembled with a mix of horror and anger, and he took a step toward Kael but was unable to continue, caught between the pain of loss and disbelief at what he had just witnessed.
 
Kael heard the accusations, the curses that came with the pain and loss, but something inside him was changing. Again, the system window appeared before him, bringing a new message, a final revelation that would change everything even more.
 
[Important notice: all your skills will gain an immediate and temporary acceleration from level 1 to level 15 due to the excess life force acquired.]
 
He watched the screen as all his skills rapidly leveled up, one after another. Each skill received a monumental boost, and he felt the effect almost instantly. His body, already vibrating with the new strength, now felt as light as air, and every muscle, every fiber of his being was charged with an indescribable energy.
 
He needed nothing more. Looking at the chains that bound him, Kael felt the new strength within him, like a caged lion ready to break free. He pulled on the chains with superhuman strength, and the metal links began to creak under the pressure. The sound echoed throughout the room, and Alistair and Anara, still immersed in tragedy, looked on in horror at Kael, realizing what he was about to do.
 
With one last effort, Kael pulled on the chains with all his newly acquired strength. The metal, which had once seemed unbreakable, snapped with a deafening crack, and the chains broke apart, falling to the ground with a thunderous crash. Kael fell to his knees but quickly got back up, his fists still clenched and his body pulsating with the new strength he now possessed.
 
The surroundings were in complete silence, only broken by Anara's muffled sobs and Alistair's incredulous looks. Kael was free, not only from the physical chains but from a life of weakness and oppression. The power now residing within him was vast, and he felt every fragment of this new reality solidifying inside him.
 
The next step was unclear, but one thing was certain: the Kael who had once been a victim of a cruel plan was now someone different, someone who possessed a power that even his tormentors could not have predicted.
 




Chapter 10

Kael felt the power pulsating within him, a newly discovered force filling him with an overwhelming sense of invincibility. He laughed, a laugh full of disdain, as he clenched his fist around the broken chains, now wielding them as weapons. The cold metal felt like an extension of his will, and the weight of the chains in his hands only reinforced his determination.
He looked directly at Alistair and Anara, his eyes shining with an intensity they had never seen before. Elara's father, realizing the real threat Kael now posed, unsheathed his sword with a quick, decisive motion, the blade reflecting the dim light still emanating from the runes on the floor. Anara, on the other hand, her eyes still glazed with hatred and despair, shouted rapid, furious orders to the servants clad in red cloaks. "Kill him! Now!" she screamed, her voice trembling with a mix of anger and fear.
 
The servants, each wielding a dagger, advanced toward Kael like a wave of shadows, their red cloaks fluttering around them like the harbinger of a bloody storm. Kael observed the scene with a cold calm, but inside, fury bubbled. He was about to unleash all the accumulated power, not just in self-defense but in a nearly visceral quest for justice.
 
"You wanted to kill me, didn't you?" Kael asked, his voice laced with provocation, resonating in the heavy air of the room. He took a step forward, the ground seeming to tremble beneath his feet with the power he now possessed. "Now I want to see you try, you damned murderers."
 
The first of the servants reached Kael, the dagger moving in a quick and lethal arc toward his chest. But for Kael, the movement felt slow, as if time around him had slowed down. He easily deflected the blow, using the chain in his hand as an improvised whip. The metal struck the servant with a sharp crack, breaking bones and knocking him to the ground in a single move.
 
Another servant attacked from the side; the dagger aimed at Kael's flank. He spun on his heels, the chain buzzing through the air before wrapping around the attacker's arm. With a violent tug, he broke the servant's arm and hurled him against the wall with enough force to make the body crumble to the floor, unconscious.
 
Two servants came simultaneously, one from each side. Kael swung the chain in a wide arc, creating a lethal steel arc that collided with both at once. One of the servants was hit in the neck, the impact shattering his trachea and sending him flying backward. The other, struck in the chest, was thrown to the ground, his dagger falling harmlessly beside the already lifeless body.
 
Kael's brute strength was evident, but what really stood out was the speed with which he moved. Even though his movements were clumsy and instinctive, the sheer power behind each strike was devastating. He didn't need refined technique; his newly acquired power was more than enough to dominate his enemies.
 
Two more servants advanced, trying to surround him, but Kael, with rage still pulsing in his chest, used one of the chains to grab one of their ankles. With a fierce pull, he knocked the servant to the ground and immediately lunged at the second, who tried to stab him. Kael dodged the blow and, with a quick motion, wrapped the chain around the servant's neck, tightening until the sound of breaking bones filled the air.
 
The last servant, witnessing the massacre unfolding before his eyes, hesitated, but it was too late. Kael was already upon him, his gaze wild and merciless. He used the chain as a noose, wrapping it around the servant's body and lifting him off the ground before violently throwing him to the floor. The impact was fatal, and the servant lay still.
 
Silence fell over the room as Kael, panting, looked around. The floor was stained with blood, the bodies of the servants scattered throughout the room like remnants of a brutal battle. The chains in his hands now dripped with the blood of his enemies, but Kael barely noticed. He was consumed by the power now coursing through his veins, by the revenge that was finally taking shape.
 
Alistair and Anara, still clutching the lifeless body of their daughter, were in shock, their faces pale with horror. They looked at Kael with a mix of disbelief and fear, words stuck in their throats. Their eyes were drawn to the number now glowing above Kael's head.
 
Level 31.
 
The number hovered in the air like a death sentence, a cruel reminder of the power now inhabiting Kael's body. They realized, with growing dread, that the young man they had planned to sacrifice was now a high-ranking adventurer. Although his level was still not on par with a royal guard, which started at level 50, he was immensely superior to any ordinary citizen and undoubtedly a deadly threat to them.
 
Kael looked at the Valenwoods, his gaze unyielding, his breathing heavy with adrenaline still coursing through his veins. The scene was far from over, but at that moment, he knew that the power had changed hands. And now, the fate of those remaining in the room was in the hands of someone who had once been seen merely as easy prey.
 
Alistair laughed, lightly swinging his sword from side to side, as if savoring the anticipation of a new confrontation. The blade reflected the dim red light still lingering in the air, and his smile had a sinister quality, as if he were about to enjoy a deadly game. Beside him, Anara slowly rose, leaving Elara's cold body on the floor. Her eyes, once filled with pain and despair, now burned with an intense hatred that seemed to incinerate any remnants of humanity.
 
Anara's voice was a cutting whisper as she spoke, each word dripping with palpable venom. "Everyone knows we can't use the life force transfer spell on someone who has a level..." She stepped forward, her face contorted with rising anger. "And you knew that, didn't you? That's why you let yourself be controlled? You deceived us!"
 
As Anara spoke, her fury grew, frustration and hatred evident in every syllable. It was as if she were clinging to any justification for the disaster that had unfolded, as if blaming Kael was the only way to cope with the loss of her daughter.
 
Kael, still with the chains dripping blood in his hands, looked at her with an expression of weariness and unsettling calm. "I'm just a street person... always have been," he said, his voice deep, echoing in the dimly lit room. "You just had the misfortune of meeting me at a time when I'm no longer the same person I was before."
 
Alistair and Anara exchanged a brief glance, confusion etched on their faces, but quickly turned their attention back to Kael. Whatever he was, the power now emanating from his body made him a threat. And they knew they could not allow him to remain alive.
 
Without another word, the couple attacked. They needed no further provocation; the air was saturated with hatred and the need for revenge.
 
Alistair was the first to advance. He was a skilled swordsman, and even though the level 18 above his head was lower than Kael's, his combat experience was evident. He moved with deadly grace, his sword slicing through the air in a downward arc toward Kael's chest. But Kael, with reflexes amplified by his new strength, raised the chain in his hands, blocking the blade with a deafening clang. The impact made his hands vibrate, but Alistair's strength was no longer enough to topple him.
 
As Alistair stepped back to prepare another attack, Anara began murmuring quickly, her hands drawing symbols in the air. Level 15 spells, far inferior to the raw power Kael now possessed, but dangerous due to the precision and speed with which she conjured them. In seconds, a series of small black energy orbs formed around her, floating menacingly. With a swift gesture, she launched the orbs at Kael, one after another.
 
Kael dodged the first attack, rolling to the side with surprising agility for his size. The orbs crashed against the stone wall behind him, exploding in bursts of energy that left blackened and charred marks in their wake. But Anara didn’t give him time to catch his breath; another orb came his way, and he barely managed to dodge, feeling the heat of the explosion behind him.
 
Alistair seized the moment while Kael was focused on dodging his wife’s magic. He advanced again, this time with a flurry of quick, precise strikes. His blade was an extension of his will, slicing through the air in calculated thrusts, each aimed at finding a gap in Kael's improvised defenses.
 
Kael, despite his brute strength, still struggled with inexperience. His movements were clumsy, each strike of his chain powerful yet uncoordinated. He blocked some of Alistair's attacks, but the swordsman's precision kept him constantly on the defensive. A particularly quick strike from Alistair grazed Kael's shoulder, leaving a trail of blood. The pain was intense, but Kael did not yield.
 
Amidst the chaos of the fight, Anara conjured another spell. This time, the magical runes in the air around her began to glow a deep purple. She reached out toward Kael, and a stream of black energy shot from her hands, wrapping around Kael's body like tentacles. The spell was a binding magic, and Kael felt his body constricted, his movements becoming increasingly limited.
 
Alistair, seeing the opportunity, charged forward with his sword raised, ready to deliver the final blow. But Kael, even trapped by the energy tentacles, still possessed his strength. He fought against the magical restraints, his muscles straining with effort. With a roar of pure force, he pulled his arms, breaking the magical bonds that held him. Anara's spell dissipated like smoke, and Kael swung the chain in a wide arc.
 
The chain wrapped around Alistair's blade, stopping his strike at the last second. With a brutal yank, Kael disarmed Alistair, the sword flying to the side, crashing against the stone floor with a thud.
 
Anara, witnessing the scene, recoiled, her face now pales with fear. Alistair, on the other hand, stepped back with empty hands, looking at Kael with an expression that mixed shock and despair.
 




Chapter 11

Kael was panting, the heavy sound of his breath echoing through the room like a solitary heartbeat. His muscles ached, the wounds he had suffered beginning to weigh on his body, but the power flowing in his veins kept him standing. Alistair and Anara, now lacking the cruel confidence they had displayed moments before, watched him warily, each of their gazes revealing the fatigue and tension that had already accumulated.
Alistair, without his sword but determined to continue the fight, charged at Kael once more. He no longer had the deadly precision of before, but he compensated with sheer aggression, his fists clenched and ready to strike. Kael, wielding the chain like an improvised whip, swung it at the unarmed swordsman. Alistair dodged the first strike, but the second hit him in the side, the crushing impact making him stagger back.
 
Kael advanced, trying to exploit the opening. He swung the chain again, this time aiming for Alistair's head, but the man, in a quick reflex, ducked at the last second. Seizing the proximity, Alistair twisted his body and delivered a straight punch to Kael's stomach, which felt the force of the blow hit him with painful precision. Kael faltered for a second, the air expelled from his lungs in a muffled groan.
 
But Alistair had no time to capitalize on the advantage. Anara, beside him, was still conjuring, and the spell she cast against Kael ensnared his legs with magical chains that tightened like black energy tentacles, holding him in place. The air around began to feel heavier, a pressure that left Kael gasping.
 
“This is the end, boy,” Anara hissed, her voice filled with hatred and exhaustion. The magical chains around Kael began to tighten further, and he felt the flesh on his legs burn as he struggled to resist.
 
But Kael would not be dominated. Even with the chains compressing his legs and the weight of the magic trying to crush him, he pulled with all his strength, the muscles in his body swelling with effort. With a roar of pure fury, he stretched his arms and broke the magical chains, which dissipated into the air like smoke. The force coursing through his body was enough to propel him forward once more.
 
Alistair tried to regain his composure, but Kael was already upon him. With a swift motion, he wrapped the chain around Alistair's neck and pulled hard. The swordsman struggled, his hands trying to free himself from the metal chain as the air escaped his lungs, but Kael's brutal strength was relentless. Alistair's body began to yield, his legs buckling until he fell to his knees. Kael released the chain, and Alistair collapsed to the ground, unconscious, his body heavy and unresisting.
 
Anara, seeing her husband fall, let out a scream of despair. Her eyes, now wild, were filled with an inhuman hatred. She began to conjure one last spell, her hands frantically drawing symbols in the air, her breathing irregular as she drew power from the runes around her. The spells she cast became more erratic, more desperate.
 
A burst of black fire exploded from Anara's hands, hitting Kael directly in the chest. The impact was devastating, throwing him against the stone wall with enough force to crack the material. Kael grunted in pain, the heat of the magic burning his skin, but he forced himself to stand, his eyes fixed on Anara.
 
She cast another spell, this time an explosion of ice forming around Kael's feet, trying to immobilize him. But now consumed by rage and power, he shattered the ice with a stomp, advancing toward her with unexpected speed.
 
Desperate, Anara raised her hands in defense, but Kael was relentless. He swung the chain one last time, hitting her arm with enough force to deflect the magic she was about to cast. Anara screamed, the impact sending her sprawling back. Her body slammed against the wall, and she fell to the ground, her eyes wide with pain.
 
Kael approached, panting, each step heavy and determined. He stood over Anara's body, his gaze cold and unwavering. She, bleeding and motionless on the floor, looked up at him with a mixture of hatred and fear. The silence in the room was deafening, the air thick with the smell of blood and burnt magic. The tension mounted, a heavy energy that seemed to freeze everything in suffocating stillness.
 
Kael remained there, standing, his body still vibrating with the adrenaline of the fight, looking at Alistair's body beside him and at Anara, who lay sprawled on the ground, defeated. He didn’t know if the woman was alive or dead, but at that moment, it didn’t matter. What mattered was that the fight was over, and he was standing, victorious, amidst the destruction they had tried to inflict on him.
 
The air around was heavy, laden with the feeling of an impending end, but Kael felt no relief. The weight of the fight, the blood on his hands, and the pain in his body left him trapped in a kind of trance. He had defeated both, but something inside him continued to pulse, a darkness that seemed to grow as silence took over the atmosphere.
 
Kael felt his body tremble as he looked around the room where he had just fought. The air was heavy, saturated with the smell of blood and burnt magic, and the silence was oppressive. His heavy breathing echoed in the confined space, and he knew, at that moment, that he needed to get out before his body crumbled completely. He took one last look at the fallen bodies of Alistair and Anara, not knowing whether the woman was alive or dead, and then, with effort, he began to move.
 
The dark, damp room where everything had happened was, in fact, a basement. Kael found a partially open door in the corner and pushed it with difficulty, revealing a spiral staircase leading up. The sound of the wooden steps creaking under his weight was almost comforting compared to the chaos he had just faced. Each step was a battle against exhaustion, his legs heavy as lead, his muscles burning with effort. He felt as if the previous fight had drained all his strength, and every movement required more than he could give.
 
When he finally reached the top of the stairs and pushed the door open, the soft light from above enveloped him. He blinked, his eyes still adjusting to the sudden brightness. He was in the mansion, in the grand hall where he had previously been welcomed with courtesy and a false sense of security.
 
The room was filled with household staff. Some stared at him with wide eyes, full of fear and shock. Others remained stoic, as if whatever was happening was beyond their comprehension. Among the confused faces, Kael recognized the butler, Harrison, who stood still, his face pale but still maintaining his usual composure.
 
The butler stepped forward, Kael’s dark eyes meeting his. “How did you...?” Harrison asked, his voice low but filled with an incredulity he could not hide.
 
Kael didn’t have time to respond. A scream tore through the silence.
 
“Kael!”
 
It was Anara. She was quickly ascending the stairs, stumbling but still on her feet, her face bruised and covered in dried blood, her clothes in tatters. There was something almost supernatural about her resilience. She shouldn’t be standing, but there she was, driven by an immortal fury. Her eyes burned with living flames of hatred, and each step she took seemed to reverberate on the wooden floor.
 
Kael, exhausted and sweaty, knew at that moment that he was in danger. His body could no longer withstand another fight, and he felt he was about to crumble if forced to continue. Anara, however, seemed like an unstoppable force, a beast that would not surrender until he was destroyed.
 
“Do you think you’re going to get out of here alive, you bastard?” she shouted, her words filled with a venom that seemed to pierce the very air. Before Kael could respond, she began to conjure something.
 
The ground beneath her began to glow with a magical circle. Red and threatening runes rapidly emerged, drawing an intricately sinister pattern. Kael watched in horror as the circle grew, pulsating with a destructive energy he had never seen before.
 
“No...” Kael murmured to himself, his body beginning to move purely on instinct. He knew he needed to escape, but as he prepared to run, something stopped him. A firm hand gripped his arm. It was the butler. Harrison's face was tense, his eyes full of regret.
 
“Forgive us,” Harrison said, his voice low and trembling. “We have no choice.”
 
Before Kael could react, the other servants of the mansion lunged at him. They were not warriors; they didn’t possess the same strength as the servants he had defeated in the basement, but there were many of them. Hands grabbed at his arms, legs, and shoulders, immobilizing him with the weight of their bodies. Even with all of Kael’s strength, he couldn’t break free. Fatigue overwhelmed him, and with all those staff members holding him, he was completely trapped.
 
Kael’s eyes turned to Anara, who was now completely enveloped in the red magical circle. Her eyes burned like embers, each word that left her mouth charged with the same destructive energy that now formed the foundation of her magic.
 
Suddenly, a system window appeared before Kael, its letters flashing in vibrant red.
 
“Danger! Self-destruction magic identified.”
 
Kael's heart raced in his chest. He understood at that moment what Anara intended to do. She was willing to destroy everything, to kill herself, the entire mansion, and everyone inside it, as long as Kael died with her. Despair overtook him.
 
Another message appeared.
 
“We recommend that all your temporary level points be transferred to the regeneration skill.”
 
“Attention! Only temporary level points can be transferred among themselves.”
 
Kael had no choice. The system gave him only five seconds to make the choice, and he accepted, desperate. He felt a wave of energy flow through his body, moving like a turbulent river as all his temporary points were redirected to his regeneration skill. He barely had time to understand what this meant.
 
And then, everything exploded.
 
The explosion was immense, showcasing the power of level 18 Anara. The magical circle expanded rapidly, a red fireball that enveloped Anara and spread throughout the mansion. Walls collapsed, flames consumed furniture and tapestries, and the ground beneath Kael shook violently. The sound of destruction was deafening, and in the last second before he was consumed by light and heat, Kael felt the power of the explosion engulf him, ripping him from reality.
 
The mansion collapsed in a storm of fire and debris, and everything around Kael turned to chaos and destruction.
 
And then, silence.
 




Chapter 12

Kael slowly opened his eyes. The light was dim, filtered through the ashes still floating in the air around him, but the pain... the pain was immediate and overwhelming. Every fiber of his body burned as if consumed by flames, and indeed, it had been. He tried to move, but his body initially refused to obey. The smell of burnt flesh was nauseating, and the air was thick with smoke and debris dust still lingering around.
He looked at his own body and saw the extent of the damage. His skin was charred in several places, his arms covered in blisters and exposed flesh, but strangely, he was still alive. Not completely burned but injured enough to make it a miracle that he was still breathing. Beside him, the bodies of the mansion's servants were scattered, completely incinerated by the explosion. Their forms were grotesque, unrecognizable, like charred shadows of who they had once been.
 
Suddenly, the system window appeared in front of him, glowing in a softer hue than before, but still cutting through the chaos.
 
["Regeneration in progress. Estimated time for completion: 72 hours. Current regeneration: 20% and rising."]
 
The words floated before his eyes, but the pain in his body overshadowed any relief he might feel. His body was slowly being restored, but that did not ease the agony. Kael tried to take a deep breath, but each breath was a painful effort, as if his lungs were still being rebuilt.
 
With an almost superhuman effort, Kael tried to get up. His muscles trembled with the exertion, and the pain in his legs felt like a thousand needles piercing his flesh. He leaned on his knees, his hands shaking as he lifted himself among the debris of the destroyed mansion. Around him, everything was in ruins. The Valenwood mansion, once a fortress of power and influence, was now nothing more than smoldering wreckage. The walls had collapsed, and what remained was twisted and broken, like the bones of a corpse. The ground was covered with rubble and ash, and the destruction was absolute.
 
Kael looked around, his eyes heavy, trying to comprehend what was left of that place. And then, in the distance, he saw them. People in the nearby streets, watching. Men and women with terrified expressions, shocked by what they were witnessing. Some covered their mouths with their hands, while others just stared, unable to move. They watched him as if he were a specter, a shadow that had emerged from the flames, a survivor of something impossible.
 
He knew he couldn't stay there. He needed to leave, before the questions began, before someone recognized what had happened.
 
Shaking with pain, Kael took his first steps. Each movement was torment, his feet sinking into the soft earth and the charred remains around him. He tried to maintain his composure, even with the excruciating pain gnawing at him from the inside and began to walk. The people continued to watch him, but no one dared to approach. He felt their stares burning his skin as much as the flames had burned him before.
 
With each step, Kael distanced himself further from the ruins of the mansion, and his breathing became heavier. He knew he wouldn't last much longer. His body was in the process of regeneration, but the pain and exhaustion were too intense. The walk felt endless, as if his feet were trapped in a nightmare, but he finally managed to exit the people's line of sight.
 
He found a narrow alley between two abandoned buildings, where the shadows enveloped him. There, he finally allowed himself to crumble, leaning against a cold, damp wall. His body screamed for rest, the exhaustion and pain consuming his strength rapidly. He looked at his hands, the still-fresh burn marks covering his fingers, but they were beginning to heal slowly. The system was doing its job, but each second felt like an eternity.
 
Before passing out, Kael remembered something vital. He needed to activate his Level Stealth skill. Even amid the pain, he focused for a moment, and the skill activated, erasing the number that had previously floated above his head. He couldn't leave any traces now, especially in his vulnerable state.
 
With one last effort of will, he lifted his gaze one final time. His vision was blurry, the corners of his sight growing darker by the second. He saw a figure approaching, an indistinct silhouette moving silently toward him. But before he could distinguish who it was or what was about to happen, darkness enveloped him completely.
 
And Kael passed out, his body finally giving in to exhaustion and pain, while regeneration continued, struggling to restore him.
 
---
 
Kael slowly opened his eyes, blinking against the soft light that penetrated the room. The pain was still present, but there was something different now, as if his body was finally beginning to recover. He felt the unexpected comfort of a soft bed beneath him, and the warmth of simple blankets enveloping him. Still, his body was tense, the burns on his skin throbbing in protest with every movement he attempted to make.
 
With slow and cautious effort, Kael reached out to open the system window in his mind, feeling the familiar sensation of information flowing to him.
 
“Regeneration in progress: 48 hours remaining until completion. Status of temporary skills will return to previous level after regeneration is completed.”
 
He frowned as he read the message. There were still 48 hours of pain and recovery ahead, and when it was all over, his levels and skills would return to what they were before the explosion. This meant that, for now, he was in a vulnerable state, with less power than he would like to admit.
 
The bed creaked slightly as he moved, feeling the burns on his body protesting his attempt to rise. The scars covered much of his still-visible skin, and he knew his body was nowhere near fully restored. Even so, Kael pushed the blankets aside and cautiously got up. The momentary weakness made his head spin, but he took a deep breath, trying to clear his mind.
 
As he looked around, Kael realized that the room he was in was small and devoid of any luxury. The walls were made of raw wood, without any kind of finish or decoration. The floor was covered with a thin layer of dust, and there were only a few basic pieces of furniture: a small table next to the bed, a worn chair in the corner, and a window with faded curtains that let in a pale light. There were no tapestries, no portraits, just the essentials for living.
 
Everything indicated that he was in a simple, poor place. The bed he was lying on was narrow but comfortable enough for his exhausted body. The room exuded a sense of isolation, of modesty, as if it were a refuge away from the eyes of the world.
 
Still uncertain of where he was, Kael got up cautiously. The pain in his body still left him hesitant, each step a reminder of the burns covering his skin. He walked to the door of the room, his feet moving slowly over the worn wooden floor. As he approached the door, his heart raced. He didn’t know what or who awaited him on the other side. Who had brought him here? And why?
 
With his hand still trembling slightly, Kael reached for the doorknob, about to turn it. But before he could open the door, it swung open suddenly, revealing a small figure in front of him. It was a child. A little girl with dark hair and big brown eyes, holding a small ceramic pot filled with hot water. At the moment the door opened, the girl stepped back, frightened, and the pot slipped from her hands.
 
Time seemed to slow down for an instant. Kael, still on high alert, tried to react, but his body was sluggish. The pot fell to the ground with a loud crash, the hot water splattering quickly across the floor and onto Kael’s feet. He grunted in pain as the hot water touched his burns but tried not to make too much noise. The girl, however, stood completely frozen, her eyes wide with a mix of fear and guilt.
 
Kael looked at the child, still processing what had just happened, his mind trying to cope with both the pain and the surprise at the same time. She was staring at him, as if she didn't know what to do, biting her lips, and her small feet were now wet from the spilled water.
 
The room was in complete silence, except for the sound of water slowly dripping through the cracks in the floor. Despite the pain, Kael did not move immediately, observing the expression of confusion and panic in the child's eyes.
 
He didn’t know where he was, nor what exactly would happen next, but one thing was certain: he needed to find out quickly.
 




Chapter 13

Kael was still processing the pain from the hot water on his burns when a young girl appeared at the door. She looked to be about the same age as Kael, or perhaps a little younger, but her face bore a maturity forced by a hard life. Her dark hair was pulled back in a messy way, with some loose strands falling over her dirt- and exhaustion-marked face. She looked visibly frightened, fear etched in her eyes, but still forced herself to remain calm in front of Kael.
“I didn’t know you were awake,” the young girl said, her voice trembling but trying to sound firm.
 
She quickly knelt beside the little girl who had dropped the pot. The little one was still scared, her eyes shining with the fear of having done something wrong. The older sister gently pulled the girl away from Kael, as if trying to protect her.
 
“Go downstairs,” the young girl said to the little one, her voice firm yet caring. “Wait for me down there.” The little girl, who seemed about to protest, opened her mouth but soon gave up, lowering her head in silence. With no more resistance, she turned and ran out of the room, her small, quick footsteps echoing down the hallway.
 
When the little girl disappeared, the young woman turned her attention back to Kael. Her gaze was split between distrust and concern. She bit her lip nervously and then apologized. “I’m sorry about my sister,” she said, looking down for a moment. “She’s too curious, and I... I should have watched her better.”
 
Kael, still feeling the weight of pain in his body, remained silent for a moment, observing the young woman before him. She was clearly exhausted, her face dirty with soot or perhaps dust, and her simple, worn clothes revealed a hard life. However, what caught his attention was the fact that, like the little girl, the young woman had no level above her head. They were like he had once been: invisible to society, without the power that most people considered essential for survival.
 
With a hoarse voice, Kael finally broke the silence, his distrust evident. “Who are you?” he asked, pain clear in every word. “And where am I?”
 
The young woman hesitated for a second, fear now more evident in her eyes. She was clearly nervous around Kael, perhaps because of his injured appearance or what he represented, but she gathered the courage to respond.
 
“I... found you in an alley,” she began, her voice still trembling. “You were unconscious and... and you looked to be in terrible condition. I didn’t know what had happened, but... I couldn’t leave you there. So, I brought you here, to our home.” She paused, as if waiting for Kael’s reaction, but upon noticing that he was merely watching her, she continued. “It’s just behind the alley where I found you.”
 
Kael stared at her, trying to decipher her intentions. The sincerity in her eyes seemed clear, but he was used to betrayals and traps, and distrust was a hard habit to break. The young woman appeared fragile, not due to her physical appearance, but because of the harshness of her life. Her tired eyes and the worn tone of her voice indicated an existence marked by constant struggle, likely to support herself and her younger sister.
 
The silence between them stretched on as Kael assessed the situation. He felt his body tremble with exhaustion, the burns still stinging, but his mind was alert. He couldn’t blindly trust anyone, not after everything he had been through. However, he noticed something that made him lower his guard a little: like the little sister, this young woman had no level. They were invisible, excluded from the power system that governed the world. People of no importance, without status. He knew what it was like to live that way.
 
“You don’t have a level,” Kael observed, his voice still rough but with a veiled curiosity. The young woman lowered her eyes, her face tightening with the embarrassment that this phrase always brought to those living without a level.
 
“No,” she said, almost in a whisper. “Neither I nor my sister. We... live with what we can.”
 
Kael remained silent for another moment, feeling a strange connection to this girl. Although he still didn’t fully trust her, something in the sincerity of her words and the fear in her eyes made him believe, at least for now, that she wasn’t a threat.
 
“Thank you for helping me,” Kael finally said, still cautious but less tense. The young woman nodded, but fear still lingered in her gaze, as if she didn’t quite know who or what he was.
 
The young woman hesitated for a moment before introducing herself, as if trying to gather courage. Finally, she spoke, her voice still trembling but with a bit more firmness. “My name is Lira,” she said, casting a cautious glance at Kael. “And that... is my sister, Mira.” She gestured slightly with her head toward the door, where the little girl had exited. Nervousness still lingered in her eyes, as if she feared what would come next.
 
Lira then looked at Kael, hesitating for a second, as if unsure whether to ask the next question. But then, almost in a whisper, she asked, “And... what is your name?”
 
Kael, sensing the tension in the air, maintained a steady gaze, but his voice came out hoarse and tired. “Kael,” he answered simply, without embellishment. There was no need for more explanations at that moment.
 
Lira nodded, as if trying to absorb the name. She seemed relieved that he had responded, but the fear was still visible in her eyes. “You must be hungry,” she said, her tone caring. “You slept all day... I was preparing some porridge. Come, I’ll serve you something to eat.”
 
Kael, still feeling the pain radiating from his burns, agreed with a slight nod. Hunger was the least of his problems, but he knew he needed energy to keep going, and eating would provide a temporary relief from exhaustion. Lira turned and left the room, expecting Kael to follow her.
 
With difficulty, he moved to the door. His steps were slow, and every movement seemed to pull at his burned muscles, but he managed to stay on his feet. Upon exiting the room, he was greeted by a small hallway leading to a simple dining room. The environment was spartan, with no decoration except for a small, worn wooden table in the center of the room. The floor was made of uneven wooden planks, creaking under Kael’s steps.
 
When they reached the table, Kael saw little Mira already sitting, swinging her legs as she played with a wooden horse. She seemed distracted, pushing the toy back and forth across the table with an innocence that contrasted sharply with the harshness of the surroundings.
 
Lira looked at Kael and pointed to a place at the table. “Sit down,” she said, her voice firmer now. Kael obeyed, slowly moving to the chair. His muscles protested with each movement, and he collapsed into the chair with a muffled sigh of pain. He felt heavy, as if gravity itself were trying to pull him back to the ground.
 
As Kael settled in, his eyes turned to Mira. The little girl, who had been focused on her wooden horse until then, was now watching him with curiosity. Her big eyes examined him as if trying to understand who this burned and injured man at her table was. She said nothing, only continued to play, but every now and then cast a furtive glance in his direction.
 
Kael couldn’t shake the strange sense of familiarity as he looked at Mira. He recognized that childlike curiosity, that fascination with the unknown. Yet, at the same time, he knew that in his current state, he was a frightening figure to someone so young.
 
A few minutes later, Lira returned to the table, carrying three wooden bowls of porridge. She placed one bowl in front of Kael and another in front of Mira before sitting down with her own bowl. The smell was simple and comforting—oatmeal mixed with water and perhaps a touch of honey, if they were lucky. Kael observed the texture of the porridge, feeling his stomach quietly rumble. Even though he was sore and exhausted, hunger was starting to make itself felt.
 
Lira glanced at him briefly before starting to eat, saying nothing more. She seemed uncomfortable but determined to maintain a sense of normalcy in the environment. Mira, in turn, picked up her spoon and began to stir her porridge, tossing the food back and forth in the bowl before finally taking her first spoonful.
 
Kael took the spoon in front of him and, with trembling hands, began to eat. Each spoonful was a small relief to a hunger he hadn’t even realized he was feeling. The porridge was simple but comforting in some way. As he ate, he observed the sisters around him—two invisible people, like he had once been, trying to survive in a world that didn’t care about them.
 
Silence hung over the table, and Kael knew that for now, it was better this way.
 




Chapter 14

The meal continued in silence, with only the sound of spoons scraping the bottoms of bowls and the occasional creak of the wooden chair under Kael’s weight. The porridge was simple but comforting, alleviating some of the fatigue that weighed on his body. He watched Lira and Mira carefully, noticing the signs of exhaustion and tension etched on the faces of the two sisters.
Lira, who was visibly more comfortable now that Kael didn’t seem like an immediate threat, looked at him with curiosity. She hesitated for a moment, as if trying to find the right words, and then finally broke the silence.
 
“You... are quite injured,” she said, her voice soft but filled with genuine concern. “When I found you, it looked like you had been burned alive. And now...” She paused, observing Kael's face and arms, still marked by the burns but already showing signs of healing. “You’re recovering very quickly. How is that possible?”
 
Kael stopped eating for a moment. He felt Lira's eyes on him, and the curious gaze of little Mira, who continued to play with her wooden horse while listening to the conversation. The weight of Lira’s question hung over the table, and he knew that at any moment he would have to choose his words carefully. She was intelligent and clearly perceptive, which made it harder to keep his true nature hidden.
 
He sighed, feeling the weariness of more than just the battle. There was so much he could say, but the instinct for survival held him back from revealing too much. “It was... an assassination attempt,” he said evasively, his voice hoarse as he chose his words carefully. “They cornered me during a fight. Things got out of control, and one of them was a mage...”
 
Lira furrowed her brow, not completely convinced. “And how are you healing so quickly?” she insisted, her gaze penetrating.
 
Kael shook his head slowly, averting his gaze to the porridge in front of him, avoiding eye contact. He couldn’t reveal the truth about his level, about the accelerated healing that the system had granted him. Disclosing that he had power, especially in a world where level status defined a person's life, could put them at risk or even turn their hospitality into something more dangerous.
 
“I... am resilient,” Kael murmured, without giving further details. He could feel the discomfort in the room growing with the silence. He didn’t want to lie outright, but he knew he couldn’t be completely honest. Trying to escape the topic, he decided to change the subject. “And you? Do you live alone?”
 
The question seemed to surprise Lira, who fell silent for a moment, stirring her bowl of porridge with her spoon. She clearly didn’t want to talk about it, but she also knew that Kael’s question was sincere. After a long sigh, she nodded.
 
“Yes,” she replied, her voice laden with a sadness that Kael recognized instantly. “Our parents died. Our father... he was one of those who fought alongside the city’s hero on a dangerous mission. It was supposed to be a mission of great importance, something that would change everyone’s lives, but he never returned.” Lira’s voice trembled slightly when she mentioned her father, but she continued, trying to maintain her composure. “And our mother... she died of an illness two weeks ago. Since then, it’s just me and Mira.”
 
Kael looked at Lira, who was trying to hide her pain with a strength that seemed too heavy for her shoulders. There was something profoundly sad in the way she spoke, as if each word was a weight pulling her down even further. He knew what it was like to lose everything; he understood how cruel the world could be to those who had no power or protection.
 
“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice low, filled with an empathy he wasn’t used to expressing. He knew despair, the feeling of being alone and abandoned by the world.
 
Lira shrugged, trying to smile, but the fatigue on her face was evident. “There’s nothing to apologize for,” she said, forcing a lightness she couldn’t maintain. “We... are surviving. It’s all we can do.”
 
Kael fell silent, looking at the bowl of porridge as his mind wandered. He thought of the harsh life these two young women faced, alone, in a world that offered no mercy to the weak or powerless. There was something about Lira and Mira that reminded him of himself. Perhaps it was their lack of level, or the burden they carried, but something connected them to him, even if he didn’t know exactly what.
 
Reflecting on his own situation, Kael felt a weight growing in his chest. He, too, was alone, wandering through a world that saw him as disposable, a threat to some and a tool for others. And now, he was there, wounded and weary, in the home of strangers who had taken him in despite everything.
 
As he looked at Lira and Mira, Kael realized that despite their differences, they shared the same fate—a fate marked by the struggle to survive in a world that seemed to have no place for them.
 
---
 
The young woman walked firmly along the cobblestone street, the sound of her boots echoing rhythmically in the morning silence. Her military uniform was immaculate: a fitted dark blue jacket with golden details, gray trousers, and polished leather boots. On her arm, a red armband with a black dragon symbol, the unmistakable mark of the Peacekeepers, the body responsible for maintaining order in the city. Two soldiers walked alongside her, their plate armor gleaming in the morning light, also sporting red armbands.
 
Above the young woman, the number 20 floated, a level that demonstrated her competence, albeit modest compared to the veteran officers. She appeared to be between 17 and 18 years old, but her rigid posture and determined gaze made it clear that she was there to prove her worth. Her name was Amara Solen, a trainee investigator, full of ambition and curiosity, always looking for an opportunity to showcase her skills and earn the respect of her more experienced peers.
 
As she advanced down the street, her mind was racing. It was hard for Amara not to feel underestimated by the veteran Peacekeepers. Many of them, especially those with higher levels, viewed her as inexperienced, someone who still needed to show what she was capable of. And Amara was determined to change that perception.
 
---
 
They stopped in front of a large stone building, the Pacificators' base in the city. The facade was austere, with large dark wooden doors flanked by gargoyle dragon statues that seemed to guard the place. Amara took a deep breath, cast a quick glance at the two soldiers accompanying her, and without hesitation, opened the doors.
 
The grand entrance hall was bustling with soldiers and officers coming and going, discussing reports and missions. The sound of footsteps and conversations mingled into a constant murmur, but Amara ignored the surroundings and headed straight for a door at the back of the hall, where she knew she would find someone who could offer her a chance to prove her worth.
 
She stopped in front of the door, straightened her uniform jacket, and knocked twice. A strong voice responded from inside.
 
“Come in.”
 
Amara turned the doorknob and entered. The room was austere, decorated only with a sturdy wooden table, a few chairs, and a shelf full of books and documents organized in meticulous piles. Sitting behind the table was Captain Isolde Valen, the leader of the Pacificators, a woman nearing her 30s, with a sharp gaze and an intimidating presence. Isolde was known for both her combat skills and her lack of patience. Her reputation for being brutal and straightforward was well-deserved, especially when it came to people without levels. To Isolde, those people were little more than trash, disposable beings with no place in the world she inhabited.
 
Isolde lifted her eyes from the report she was reading and fixed them on Amara, her gaze glinting with a hint of disdain. She was used to dealing with veteran soldiers and high-level investigators, and seeing a young woman like Amara standing before her, still in training, seemed like little more than a distraction.
 
“Amara,” Isolde said, her voice devoid of warmth, “You’re early.”
 
“Captain Valen,” Amara replied, straightening up with a rigid posture, her eyes filled with determination. “I thought it best to introduce myself promptly so as not to miss any details about any new mission.”
 
Isolde let out a brief sigh, closing the report and setting it aside. “Very well. Since you’re so eager to prove your worth, tell me: have you heard what happened yesterday in the Golden District?”
 
Amara furrowed her brow, surprised by the question. The Golden District was a wealthy area of the city, home to influential merchants and some noble families. It was the kind of place that rarely saw major disturbances, much less anything that would attract the Pacificators' attention.
 
“No, Captain. I haven’t heard anything,” Amara admitted, her curiosity growing within her.
 
Isolde smiled, a cold, disdainful smile, as she rose from her chair and walked to the window, looking out at the city below. “Of course you haven’t heard. Only those in power know what happened. And what happened... is that one of the wealthiest mansions in the district was reduced to ashes.” She turned, crossing her arms and observing Amara’s expression. “The Valenwood Mansion.”
 
Amara’s eyes widened slightly, surprised. “The Valenwood Mansion?” She knew the name, of course. The Valenwood family was one of the most respected in the city. “But how...? What happened there?”
 
“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Isolde said, her voice laced with irony. “Witnesses speak of an explosion, but no one knows for sure what caused it. And there are reports of people... dead. Charred bodies, a destruction that goes beyond any common fire.” She paused, watching Amara’s reaction. “And that’s where you come in, girl. This will be your test. Prove that you’re not just another useless investigator.”
 
Amara felt a chill run down her spine. This was the opportunity she had been waiting for, but the responsibility was immense. However, she would not back down. There was a chance to show what she could do, and she would seize it with all her might.
 
“I’m ready, Captain,” Amara said, determination clear in her voice.
 
“We’ll see,” Isolde replied tersely, turning back to her desk. “Don’t disappoint me, Solen. The city needs answers... and quickly.”
 
Amara nodded and left the room, her mind buzzing with questions and a quiet excitement. She knew this mission could be the chance of a lifetime. But at the same time, there was something dark about it all, something that made her uneasy. She didn’t know what lay behind the explosion at the Valenwood Mansion, but she sensed she was about to get involved in something much bigger than she had anticipated.
 




Chapter 15

Kael was sitting in silence, the dim light of the late afternoon filtering through the small, poorly sealed windows of the house. The silence was almost palpable, interrupted only by the occasional sound of wood creaking under the wind blowing outside. Lira was in front of him, her hands resting on her lap, her gaze tired and distant. The air between them was heavy, as if the words that needed to be spoken were trapped, waiting to be released.
Kael finally broke the silence, his voice low and hoarse, as if each word was an effort. “I... am leaving tomorrow.”
 
Lira lifted her gaze, but she didn't seem surprised. She was silent for a few seconds before finally responding. “I understand.” Her voice was soft, but there was something more behind her apparent acceptance, something she didn't want to reveal. “Do you... have a place to stay?”
 
Kael shook his head slowly, looking down at the wooden floor. “No, but I can't stay here. I can't.” He knew it wasn't safe for him to remain there, and even if Lira didn't know the dangers surrounding him, Kael didn't want to put her at risk. He was a fleeting shadow, and anyone who got close to him would end up entangled in trouble. He couldn't allow that.
 
Lira didn't respond immediately. She just nodded her head, a slight acceptance, but he could see she wanted to say something more. Perhaps she wanted to insist that he stay, but she knew he was determined. She was well aware of the weight of carrying the burden of loneliness.
 
Without a word, Lira stood up and left the room. “Wait a moment,” she said, her voice just a whisper before she disappeared down the hall. Kael sat there in silence, his eyes fixed on the table in front of him, his body still aching from the burns that the system was slowly healing.
 
A few minutes passed before Lira returned. When she reappeared, she was carrying some folded clothes and an old, small backpack. There was a calm expression on her face, but something deeper was hidden in her gaze. She stopped in front of Kael and extended the clothes to him. “Here,” she said, hesitant but firm. “These clothes belonged to my father... you can have them. I... imagine your clothes didn't survive.”
 
Kael looked at the clothes she was holding—a dark green cloak, simple yet well-kept, a gray linen shirt, and a pair of sturdy pants. He reached out, taking the clothes with a strange feeling in his chest. Her gesture seemed loaded with something more than just a practical offer. It was a piece of her family, of a life that had been torn from her. He hesitated for a moment, feeling the symbolic weight of it, but he knew he needed something to wear.
 
“Thank you,” he murmured, still not looking up at her.
 
Lira gave a slight smile, but her eyes were still filled with fatigue. “It's the least I can do. You need clothes and... these will serve you well.”
 
Kael, with effort, got up from the chair, feeling the burned and healing muscles stretch as he moved his body. He took off the torn shirt he was still wearing and began to put on the clothes Lira had given him. The fresh fabric of the green cloak fell over his shoulders, the touch comfortable and resilient. He felt the weight of the clothes on him, as if they were a new layer of skin, protecting him from the outside world.
 
Lira watched him in silence, and when Kael finished putting on the clothes, she stepped closer, holding a small mirror in her hands. “Here... so you can see yourself.”
 
Kael took the mirror carefully, holding it up in front of his face. The reflection he saw surprised him. The green cloak fit well over his shoulders, and the clothes matched perfectly, as if they had been made for him. However, there was something he hadn’t noticed until that moment. His hair... was no longer there.
 
The flames had consumed everything, and now he was completely bald. He hadn't realized it before, perhaps due to the pain and shock of battle, but now, looking in the mirror, he saw the extent of the burns. His skin was marked, the scars still present, although regeneration was underway. The face staring back at him in the mirror seemed different, harder, more worn.
 
Lira watched him in silence, waiting for his reaction. Kael returned the mirror to her and averted his gaze, saying nothing. There was something symbolic about that loss, as if the destruction of his former appearance reflected who he had become.
 
“They look good on you,” Lira said, trying to lighten the weight of the moment. She put away the mirror and stepped back slightly, watching Kael adjust to the new clothes. “You... look like a different person now.”
 
Kael didn’t respond immediately, only nodded, absorbing the weight of her words. Perhaps it was true. Perhaps he was, indeed, a different person now, someone who had left behind what he once was, along with the ashes of everything he had lost.
 
---
 
Amara arrived at the Golden District riding a black horse, accompanied by the two soldiers who had followed her since the Peacekeepers’ base. As they approached the destroyed mansion, she slowed down, observing the devastated scene before her. The contrast between the opulent luxury of the other houses and the complete destruction of the Valenwood Mansion was shocking. The place that had once been a symbol of power and wealth was now nothing more than ruins and smoldering debris.
 
Guards were scattered around the perimeter, some in rigid postures, others engaged in hushed conversations. The dragon symbol on their red armbands identified them as Peacekeepers, the same symbol that adorned Amara’s uniform. As she approached, one of the guards turned to her, waving in greeting but without much enthusiasm. The atmosphere was tense, the smell of ashes still lingering in the air, mixed with the odor of something far worse.
 
Amara dismounted the horse with agility and handed the reins to one of the soldiers. Her eyes swept the area as she moved among the guards and the Peacekeepers, who maintained a cautious watch. The wreckage of the mansion created a desolate scene—large chunks of broken wall, destroyed furniture, and charred wooden beams scattered everywhere. The fire that had consumed the mansion had left little intact, and what remained looked more like a giant tomb than a home.
 
She began to walk around the perimeter, her watchful eyes searching for any signs of something that could explain what had happened. Each step she took over the debris made her feel the gravity of the situation. The ground, covered in ashes and charred wooden fragments, creaked beneath her boots. As she moved closer to the center of the ruins, she noticed that the bodies were still there. The order to remove them had not yet been given, and the sight was horrifying.
 
The bodies were unrecognizable, reduced to distorted and charred shapes. Amara approached one of the corpses, trying to find any hint that could reveal the identity or cause of death, but it was useless. The skin, hair, and even the clothing—everything had been destroyed by the intense heat of the flames. She crouched beside one of the bodies, her eyes examining every detail, but there was nothing but charred flesh and brittle bones.
 
She stood up, feeling a mix of frustration and sadness. There was something deeply unsettling about seeing the bodies of people who had once been influential and powerful reduced to ashes without identity. The mansion, once a symbol of pride and wealth, was now an improvised graveyard, and the silence that enveloped the place only added to the weight of the scene.
 
Amara continued walking through the debris, kicking aside broken pieces of wood and trying to find something—anything—that could give her a clue about what had happened there. But what remained was buried under layers of rubble and soot. Not even valuable objects seemed to have survived the fire; everything precious or important had been destroyed.
 
She paused for a moment and took a deep breath, the smell of smoke and destruction filling her lungs. The devastation was absolute. There were no survivors, and whatever had caused that explosion left little to be investigated.
 
However, as she walked, a question hammered in her mind: what could have caused such destruction? Fire was one thing, but the bodies... something else seemed to have happened there.
 
Amara, frustrated by the lack of answers, turned to one of her soldiers, a middle-aged man with a stern face marked by scars from past battles. “Go to the Pacifiers’ headquarters,” she ordered, her voice firm but with a touch of urgency. “Look for a mage who can help us here. We need someone with the skills to identify any use of magic.”
 
The soldier nodded quickly and departed without hesitation, running toward the horses. As Amara waited, she continued to examine the area, feeling her frustration grow. There was something here, something she couldn’t see or understand with just her eyes and instincts.
 
Almost an hour later, the sound of hooves echoed down the street, and the soldier returned, this time accompanied by a man in a dark purple robe that covered his body down to his ankles. The robe, adorned with golden details and the same dragon symbol that all the Pacifiers carried, shimmered in the dim light. Like Amara and the soldiers, the mage wore the red armband with the dragon, indicating his loyalty and service to the order of the Pacifiers. His hood covered part of his face, but his bright, watchful eyes peeked from beneath the fabric, assessing the scene of destruction before him.
 
Amara approached the mage, slightly inclining her head in respect. “Can you identify if any magic was used here?”
 
The mage, without immediately replying, looked at the debris and closed his eyes for a moment. His hands rose into the air, slowly tracing invisible symbols. Amara and the soldiers fell silent, watching as the mage murmured something softly, almost imperceptibly. He was focused, each movement of his hands carrying an almost ritualistic precision.
 
“Yes,” the mage replied after a moment, his voice low and grave. “I can.”
 
He took a few steps forward, raising his hands again and murmuring a spell. Small particles of greenish light began to manifest around him, enveloping his hands and dancing through the air like magical sparks. He was using the Mana Tracking ability, a magic designed to detect traces of magical energy in a specific location. The particles of light began to move slowly over the debris, tracing invisible patterns that only the mage could see.
 
Gradually, the environment around Amara began to change subtly. The sparks of light moved with more intensity, swirling around a specific point at the center of the debris. The mage, still with his eyes closed, followed the particles, his movements precise and deliberate. Then he stopped, his hands still raised.
 
“There’s something here,” he said, a tone of certainty in his voice. “A large amount of mana was released in a single spell. The quantity is... immense. Such energy couldn’t go unnoticed.”
 
Amara furrowed her brow, absorbing the information. “What you’re saying is that the destruction was caused by magic?”
 
The mage lowered his hands and looked directly at her. “Yes. And it wasn’t just any magic. It was a high-level spell, something only an experienced mage could conjure. The amount of mana involved is massive, and the destruction you see here is the direct result of that.”
 
He paused, as if pondering something before continuing. “The lady of the house, Anara Valenwood, was a silver-level mage. Only someone of her level would be capable of channeling so much energy into a single spell. There’s no doubt she was the one who conjured this destructive magic.”
 
Amara felt a chill run down her spine at the mention of Anara Valenwood’s name. “So you’re saying that Anara herself destroyed the mansion?”
 
The mage nodded slowly. “If she was willing to release that much mana... then yes. Only she, with her abilities, could have caused this. The explosion that devastated this place was the result of a spell she conjured herself.”
 
Silence fell over the area as Amara reflected on the revelation.
 




Chapter 16

As Amara processed the information provided by the mage about the enormous amount of mana released and Anara Valenwood's role in the mansion's destruction, one of the soldiers quickly approached her, his expression tense.
“Captain,” he said urgently, “we have someone who wants to share something he saw a few minutes after the explosion. He said he witnessed something... strange.” The soldier gestured with his head towards a man being watched by another Enforcer near the mansion's ruins.
 
Amara exchanged a quick glance with the mage before nodding. “Let’s go to him,” she said, adjusting her uniform jacket and heading towards the man. The mage, without saying anything, followed her, his hands still faintly glowing with the remnants of the tracking magic he had used moments before.
 
As they approached, the man—a humble-looking merchant, dressed simply and bearing a nervous air—greeted them respectfully. His face was marked by years of sun and hard labor, but his eyes were filled with evident unrest.
 
“Captain,” the man said, bowing slightly. “My name is Orlan; I am a merchant from the area. I saw... something, after the explosion. I don’t know if it will help, but I thought I should tell you.”
 
Amara nodded, formal yet direct. “I am Amara Solen, an investigator for the Enforcers,” she introduced herself. “You can get straight to the point, Orlan. What exactly did you see?”
 
Orlan hesitated for a moment, his eyes briefly darting to the mage beside Amara, as if fearing he was about to reveal something compromising. But finally, he took a deep breath and began to speak. “Well... after the explosion, it was all chaos. Flames and smoke everywhere, the mansion collapsing... But among all that, there was one thing that caught my attention.”
 
Amara leaned in, her body tense with anticipation. “What was it?”
 
Orlan nervously licked his lips before continuing. “I saw a man. Or... what looked like a man. He was completely burned, stumbling... coming out from the midst of the explosions. And before I could do anything, he disappeared into the alleys of the city.”
 
The silence between Amara and the mage intensified as the merchant spoke. “Did you see where he went?” Amara asked, her tone serious and urgent.
 
“Not exactly,” Orlan said, shaking his head. “He moved really fast, despite being severely injured. What caught my attention, besides him walking as if nothing could stop him, was... the level I saw above his head.”
 
The mage narrowed his eyes, and Amara stepped forward, leaning in slightly. “Level?” she repeated, her heart racing. “You saw his level?”
 
Orlan nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I... I’m not absolutely sure, but it seemed to be around 31.”
 
Amara froze for a moment. Level 31? Someone like that, injured that badly and still walking after an explosion of that magnitude? It was almost impossible. She exchanged a quick glance with the mage, trying to process what that could mean.
 
“Repeat that,” Amara said, trying to maintain her calm, but her tone revealed her disbelief. “You saw a burned man... with level 31... walking after the explosion?”
 
Orlan nodded again, but before he could answer, the mage raised a hand, murmuring a few arcane words. A faint purple glow enveloped his hands, and he pointed towards Orlan. “I’m using a lie detection spell. You may continue.”
 
Orlan blinked several times, nervous, but continued. “Yes... that’s what I saw. A man, burned, walking as if he had survived hell. And the level... I’m sure it was around 31.”
 
The mage completed the incantation and looked at Amara. “He’s telling the truth.”
 
Amara took a deep breath, the weight of the information settling on her shoulders. A man with level 31, severely injured, coming out of the ruins of Valenwood Mansion right after the explosion? What could have happened there? The lady of the house, Anara Valenwood, was the only one who could have conjured such a destructive spell, but now there was another piece in the puzzle—someone who shouldn’t have been there, someone who survived the impossible.
 
She knew that there were more hidden truths that night than she had imagined.
 
---
 
Kael stood at the door of the small house, the green cloak the young woman had given him draping over his shoulders. The morning sun began to shine softly on the streets, heralding the start of a new day. He looked at Lira and the little Mira, who was clutching the wooden horse, watching him with curiosity and a hint of sadness. He was completely healed now, his body showing no signs of the burns that had almost destroyed him. However, all his abilities had reverted to their previous level, leaving him frustrated yet aware that he still had much experience to share and strengthen his skills.
 
“Thank you for everything,” he said, his voice low and serious. “I truly appreciate the hospitality, but now I must continue on my way.”
 
Lira, arms crossed and an unreadable expression on her face, nodded. “Take care, Kael,” she replied, her voice firm yet with a slight touch of melancholy.
 
Mira waved her small hand, her eyes shining with an innocence that Kael recognized but knew he could not protect. “Goodbye, Kael,” she said softly, almost as if she didn’t want him to leave.
 
Kael turned and began to walk away, gently closing the door behind him with a soft click. He took a few steps, already thinking about what he would do next and how he would allocate the experience points he had gained from his last battle. But before he could walk away completely, he heard Lira’s voice calling for him.
 
“Kael!”
 
He stopped, his body tense, and slowly turned to face her.
 
“Thank you,” Lira said, her eyes shining with something beyond gratitude. “It was you, wasn’t it?”
 
Kael furrowed his brow, confused. “What are you talking about?”
 
Lira stepped forward, her arms now relaxed at her sides. “The scar,” she said, pointing to Kael’s face, the only trace of his former self that the regeneration hadn’t erased. “When you healed, the only scar that didn’t disappear was that one... I remember that scar.” Her voice softened, almost a whisper. “You’re the boy who helped me in that alley, aren’t you?”
 
Kael stood still for a moment, surprised by what he had heard. Suddenly, flashes from the past began to emerge in his mind. Before he was killed by the guards that night, he had gotten into a situation involving a girl being harassed. He hadn’t realized who she was, not that night. Everything had happened too fast.
 
Lira was looking at him intently, waiting for an answer, her eyes fixed on his face.
 
Kael pondered for a few seconds, feeling the weight of the moment. He finally smiled, a light smile but laden with a strange satisfaction. “Yes,” he said, his voice calm. “It was me.”
 
Lira seemed to relax, as if a part of her doubts had been answered. But she also appeared vulnerable, recalling that day and what could have happened if Kael hadn’t shown up.
 
Kael pulled the hood of his cloak over his head, hiding part of his face. He looked one last time at Lira and then at Mira, who was now beside her sister, holding her hand.
 
“Survive,” he said, his words firm but full of meaning. “And protect your sister.”
 
With those words, Kael turned again and walked away, the green cloak fluttering slightly behind him as he disappeared into the shadows of the city.
 
Kael walked through the bustling streets of the city, the green cloak swaying slightly with each step. The warmth of the sun contrasted with the coldness of the stones beneath his feet, and the buzz of the crowd around filled the air. Merchants shouted their offers, children ran through the streets, and carriages rushed by, kicking up dust. The city was crowded, busier than Kael had expected, and it made him feel a certain unease. He didn’t like mixing with so many people, but he had no choice. He needed money; he needed work.
 
As he walked, his thoughts wandered to his options. Now that his body was strong and defined, very different from the scrawny boy he used to be, perhaps he could find some manual labor. Somewhere, someone would need porters or security. In the past, no one would have looked twice at him, but now his appearance was that of a man who could fight and carry weight.
 
The idea of working in a tavern or even at the quarry crossed his mind. But none of that appealed to him. Now that he had power, however limited it was, he wanted to use it in a more meaningful way.
 
His legs led him automatically to the city center, where a large and imposing building caught his attention. The polished wooden facade and the hanging signs clearly indicated that this was a meeting place for adventurers—a guild of adventurers.
 
Kael stopped in front of the building, observing the heavy wooden doors and the symbols of swords and shields engraved at the entrance. He knew that adventurers of different levels gathered there for missions. Perhaps this was the kind of opportunity he was looking for.
 




Chapter 17

Kael pushed open the heavy doors of the adventurers' guild and entered the main hall, the creaking of the hinges echoing as the wood groaned under his weight. The atmosphere was quite different from what he had expected. Soft lights emanated from magical lamps hanging from the ceiling, illuminating the space. The stone floor was well-maintained but worn down by the countless steps of adventurers passing through. The sound of conversations and laughter filled the air, mingling with the noise of weapons being attached to armor and the clinking of mugs on tables.
Kael, wearing his green cloak with the hood pulled over his head, walked silently through the place, but it didn't take long for him to feel the stares upon him. At first, they were merely curious glances, but he soon noticed that many were looking at him with hostility. These were not welcoming gazes, but rather judgmental ones, as if he didn’t belong there. Most of the people present had numbers floating above their heads—levels ranging from the lowest, like 8 or 9, to the more impressive ones, like 25 and even 30.
 
Kael had no visible number. His concealment ability was activated, and that certainly raised suspicion. Without an apparent level, he was just another insignificant person, like so many he had seen being ignored by society.
 
He approached the reception desk, where a young receptionist looked him up and down. Above her head floated the number 12, indicating that, although she was not a high-level adventurer, she was still respectable.
 
“Can I help you?” she asked, her tone professional but with a hint of suspicion in her eyes.
 
Kael replied in a firm voice, “How can I sign up to be an adventurer?”
 
The receptionist stared at him for a few seconds, clearly evaluating him. There was a brief hesitation in her eyes, but soon she sighed and answered almost mechanically, “Only people with levels can sign up as adventurers.” Her eyes roamed over him again, as if trying to find any hint of a number above his head. “The guild accepts people without levels as well,” she continued, “but only to act as support in adventurer groups. Services such as porters, guards, or logistical support.”
 
Kael felt a slight weight in his chest upon hearing that. Support? He knew he was capable of much more, but he couldn't reveal his level here—not now. He remained silent as the receptionist continued.
 
“If you still want to sign up,” she said, pulling a form from a drawer behind the desk, “you need to fill out this form and pay a fee of 20 silver coins.” She handed the form to Kael, her hands moving almost automatically. “It’s a bit expensive, but those are the rules.”
 
Kael took the form, looking at the paper in his hands. 20 silver coins. He didn’t even have a single coin in his pockets. The idea of paying for a registration that might not even guarantee his acceptance hit him like a subtle blow, but he didn’t show his frustration. He simply nodded silently, folding the form and putting it in his backpack.
 
“Thank you,” he murmured before turning to leave.
 
As he walked back to the door, the gazes followed him like shadows. He felt the weight of the attention on his back, suspicious and judgmental looks. Kael knew he was seen as a stranger, someone who did not belong there. And without a visible level, hostility was inevitable.
 
As he crossed the heavy doors of the guild again and stepped out into the street, the fresh air enveloped him. But even outside, the weight of those stares still lingered over him.
 
---
 
During the week that followed, Kael wandered the city streets in search of a way to earn money. His physical strength, now much greater than before, caught the attention of some merchants and contractors, who always needed strong men for manual labor. With his green cloak covering part of his body, he appeared more mysterious than threatening, and soon he landed a job at a construction site on the outskirts of the city.
 
The work was simple but heavy. Carrying stones, lifting wooden beams, and assisting in the construction of new houses. Kael quickly realized that his new physique made him incredibly efficient for this type of service. Hours passed in a mix of sweat and effort, and each day he felt his strength being put to the test.
 
That week, he also reflected on his experience points. He had accumulated 30 points after the explosion at Valenwood Manor, and he knew he needed to distribute them wisely. After considering his priorities, he decided to put 20 of those points into his new Strength skill, raising it to level 2. The increase in strength was immediate, and he noticed the difference while working. Objects that had once been heavy now felt light, and he could carry larger amounts of materials in less time, attracting the attention of the other workers.
 
The pay, although modest, was consistent. Every day, after a long day of work, Kael received 4 silver coins. By the end of the week, he had saved a small sum, enough to survive for a few more days and, more importantly, to pay the registration fee at the adventurers' guild.
 
The workweek was exhausting, but Kael did not complain. He knew that each day brought him closer to his next goal.
 
Kael spent the week saving, and after several days of hard work, he finally gathered the necessary money to prepare adequately for his registration at the guild. With his silver coins in hand, he headed to a local market and purchased a few essential items: a new pair of leather boots, which offered more protection and comfort; a belt with pockets, perfect for carrying small tools and items; and a modest leather vest, which, although simple, provided some additional protection for his torso. He knew that to be taken seriously at the guild, he needed to look a bit more equipped.
 
After a long day of work, Kael finally had the amount for the guild fee. He sat at a small wooden table in a tavern on the outskirts of the city, where he had borrowed a pen and inkwell from a merchant he had met in the past few days. The registration form was in front of him, and he dipped the tip of the pen into the ink, feeling a slight anxiety.
 
The questions were simple but direct:
 
1. Name: Kael. 
 
2. Age: 17. 
 
3. Current Level: He hesitated for a moment, but due to his level concealment ability, he left this field blank. 
 
4. Category: Still undefined. He had no clear specialization, so he just wrote “Undefined.” 
 
5. Reason for wanting to become an adventurer: Kael thought for a moment but kept the answer brief and to the point. “To support myself and improve my skills.”
 
After answering all the questions, Kael signed the form with simple handwriting and stood up, putting the paper inside his leather backpack. He was ready.
 
When he arrived again at the adventurers' guild, the atmosphere was as bustling as it had been the last time. The sound of voices mixed with the clinking of weapons and the rustling of scrolls was constant. Upon entering, he felt the stares upon him once more. The sense of distrust was almost palpable, but he pressed on, showing no sign of weakness.
 
The gazes were no different from before—judgmental, suspicious. The lack of a visible level above his head still drew scorn, but Kael, now more determined, ignored the reactions around him and walked up to the counter.
 
The same level 12 receptionist attended to him. She looked at him with the same expression of restrained curiosity and professionalism as before, but without hiding the fact that she found him strange.
 
“Did you bring the form and the fee?” she asked, her voice firm but without hostility.
 
Kael nodded and placed the coins on the counter—20 silver coins—along with the filled-out form. The receptionist quickly glanced at the documents and coins, then nodded, seeming satisfied.
 
“Wait a moment; I’ll process your registration.”
 
She stepped away for a few minutes, disappearing through a door behind the counter. Kael stood there, feeling the gazes even more intensely upon him now that he had made his move to join the guild. The environment around him felt like it was closing in, but he remained steady, not averting his gaze or showing any nervousness.
 
Shortly after, the receptionist returned, bringing with her a registration plaque. It was a simple metal plate with Kael's name engraved on it, accompanied by the guild's symbol.
 
She handed him the plaque and explained, “You are officially registered for the physical tests, which will take place tomorrow at the guild arena. These tests will evaluate your strength, endurance, and agility. To pass, you will need to complete at least 70% of the tests successfully. If you are approved, you will receive your official adventurer's plaque and can participate in missions.”
 
Kael nodded, paying attention to every detail.
 
“However,” she continued, “due to your... lack of a visible level, you will only be able to participate in missions if requested by a group of adventurers in need of support. This means that, initially, you will only be called for support missions—serving as logistical support, guard, or other similar tasks. The reward will be split among the group, and you will receive your payment according to the mission contract.”
 
Kael took the registration plaque and carefully stored it away. He knew he was still far from being considered a true adventurer in the eyes of others, but that did not shake him. The first step had been taken.
 
“Understood,” he said before turning to leave the guild, the gazes still fixed on his back.
 
The receptionist watched him go with a curious look...
 




Chapter 18

Kael lay on the ground of a public square, the green cloak wrapped around his body to protect him from the cold of the night. The sky above him was filled with stars, shining like small jewels against the dark mantle. The silence of the city at that hour was comforting, broken only by the occasional sound of a distant carriage or the gentle rustling of the trees around. The streets, which during the day were crowded and noisy, were now practically empty. The cool breeze passed through the alleys, bringing a sense of tranquility.
He sighed and opened the system window, a faint light appearing before his eyes. Something had changed. Two more experience points. This brought his total to 12 points now. He watched the window attentively, reflecting on how difficult it was to accumulate these points. Each point seemed to be earned with effort, whether in battle or in situations where he tested his limits. Looking at the window, the math of the system felt cold and impersonal.
 
He knew that to level up, he needed 100 experience points, which felt like an immense barrier at that moment. However, there was another option: he could divide these points among his skills. Leveling up a skill cost only 10 experience points—something that seemed more achievable, but also a decision that required care. Should he use his points to strengthen himself immediately, or save them to advance his overall level? It was a delicate choice.
 
Kael closed his eyes for a moment, feeling the weight of the decision. The idea of leveling up his skills felt more practical, but he knew he would eventually need to invest in his level. For now, every point gained was a victory, but he also knew that the real challenge was yet to come.
 
With his eyes fixed on the starry sky, he pondered his options.
 
The next morning, Kael walked towards the guild's testing arena. The city, still waking up, was less busy than usual, but the excitement around the arena was palpable. As he approached, he saw dozens of other participants arriving at the location, all with tense or focused expressions. Most carried simple weapons or equipment, such as short swords, wooden shields, and light armor. Each seemed determined, aware that these tests represented the first step to becoming adventurers.
 
The sound of marching boots echoed through the stone streets, and the muffled conversations among the participants added a tone of expectation to the atmosphere. The arena was surrounded by high stone walls, its entrances guarded by high-level adventurers, preventing curious onlookers from getting close. Visitors were not allowed; only those registered for the tests and veteran adventurers were permitted to enter.
 
Upon reaching the main entrance, Kael was greeted by an imposing adventurer. The man, displaying the number 27 above his head, was armed with a massive axe resting on his shoulder. His body was covered in heavy armor, worn from use but still imposing, reflecting the soft morning light. His dark eyes quickly scanned the participants, evaluating each with an impassive expression.
 
"Registration slip," the man ordered, his voice deep and authoritative. He extended his hand to Kael without wasting time, not even looking him directly in the eye.
 
Kael took the registration slip from inside the pocket of his cloak and handed it over. The adventurer examined the slip for a few seconds, then nodded and returned the slip with a quick gesture, allowing him to pass.
 
As soon as Kael stepped through the entrance, the interior of the arena revealed itself before him. It was a large, circular space surrounded by high stone walls. The arena itself was covered in packed earth, already worn from the battles and training that had taken place there. Around the combat area, small bleachers were set up, where veteran adventurers watched the tests and assessed the newcomers. Silence reigned, except for the soft murmur of participants who, like Kael, anxiously awaited the start.
 
Kael took a deep breath, feeling the fresh morning air fill his lungs as he looked at the arena before him.
 
The participants, about three dozen, began to gather in the center of the arena, their footsteps muffled by the packed earth as they slowly approached. The air was charged with tension, mixed with the anticipation that felt palpable among the newcomers. Kael, with his hood raised, stood among them, observing the other candidates. Most had numbers floating above their heads, clear evidence of their levels, while only a few, like him, showed nothing. He knew this attracted glances, but he remained calm.
 
In front of them, a small wooden stage rose, where a hardened, visibly experienced veteran adventurer seemed prepared to speak. His level, 34, floated prominently above his head. He wore light but well-maintained armor and held a shield in one hand while keeping the other free, as if always ready for action.
 
He positioned himself at the center of the stage, arms crossed, observing the newcomers for a brief moment before speaking, his deep voice echoing throughout the arena. “Welcome to the adventurer guild,” he said, with a firm, straightforward tone. “My name is Roderic, and I will be supervising your tests today. All of you are here for a reason: to prove yourselves worthy of becoming adventurers. But know this — the life of an adventurer is not easy, and the weak do not survive. Many of you have levels, but that guarantees nothing. Some, as I can see, do not even have a visible level.”
 
His eyes briefly landed on Kael and others who showed no level, but he continued without displaying any favoritism or disdain. “The tests you will face today will assess your physical and combat abilities. Only those who pass 70% of these tests will move on to the next stage.”
 
Roderic paused, looking at each participant as if measuring their reactions before continuing. “The first test is simple: a race. You will be divided into groups and will run around the arena five times. It’s not just about speed, but endurance. Those who give up halfway will not pass. Those who finish far behind... will also not pass.”
 
Some of the participants exchanged tense glances as Roderic continued. “The second test will be strength. You will be required to lift and carry large stones from one point to another in the arena. The heavier the weight you can carry, the greater your chance of passing. Raw strength is important, but technique also matters.”
 
Roderic pointed to an area of the arena where several stones of different sizes were stacked. Some looked impossible to carry for someone without a good level of strength.
 
“The third test,” he continued, “will be agility. You will face a series of obstacles — jumps, crawls, and dodges. The idea is simple: reach the end as quickly as possible, but without knocking anything over or tripping. Precision is the most important thing here.”
 
He gestured with his hand towards an area filled with wooden obstacles: low walls, beams to balance on, and ropes to climb.
 
“Finally,” Roderic said, his tone growing more serious, “you will participate in a fight. Wooden swords, but the skills you demonstrate in this test will be crucial. It’s not just strength that matters here, but how you read your opponent, how you defend, and how you attack. The fights will be in duels, and those who perform poorly will be eliminated.”
 
Murmurs among the participants increased slightly, but Roderic raised his hand, requesting silence. “These tests are designed to assess your abilities as a complete adventurer. You do not need to be perfect in everything, but you need to demonstrate that you have what it takes to survive and fight.”
 
He stepped back, allowing his words to sink into the hearts and minds of the participants. “Prepare yourselves. The first test will begin shortly.”
 




Chapter 19

Kael watched closely as the participants were divided into groups of ten for the first test. The arena, now surrounded by an energy of tension and expectation, seemed larger than before. The cool morning breeze caressed the dirt ground, raising light clouds of dust as the participants lined up. The race would be simple, but the simplicity hid the cruelty of the challenge: 10 complete laps around an improvised track, with the first five to cross the finish line qualifying. No magical skills allowed. Only pure physical strength and endurance.
The first ten participants positioned themselves at the starting line. Kael, standing outside the track, observed intently. Everyone had focused expressions, their eyes fixed ahead, ready for the start. Some were mentally preparing, while others appeared anxious, shuffling their feet on the ground as if wanting to run immediately. The veteran adventurer, Roderic, who was organizing the tests, raised his hand.
 
“No magical skills,” he reminded them, his voice as hard as stone. “This test is about physical ability. Use magic, and you will be disqualified.”
 
The participants nodded silently, and the air grew thick with anticipation. The sound of everyone's heartbeats seemed to reverberate in the arena. Roderic, with a swift motion, lowered his hand and shouted, “Go!”
 
With that, the group took off. The first laps began with a relatively moderate pace. Some participants clearly wanted to conserve energy, while others relied on their initial speed, gaining an advantage early on. The sound of boots pounding against the dirt echoed through the arena, accompanied by the heavy breathing of the runners.
 
Kael watched closely. Everyone seemed fast, but he knew the real race would happen in the last laps. The faces of each participant were concentrated on the path ahead, but fatigue was already beginning to weigh on some after the first three laps.
 
In the middle of the group, a level 16 man was in the lead. His stride was firm and steady, and his face showed that he was accustomed to this type of physical test. Behind him, another level 12 adventurer desperately tried to keep pace but was beginning to lose his breath. The tension increased with each lap, positions shifting slightly as the runners managed their endurance.
 
As the race progressed, it became clear who was in control and who was struggling to keep up. The level 16 man began to increase the distance between himself and the others, his breathing deep and controlled. He maintained a steady pace, leveraging his experience. Behind him, a level 9 woman followed closely, her long legs giving her the advantage of covering more ground with less effort. Three other runners of varying levels, between 10 and 13, kept pace, completing the group of leaders.
 
But in the last meters of the eighth lap, exhaustion began to take its toll. Two runners who had started strong, both level 7, began to lose ground rapidly. Their legs felt heavy, and their irregular breathing revealed that they had not calculated their strength well. Another runner, a level 5 man, stumbled while trying to maintain speed, almost falling before regaining his balance and moving on, but it was already too late for him.
 
When the last lap began, the tension was palpable. Only the top five would cross the finish line and continue in the test, and the stakes were high. The level 16 man was the first to finish, his body sweaty but still strong, closely followed by the level 9 woman. Behind her, three other runners managed to cross the line, all with levels above their heads. Each of them gasped for breath but wore expressions of relief for having passed the first test.
 
The remaining runners, however, were not so lucky. Three of them, with levels ranging from 5 to 7, fell into the last positions. Two unlevelled participants also fell behind, visibly struggling against fatigue and frustration. One of the runners, a young level 7 man, became furious upon realizing he hadn’t qualified.
 
“This is ridiculous!” he shouted, anger spilling from his voice. “I have skills that would make me the fastest here! Why are we being forced to compete without them?”
 
Roderic approached, his gaze stern. “The rules are clear. Here, we assess your natural strength and endurance. If you can’t make it without your abilities, maybe being an adventurer isn’t for you.”
 
The young man huffed but fell silent, his face red with anger and humiliation. He had no choice but to accept defeat.
 
Kael watched all of this from the outside, absorbing every detail. The fact that only the five winners had levels was not surprising, but the rule against using magical skills leveled the playing field for him, at least in part. He knew his strength had increased, but this test would be challenging.
 
As the first group left the track, exhausted and relieved, Kael and the others in the next group began to prepare. He felt the eyes around him, but kept his head down, focused solely on what lay ahead.
 
Kael positioned himself at the starting line with the other nine participants, his feet firmly planted on the dirt ground of the arena. The sun was already a bit higher, and the heat began to build in the dry air. His muscles were tense, ready for the effort he knew was coming. Around him, the other participants adjusted their positions, with expressions of focus and determination. Some had levels floating above their heads — 8, 10, 12 — while others, like Kael, showed no number, hidden or nonexistent.
 
He looked around briefly, feeling the gazes on him, but remained concentrated. He knew that starting from the back wouldn’t be a problem if he could manage his energy and play smart. The instructions were simple, but the challenge was immense: ten laps around the arena, and only five would qualify. The tension in the air was palpable.
 
Roderic, on the other side of the track, raised his hand once more to start the test. Silence fell over the group for a moment, and then the veteran’s hand came down.
 
“Run!”
 
Immediately, the sound of heavy boots hitting the ground echoed through the arena as the runners shot forward. Kael deliberately started slowly. He knew the race was about endurance as much as speed, and many of those running ahead of him would likely expend their energy too early. While everyone surged ahead, Kael stayed in the back, letting the others run as if they were betting everything on the first laps.
 
The faster runners quickly took the lead, with a level 12 man and a level 10 woman heading the group. Their quick, steady strides propelled them ahead rapidly, and Kael watched them carefully while maintaining his controlled pace. Three other participants with lower levels also tried to gain an advantage, but Kael noticed the fatigue accumulating too early in their expressions.
 
Two laps passed, and Kael was still in the back, his muscles beginning to warm up, but his breathing remained steady. He watched the legs of other runners starting to weigh down, their shoulders dropping with the effort of keeping pace. That was when he knew he could strike.
 
On the third lap, Kael accelerated. It wasn't a sudden burst of speed, but a gradual and controlled increase. His strides became firmer and more powerful as he overtook two participants who had started too strong. One of them, a young man with no level, struggled to keep pace, his steps erratic and wavering. When Kael passed him, the young man stumbled briefly, gasping for breath.
 
On the fourth lap, Kael overtook another runner—this time, a level 7 man who had also started too fast. The exhaustion was already visible on his face, and his legs could barely lift with the same strength as at the start. Kael glided past him smoothly, maintaining control of his breathing and posture.
 
Now, on the fifth lap, Kael was in sixth place. He knew he had to push a little harder to secure one of the five qualifying spots. In front of him, three level participants maintained a good lead but were starting to lose steam. Kael took a deep breath and decided to accelerate once more. His legs moved steadily, and he felt the impact of each step reverberating through his body, but the exhaustion he anticipated didn’t come with the same intensity.
 
On the sixth lap, Kael finally caught up with one of the runners ahead, a level 8 man who was beginning to lose control of his pace. He quickly passed him, taking fifth place. The next target was in sight, and Kael focused on maintaining a steady rhythm without overexerting himself. He knew the final laps would be decisive.
 
On the eighth lap, Kael accelerated again, now with his muscles fully warmed up and his body ready for maximum effort. Ahead of him, a level 9 man started to falter, gasping for breath and sweating profusely. Kael passed him on the final curve of the ninth lap, taking fourth place. His focus was now on securing a good position for the finish.
 
On the tenth and final lap, Kael was running side by side with another participant who also had no visible level. Both were focused, and their paces were almost identical. As they crossed the finish line together, both in third and fourth places, the other participant—a young man with short hair and a determined expression—gave Kael a smile, raising his thumb in approval. It was rare for two participants without levels to qualify, but they had done it.
 
The top three places were occupied by two level participants and Kael. The other participant without a level came right behind him, and the fifth place was a level 10 man who had maintained a consistent performance throughout the race.
 
As the other five who had fallen behind—three with levels and two without—exited the course with frustrated expressions, Roderic silently noted the results. Kael, panting but satisfied, looked up at the clear sky for a moment before mentally preparing for the next challenge. He knew he had won this race with strategy, and there was still much to be done.
 
But now, with renewed confidence, he was ready for whatever came next.
 




Chapter 20

Kael had overcome the next two tests with the same determination he showed in the race. The obstacle course, requiring agility and precision, was challenging, but he used his physical strength and endurance to climb ropes, leap over low walls, and dodge obstacles efficiently. Although not the fastest, he secured a good enough time to pass, and his natural stamina helped him avoid mistakes that could have eliminated him.
In the strength test, he carried large stones across the arena. With his new level 2 strength ability, Kael maintained his pace, lifting and transporting the heavy stones more easily than expected. The effort was exhausting, but he finished among the top five, securing his spot in the final challenge.
 
Now, only six participants remained. Besides Kael, there was Rian, another unranked youth who had excelled, a man named Gregor at level 16, and three women: Ilyana at level 14, Seren at level 12, and Talia at level 10. The final challenge was combat, with clear rules: no magic or magical abilities. Only strength, technique, and strategy with wooden swords.
 
Roderic, the veteran overseeing the tests, climbed back onto the small wooden stage. His gaze was serious as he addressed the six finalists. “Congratulations to all of you for making it this far,” he said, his voice echoing across the arena. “You’ve proven you have endurance, strength, and agility, but now comes the real test: combat. An adventurer’s life is full of battles, and it’s essential you know how to face enemies under pressure.”
 
Roderic paused, scanning the participants. “The duels will be simple. You’ll fight in pairs, and the winners will move on. No magic, just physical strength and sword technique. The first to disarm or knock down their opponent wins.”
 
He then glanced at a small list based on each participant's scores. “The pairs have been determined.” His eyes landed on Kael. “You’ll fight Gregor.”
 
Kael felt his heart race but kept his expression neutral. Gregor was a formidable opponent, a level 16 with clear experience. Kael knew this would be his toughest fight yet, but he had come too far to back down.
 
“But you’ll fight later,” Roderic added. “First, we’ll see the duel between Ilyana and Seren, the two women with the highest scores.”
 
Ilyana, tall and athletic, at level 14, stepped into the arena with confidence. Seren, shorter but sharp-eyed, approached as well, her level 12 experience clear in her movements.
 
Both took wooden swords from the assistants and stood three meters apart in the arena’s center. The silence was palpable as everyone watched them prepare.
 
Roderic raised his hand. “Let the duel begin!”
 
Ilyana struck first, moving with surprising agility, aiming at Seren’s shoulder. Seren quickly dodged with a swift sidestep, showing her natural combat skill.
 
Kael watched closely, absorbing their techniques. The initial attack had been avoided, but Ilyana didn’t hesitate. She repositioned, sword held chest-high, eyes locked on Seren. Seizing the moment, Seren launched a flurry of quick strikes, trying to destabilize Ilyana.
 
The sound of wooden swords clashing filled the arena, mixed with the heavy breathing of the two fighters. Seren’s strikes were precise, but Ilyana blocked firmly, retreating just enough to avoid disarmament.
 
Minutes passed, and the fight remained balanced. Both showed great skill, but Seren started to tire. Her breathing grew uneven, and her movements lost their sharpness. Ilyana noticed and wasted no time.
 
With a quick move, Ilyana aimed a horizontal slash at Seren’s legs, forcing her to jump to avoid the blow. The jump threw Seren off balance, and Ilyana seized the chance. A firm thrust hit Seren’s arm, causing her to drop her sword.
 
The clatter of Seren’s sword hitting the ground echoed across the arena, and the duel was decided. Roderic stepped forward, raising his hand. “The winner is Ilyana!”
 
Ilyana lowered her sword, breathless but satisfied with her victory. Seren, frustrated, stepped back, accepting her defeat.
 
Kael observed every detail. He knew Ilyana won by exploiting Seren’s fatigue, keeping up the pressure until an opening appeared. Now it was his turn. He took a deep breath, mentally preparing for the next challenge. His fight against Gregor would be tough, but he was ready to use everything he had learned so far.
 
As Kael walked to the center of the arena, he took the wooden sword from one of the assistants. He knew all eyes were on him, but he kept his head high and his focus sharp. The toughest fight was about to begin, and Kael knew this would be the moment to prove his worth as an adventurer.
 
With the wooden sword firm in his hands, he looked at Gregor, who approached the arena’s center. The level 16 man was visibly strong and experienced, his muscular frame and confident posture clear signs of his familiarity with combat.
 
Kael took another deep breath. The fight was about to start, and though it wouldn’t be easy, he was determined to come out victorious.
 
Kael and Gregor stood ready in the arena’s center, wooden swords in hand. The audience fell silent, anticipating the clash. Kael knew he was at a disadvantage. Gregor, a level 16, was bigger, stronger, and far more experienced. His tense muscles and confident stance made it clear he was used to fights like this. Kael, on the other hand, had little combat experience, relying solely on his unshakable determination.
 
Roderic gave the signal to start, and Gregor wasted no time. He was fast, faster than Kael expected for someone of his size. His wooden sword cut through the air with force, and Kael barely raised his own sword in time to block the blow. The impact reverberated through his arms, nearly knocking his weapon out of his hands. The strike was heavy, far more powerful than Kael had anticipated.
 
Gregor kept up the pressure, launching blow after blow. Kael defended as best he could, but each block seemed to sap his energy. Gregor’s strikes came from all angles—overhead, from the sides, thrusts. Kael tried to keep up, moving his sword to block, but he couldn’t always manage. When a blow slipped past his guard, it struck his body with brutal force, leaving painful bruises. His breathing grew labored, and his muscles burned from the effort.
 
With each strike, Kael felt the pain mounting, but he refused to let go of his sword. If he fell or dropped his weapon, it would be over. Gregor, on the other hand, maintained a cold, focused expression, as if victory was already assured. He stepped back just enough to observe Kael, then attacked again, forcing the young man to keep his guard up and drain more of his energy.
 
Kael blocked another blow, but the force knocked him off balance. Gregor seized the moment of weakness and delivered a powerful strike directly to Kael’s side. The wooden sword hit hard, causing Kael to gasp in pain. His body gave way, and he fell to his knees, panting heavily. Gregor, seeing his opponent down, lowered his sword and stepped back, confident in his victory.
 
The audience watched in silence, but Gregor was already starting to celebrate. He raised his arms in triumph, turning his back to Kael. “Is that all?” he murmured to himself, a satisfied smile on his face. “Didn’t even need that much effort.”
 
But then Gregor noticed that the crowd wasn't celebrating with him. In fact, they were murmuring and pointing towards Kael. Confused, he slowly turned around, his eyes widening as he saw that Kael, despite being on his knees and visibly injured, was still holding the sword. His body was covered in bruises, and blood was trickling from the corner of his mouth, but he hadn’t completely fallen. He was leaning on the wooden sword, his eyes fixed on Gregor.
 
Kael wiped the blood from his lips with the back of his hand, breathing heavily. His arms trembled from the effort, but there was something in his gaze that Gregor hadn’t expected: a fierce, indomitable determination. He looked directly at Gregor, his face hardened by pain and willpower.
 
Gregor gritted his teeth, irritated by the sight. “Just give up, you piece of shit,” he snarled, his voice laced with disdain. “Even without using my abilities, I'm still stronger than you.”
 
Kael, still leaning on his sword, let out a short, painful laugh. “Then why am I still standing?” he retorted, a challenging smile on his face. It was a provocation, and Gregor knew it. Kael’s smile, even while injured, was an affront.
 
That was the last straw. Gregor's patience ran out, and his expression twisted into a mask of rage. “I’ll finish you once and for all!” he shouted, his eyes sparkling with fury.
 
Without waiting any longer, Gregor did something that was clearly forbidden: he activated one of his magical abilities. A bright aura of energy surrounded his body for a moment, concentrating in his muscles. His strength increased exponentially, and he grabbed the wooden sword with both hands. The crowd noticed what he was doing, but nobody had time to react.
 
Gregor lunged towards Kael with surprising speed, his sword cutting through the air with a threatening gleam. Kael raised his own sword to try to block, but Gregor’s blow was too powerful. Gregor’s sword struck the side of Kael’s head with tremendous force, sending him flying.
 
The impact was devastating. Kael was hurled against the wall of the arena with a crash, kicking up a massive cloud of dust and dirt. The sound of the impact echoed throughout the arena, and for a moment, everyone fell into absolute silence, trying to process what had just happened.
 
Roderic, the fight organizer, frowned as he realized that Gregor had used a magical ability to enhance the strength of his blow, something that was strictly prohibited in that duel. But, looking at the cloud of dust, he hesitated. In his mind, Gregor had clearly won the fight. There was no need to intervene. He hoped that this would be the end.
 
Gregor, however, kept his gaze fixed on the dust cloud where Kael had been thrown. His chest rose and fell rapidly, while the audience watched, unsure of what would happen next.
 




Chapter 21

As the dust began to settle, Roderic, the veteran adventurer organizing the tests, was about to declare Gregor the winner. The devastating blow Gregor had delivered seemed to have ended the fight, and the cloud of dust raised by the impact suggested that Kael was already defeated. But before he could make the announcement, a loud and urgent voice echoed through the arena.
“Look at the smoke!” shouted Rian, the other participant without a level, pointing his finger at the center of the arena where Kael had been thrown.
 
The audience’s gaze immediately turned to the cloud of dust, which was slowly beginning to dissipate. And then, as the veil of dirt and debris lifted, everyone could see the figure of Kael.
 
He was standing.
 
Kael remained firm, his entire body bruised and battered. His face was bloodied, with blood primarily trickling from the area where his scar was, now more visible than ever. The impact of Gregor's blow had been brutal, and Kael seemed on the brink of collapse, but he still held the wooden sword in one hand, his grip tight around the weapon. His breathing was heavy and irregular, but his eyes—his eyes still burned with fierce determination.
 
The silence that had hung over the arena gave way to murmurs and then exclamations of astonishment. No one expected Kael to rise after such a blow. But there he was, defying all odds.
 
Suddenly, Kael raised his free hand and, with a slow and deliberate motion, clenched his fist. It was a simple gesture, but one laden with meaning. A clear sign that he was not finished, that he still had the strength to keep fighting. It was as if he were challenging not only Gregor but everyone present, including fate itself.
 
One of the adventurers in the audience, visibly impressed, murmured to those beside him. “This guy may not have a level, but he’s tough as nails.”
 
Then, something astonishing happened. Rian, who had been watching everything with great anticipation, suddenly began to shout with excitement. “Kael! Kael!” He repeated Kael’s name, his face lit up with a smile of approval.
 
Rian's shout quickly spread to the other spectators. Most of the audience, composed mainly of higher-level adventurers, began to join in. “Kael! Kael!” The arena, which had seemed indifferent to the fate of the level-less young man until then, was filled with a chorus of voices, all recognizing Kael’s resilience. Even those with clearly superior levels seemed to acknowledge that, despite his lack of visible experience and level, Kael was worthy of respect.
 
Gregor, who had begun celebrating his victory prematurely, looked incredulously at Kael. He couldn’t believe the young man had risen after that blow. The satisfied smile had vanished from his face, replaced by an expression of frustration and confusion.
 
Roderic, the duel's organizer, watched everything in silence for a few moments, arms crossed as he reflected on what he had just witnessed. He knew that Gregor had used a forbidden ability to enhance the strength of his blow, and while Kael was still standing, it was clear that both fighters had reached the limit of their capabilities.
 
With the audience now in a frenzy, shouting Kael's name, Roderic finally stepped forward and raised his hand to request silence. When the crowd quieted down, he spoke, his voice firm and authoritative. “After observing the circumstances of the fight, and given the performance of both combatants…” He paused briefly, looking from Gregor to Kael. “I declare this duel a draw. Both are victorious.”
 
The declaration of a draw was unexpected, but the arena erupted in applause and cheers. Kael's name continued to be shouted by the crowd, and for the first time in a long while, Kael felt a strange warmth in his chest. He had fought until the end, even against a much stronger and more experienced opponent. And now, for the first time, he felt he had earned the respect of his peers, something he had never thought possible.
 
As the noise of applause and cheers still resonated around him, Kael looked up at the sky. The clouds that had once obscured the sun had dissipated, leaving only the clear blue above him. Blood still trickled down his face, but he didn’t care. He took a deep breath, feeling the weight of the fight in every fiber of his body. But above all, he felt grateful to be standing.
 
With a light smile, Kael murmured to himself, looking at the sky.
 
“Thank you…”
 
He didn’t know exactly to whom that gratitude was directed—perhaps to life for giving him a second chance, perhaps to the mysterious force that had brought him back from the brink of death. But in that moment, everything seemed to make sense.
 
As the applause and cheers of the crowd still echoed through the arena, Kael felt a slight vibration in his mind. Suddenly, the familiar system window appeared before his eyes, floating in the air like an invisible screen that only he could see.
 
System Message:
 
You have received 100 experience points.
 
Accumulate more experience points to unlock new abilities or evolve existing abilities.
 
The message was clear, and Kael felt relief at seeing the reward for his battle. The number 100 seemed to shine before him, a reminder that even amid difficulties, he was making progress. It was a significant amount, enough for him to start thinking about how to allocate these points. The option to unlock new abilities tempted him, but evolving the ones he already had was also crucial.
 
Kael knew this was just the beginning. More challenges would come, and he would need every experience point he earned to survive and thrive in the world of adventurers.
 
---
 
Two weeks had passed since Amara began her investigation into the explosion in Eldruin's Golden District. Despite numerous reports about the mysterious man who had emerged from the rubble, she hadn’t managed to find a single solid lead. Every clue she followed led to a dead end, leaving her increasingly frustrated.
 
At the end of that long day, Amara was in her office, a small and modest space inside the Peacekeepers’ headquarters, where the walls were covered with maps and disorganized reports. The sunset painted the windows with an orange hue, casting shadows over her desk cluttered with documents. She was exhausted and felt the weight of the investigation hanging over her shoulders like a dark cloud.
 
With a deep sigh, Amara stood up from her chair, her muscles stiff from the time she had spent sitting. She walked over to a side table where an open bottle of wine sat, grabbed a glass, and filled it halfway. The dark red liquid glimmered softly in the evening light, but it did not bring the relief she had hoped for.
 
Holding the glass, Amara approached the window and looked out at the city of Eldruin. From where she stood, she could see the rooftops of the houses and the narrow streets, already beginning to be illuminated by the torches and streetlamps that lit up as the sun disappeared. Eldruin was an ancient city, vast and full of secrets. Its stone buildings, which had once been a symbol of prosperity, were now marked by time, and its streets were often filled with danger.
 
She took a sip of the wine, the bitter taste matching her mood. The city might appear peaceful from a distance, but Amara knew well that its depths were far more chaotic. Corruption, crime, and now this mystery shrouded in ashes and smoke seemed to intertwine, complicating any investigation.
 
“Who are you?” Amara murmured to herself, her thoughts turning to the man that so many civilians had reported seeing emerge from the destroyed mansion. He seemed to be the key to the puzzle, but finding someone who had vanished so quickly was like searching for a needle in a haystack.
 
Frustrated, she took another sip of wine, but her determination did not waver. She knew she could not give up.
 




Chapter 22

Kael was sitting in a corner of Eldruin's central square, watching the quiet activity of the city around him. People hurried by, wrapped up in their daily routines, while the sun illuminated the worn stones beneath their feet. But Kael barely noticed the movement around him; his eyes were fixed on a small bronze card he held in his hands. A satisfied smile lit up his face as he examined every detail of the card.
The bronze card had his name engraved in simple but precise letters: Kael. Below the name, an inscription indicated his Adventurer Rank: D. It was the lowest category of all, but for Kael, that small piece of metal represented a personal victory. He had finally managed to become an officially recognized adventurer by the guild.
 
Kael had been well instructed in the ranking system of adventurers. All beginners started at Rank D, regardless of their skills or potential. It was the base of the pyramid, where most adventurers remained while gaining experience and proving their worth. Rank D meant he was still at the beginning of his journey, facing simple, low-risk missions. For Kael, it was a humble position, but one filled with possibilities.
 
Above Rank D was Rank C, representing more experienced adventurers who had completed challenging missions and demonstrated a certain level of competence and reliability. These adventurers were often called upon for medium-risk missions, facing more dangerous foes and complex challenges.
 
Next was Rank B. Adventurers in this category were respected and known for their skill and courage. They took on high-risk missions, where survival often depended on a combination of strength, intelligence, and teamwork. Rank B adventurers began to stand out in the guild and were often seen as leaders of groups.
 
At the top were the Rank A adventurers. They were considered the elite within the guild, experienced and powerful fighters who faced the greatest dangers in the world. These adventurers were often called upon to deal with threats that could endanger entire cities or carry out missions of utmost importance. Reaching Rank A was the dream of many, but few succeeded.
 
And then, above Rank A, existed the mythical Rank S. Adventurers in this category were true living legends. They possessed extraordinary abilities, often appearing superhuman, and were capable of confronting threats that could destroy nations. Rank S was reserved for the most powerful, those who had repeatedly proven capable of impossible feats.
 
Finally, there was the extremely rare Rank S+, an almost mythical category. Only exceptionally strong individuals, whose abilities surpassed even those of Rank S adventurers, could reach this level. These adventurers were treated with reverence and fear, and their deeds were told in legends. They were capable of feats beyond common understanding, and few in the world had the right to carry an S+ card.
 
There were no formal restrictions preventing any adventurer from reaching any of these ranks. In theory, anyone, even those without a visible level, could advance in rank as long as they proved their strength, skill, and determination in increasingly challenging missions. However, in practice, it was extremely rare. The most any unranked adventurer had ever achieved in history was Rank C. For Kael, who had no visible level, the road ahead was long and filled with challenges.
 
But in that moment, sitting in the square with his bronze card, Kael was not thinking about all the difficulties he would face. He was just happy to have taken the first step. Rank D was just the beginning, but for Kael, it represented the start of a new life, a life he was determined to live with all his strength.
 
As Kael continued to observe his bronze card, imagining the missions he might face in the future and how each one would bring him closer to his goals, a sudden shadow blocked the sunlight in front of him. He looked up, still holding the card, and found himself staring at an imposing man, whose presence immediately drew attention.
 
The man was tall, likely over two meters in height, and wore black armor that reflected the sunlight in some weathered spots. He appeared to be in his fifties, with gray hair and a face marked by scars, signs of countless battles. Despite his apparent age, he displayed impressive physical strength, with muscles that stood out even beneath the heavy armor. His deep, serious eyes revealed an experience and wisdom that only years of life and combat could bring.
 
Kael quickly noticed that the people around the square were looking at the man with expressions of disbelief and admiration. Discreet whispers spread through the air as some passersby stopped to observe more closely. There was something almost intimidating about the man's presence, but also an aura of respect that seemed to envelop everyone around him.
 
“You're the kid who passed the test to become an adventurer, aren't you?” The man's voice was deep and resonant, each word carrying the weight of experience.
 
Kael, surprised by the approach, quickly stood up, tucking the card into one of his cloak pockets. He bowed to the man, still unsure of how to react.
 
“Yes, sir,” Kael replied, still processing the imposing presence before him.
 
The man, however, raised one hand, indicating that the bow was not necessary. “No need for that, kid,” he said, a slight smile softening his serious expression. “I’m Eldric Stormfury, adventurer.”
 
Kael was even more impressed upon hearing the name. Eldric Stormfury was a living legend among adventurers, a man known for his feats and the relentless strength he had demonstrated over decades. Kael had heard stories about him but never imagined he would have the opportunity to meet him in person.
 
But it was when Kael looked up and finally noticed the number floating above Eldric's head that his admiration turned into deep surprise: 65. Eldric's level was impressive, far beyond anything Kael had seen in any other adventurer up to that point. It was the level of a veteran warrior, someone who had faced the greatest challenges and survived unimaginable dangers.
 
Kael could hardly believe he was in the presence of someone so powerful. What could a level 65 adventurer want with a novice from Rank D?
 
Still astonished by the imposing presence of Eldric Stormfury, Kael quickly composed himself and introduced himself. “I’m Kael,” he said, trying to maintain his calm in the presence of such a legendary figure. “It’s an honor to meet you.”
 
Eldric gave a slight smile, contrasting with his normally stern expression. “I already know you, kid. Your name has been circulating quite a bit in bar and tavern conversations among adventurers.” He paused, observing Kael's reaction. “I heard you had an interesting fight during the test to become an adventurer. Unfortunately, I was on a mission, so I didn’t see it personally.”
 
Kael, trying to hide his surprise, asked, “So… how did you recognize me?”
 
Eldric, still wearing that slight smile, nodded toward the other side of the street. “She helped me.” Kael followed Eldric's gaze and saw a female adventurer watching them from a distance. She was dressed in light armor that allowed freedom of movement, and two daggers gleamed at her belt. The woman, with a nimble and alert posture, seemed completely focused on the interaction between Kael and Eldric.
 
“She has been watching you since then,” Eldric continued, in a tone that suggested he was not easily impressed. “When I learned about you, I asked her to bring you to me. As expected, she did the job flawlessly.”
 
Kael felt a sudden discomfort upon realizing he was being followed. He didn’t like the idea of being watched without his knowledge, but at the same time, he mentally thanked himself for not having deactivated his stealth ability. At least, his greatest advantage remained a secret, which gave him some peace amid the unexpected situation.
 
Eldric, noticing the slight tension in Kael, smoothly changed the subject. “Tell me, kid… are you hungry?” The question was posed straightforwardly. 
 
Kael, caught off guard by the change of subject, hesitated for a moment before responding.
 




Chapter 23

Kael hesitated for a moment. The last time someone had shown him kindness, things had ended terribly. He could still feel the painful memory of being chained, helpless, and then feeling his flesh burn as he was consumed by fire. The experience had made him suspicious of any gesture of goodwill, and now, in the presence of Eldric, that suspicion surged back with force.
Eldric, observing the expressions on Kael's face, noticed the hesitation in the young man's gaze. He sighed softly, understanding that there was something deeper behind Kael's reticence. “Kid,” he said, his voice gentle but firm. “You don’t need to be afraid of me. I may be an old man, but I’m not a scary person.”
 
There was a sincerity in Eldric's words that Kael couldn't ignore. The man didn't seem to have ulterior motives, and the way he spoke, as if he had lived long enough to understand the scars of others, gave Kael a slight sense of comfort. Eldric wasn't forcing the situation, but at the same time, he wasn’t the type to leave a kind offer hanging in the air for long.
 
“Come,” Eldric said, gesturing for Kael to follow him. “You’re hungry, and I believe we can talk better in a quieter place.”
 
Kael looked at Eldric, still wary, but felt his empty stomach growl with hunger. The memory of the last time he had eaten a decent meal was already distant, and the idea of refusing food seemed impractical at that moment. Besides, he knew that Eldric was a living legend, a man respected by all. Perhaps, for once, he could lower his guard and accept the offer.
 
Making a quick decision, Kael nodded and began to follow Eldric, still cautious but letting hunger speak louder. As he looked around, he noticed that the woman who had been watching them had disappeared into the crowd. It was as if she had never been there, and that only heightened the feeling of distrust Kael carried, though he did not show it.
 
They walked together through the streets of Eldruin, with Eldric leading the way with long, confident strides. Kael stayed just behind, his eyes alert to the surroundings. Soon, they arrived in front of a tavern with a worn wooden sign hanging over the door. The tavern exuded a familiar aroma of burnt wood and fresh food, something Kael immediately recognized.
 
He remembered this tavern. It was a place he had often passed by before... before his death and subsequent rebirth. Every time he passed, it was just another place he could never enter. Now, however, the situation was different. He stood before it, with one of the greatest adventurers of Eldruin at his side.
 
“Come in,” said Eldric, breaking Kael’s thoughts. He opened the tavern door and stepped inside without looking back.
 
Kael stood still for a moment, staring at the open door and the cozy interior that was revealed. Taking a deep breath, he decided to follow Eldric, entering the tavern he had avoided in the past, not knowing exactly what awaited him.
 
As he stepped inside, Kael was immediately enveloped by a wave of familiar and comforting smells. The aroma of fresh food, roasted meat, and freshly baked bread mingled with the strong, unmistakable scent of beer. The place was cozy, with dark wooden walls and sturdy tables scattered throughout the hall, illuminated by oil lamps casting a warm and welcoming light.
 
As soon as Eldric entered, all heads turned in his direction. There was a mix of respect and curiosity in the gazes of those present. Some of those looks shifted to Kael, evaluating him from head to toe. Kael had a moment to take in the surroundings, and what he saw left him impressed. Everyone present appeared to be adventurers, and the numbers floating above their heads left no doubt: their levels ranged between 35 and 50. It was a place frequented by veterans, men and women hardened by years of combat and dangerous missions.
 
As Kael absorbed the atmosphere around him, a burly man with a thick beard and gray hair approached Eldric. He was clearly in his prime, with level 45 glowing above his head. The man extended his hand to greet Eldric with a gravelly laugh.
 
“Eldric, my old friend! What brings you here today?” The man then cast a curious glance at Kael, who was standing a bit behind, and his expression hardened. “And who is this street kid you brought here?”
 
Kael felt discomfort swell inside him, but before he could respond, Eldric intervened, with a calm smile. “He earned his place here; after all, he’s an adventurer now.”
 
The man scoffed, visibly skeptical. “He may have won that duel by luck, but without a level, he’ll never be a true adventurer.” His voice carried a note of disdain, and he looked directly at Kael, expecting a reaction.
 
Before the tension could escalate, a middle-aged woman with brown hair tied in a bun and a leather apron approached. She was the tavern owner, and the authority in her posture was unmistakable. “Enough of this, Barret,” she said in a firm but not hostile tone. “I won’t allow provocations in here. If you want to fight, do it outside, but not in my establishment.”
 
Barret shot one last look at Kael but then shrugged and retreated, returning to his table with a dismissive wave. “As you wish, Marga,” he said, resigned. “But I’ll be watching.”
 
Marga, the tavern owner, looked at Eldric with a warning glance. “Everything under control, right?” she said, crossing her arms.
 
Eldric let out a light laugh, laced with sarcasm. “Always is, Marga. Don’t worry.”
 
She shook her head, a small, tired smile appearing on her lips. “That’s what everyone says, but when we least expect it, they’re dueling and breaking tables. I’ll trust you this time.”
 
With that, Marga led them to a table in a more secluded corner of the tavern. The atmosphere around them was slightly calmer, away from the curious looks and murmurs of the other adventurers. Kael sat in silence, still feeling Barret’s eyes on his back, but now a little more at ease.
 
Eldric sat across from Kael and gave him an assessing look, as if he were trying to understand what was going on in the young man’s head. Marga left them with a nod, ready to bring something to eat and drink.
 
Now sitting at the table beside one of the greatest adventurers of Eldruin, Kael felt a little more comfortable, but the weight of Barret’s words still lingered in his mind.
 
Marga returned to the table carrying a tray with fresh bread and two large mugs of frothy beer. She placed the tray in the center of the table and, with a warm smile, asked, “What would you like to eat?”
 
Eldric didn’t hesitate. “A roasted lamb with potatoes for two,” he replied firmly before casting a glance at Kael. “Don’t worry, kid. I’m paying.”
 
Kael nodded in thanks, still a bit flustered by the whole situation. Marga noted the order and quickly went back to the kitchen, leaving the two adventurers alone at the table.
 
As soon as she left, Eldric picked up his beer mug with a steady hand, raising it in front of him. With one movement, he tipped the mug and drank the entire contents in a single gulp. When he finished, he let out a deep sigh of satisfaction and said with a wide smile, “Ah, damn... this beer is divine!”
 
He then looked at Kael, who was still holding his own mug with a bit of hesitation. “Come on, give it a try, kid. You’ll see it’s good.”
 
Kael had never drunk beer before, but Eldric’s encouragement and the feeling of being in that environment made him grab the mug with both hands. He took a big gulp, feeling the strong, bitter flavor of the drink spread across his mouth. It was different from anything he had ever experienced, but not in a bad way. On the contrary, the taste was surprisingly pleasant.
 
He took half of the mug before lowering it, wiping his mouth with the sleeve of his cloak and feeling the warmth of the drink go down his throat.
 
Eldric was watching him with a satisfied expression. “So? Not good?”
 
Kael smiled slightly, still savoring the taste. “It’s better than I expected,” he replied sincerely.
 
Eldric let out a low laugh, shaking his head in approval. “You never forget your first beer,” he commented, settling back into his chair.
 
As they waited for their main dish, Kael took one of the breads from the tray. He tore a piece and brought it to his mouth, the simple and comforting flavor bringing a sense of normalcy to the unusual situation. Next to him, Eldric seemed relaxed, but Kael knew that behind that calm facade, the old adventurer had his reasons for being there with him.
 




Chapter 24

When the roasted lamb finally arrived at the table, the rich and delicious aroma filled the air around them. The scent of perfectly seasoned and roasted meat, combined with the smell of golden, crispy potatoes, made Kael's mouth water instantly. It was a smell that evoked comfort and satisfaction, something he hadn't experienced in a long time.
The dish was placed in front of them, and Eldric, with an encouraging smile, looked at Kael. “Don't be shy, boy. Eat to your heart's content.”
 
Kael was still a bit cautious, but the hunger and the irresistible aroma of the lamb were stronger than his hesitation. He picked up his utensils and carefully cut a juicy piece of meat, placing it on his plate alongside some potatoes. Steam rose from the freshly roasted lamb, and Kael could see the juiciness of the meat as he cut another piece.
 
As he brought the first bite to his mouth, Kael was immediately taken aback by the flavor. The meat was tender, almost melting in his mouth, and the seasonings were perfectly balanced, enhancing the natural taste of the lamb. The potatoes, crispy on the outside and soft on the inside, were the perfect complement to the meat. Each bite was a rich and satisfying experience, something Kael had never tasted before.
 
He ate slowly, savoring each piece, letting the flavors of the meal wash over his senses. With every forkful, he felt as if he were rediscovering the pleasure of a good meal, something he barely remembered existed. The world around him seemed to fade away momentarily as he focused solely on the food before him.
 
Eldric, watching Kael, maintained a satisfied smile as he cut into his own portion of lamb. He didn’t say anything for a while, just letting the boy enjoy the moment, knowing that for someone like Kael, this meal meant much more than simply satisfying hunger.
 
Kael, for his part, continued to eat, the flavors of the lamb and potatoes bringing a comforting warmth that contrasted with the dark memories he carried. When he finished the first plate, he served himself some more, this time with less hesitation. Gradually, the caution he felt began to dissipate, replaced by a rare sense of tranquility.
 
He didn’t say much during the meal, but his eyes sparkled with gratitude, something Eldric noticed and appreciated in silence. For Kael, this meal was not just delicious but a reminder that despite everything he had been through, there were still moments of simple pleasure to be experienced.
 
The roasted lamb, with its deep and satisfying flavor, was a symbol that perhaps the world still had something to offer him.
 
---
 
After finishing the meal, Eldric leaned back in his chair, observing Kael with a more serious but still friendly expression. He had noticed the careful way the young man ate, the hesitation in each gesture, and he knew that Kael's life hadn’t been easy. Now, he felt it was time to address something deeper.
 
“Kael,” Eldric began, his voice deep but unhurried. “How long have you been on the streets?”
 
Kael, caught off guard by the question, fell silent for a moment. Memories of his life on the streets—the cold nights and the endless days of hunger and loneliness—flashed through his mind. He hesitated, searching for the right words. “It's been so long that... I don’t even remember anymore,” he replied, his voice low, almost inaudible.
 
Eldric nodded, as if he had expected that answer. “I can see it in you,” he said gently, without judgment. “But, Kael, I have a proposal for you.”
 
Kael raised his eyes, surprised. “A proposal?” He couldn’t imagine what a man like Eldric could want with someone like him.
 
“Yes,” Eldric continued, leaning slightly forward. “I want to train you.”
 
Kael was momentarily speechless. Train him? The idea seemed surreal. He could hardly believe he was sitting at the same table as Eldric, much less being offered training by him. When he finally managed to speak, his words came out with a mix of disbelief and confusion. “But... why? I don’t have a level.”
 
Eldric gave a slight smile, shaking his head. “Don’t be so hasty, boy.” He paused, his eyes fixed on Kael, as if evaluating every movement, every reaction. “I know your secret.”
 
These words made Kael's heart race. He felt a chill run down his spine, his body stiffening. He knows? Kael thought, trying to control the panic beginning to form inside him. Does he know I can hide my level? Or is he just bluffing?
 
Eldric, sensing the tension on Kael's face, continued with remarkable calm. “You are someone who has potential, Kael. And yes, I know you have a special ability... the ability to conceal your own level.”
 
Kael tried to hide his shock, but his mind was racing. “I... I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, his voice slightly wavering but trying to maintain his composure.
 
Eldric let out a low laugh, without any hint of malice. “There’s no need to be afraid, kid. I won’t tell anyone your secret. I just want you to know that I see something in you, and I’m willing to help you reach your true potential.”
 
Kael was about to ask again, but Eldric interrupted him, anticipating the question that lingered on the young man’s lips. “How do I know?” Eldric smiled, his eyes shining with a calm wisdom. “It’s simple, I have an ability that temporarily nullifies the abilities of others. When my eyes landed on you, your ability was neutralized, and I could see what you truly are.”
 
Kael felt the ground disappear beneath his feet. Eldric is more powerful than I imagined, he thought, the implications of that revelation unfolding in his mind. If what Eldric said was true, then he possessed formidable power, something beyond what Kael could even imagine.
 
Eldric continued, not giving Kael much space to fully process everything. “Of course, there are rules to using this ability,” he said, his voice now a bit lighter, as if he didn’t want to overwhelm the young man. “But that’s not the point right now. What matters is that this ability only works on me. For other people, your cloaking ability still works perfectly. And to be frank, the effect has worn off, and now I can no longer see your level.”
 
Eldric paused, allowing Kael to absorb everything that had been said. He then leaned forward again, his expression serious but with a touch of kindness. “So, Kael... what do you say? Do you want to be trained by me?”
 
Kael remained silent for a moment, his heart still racing as he processed everything he had just heard. Eldric’s words reverberated in his mind—the offer of training, the knowledge of his secret... and the realization that, even with all the power Eldric possessed, he was still there, offering help.
 
He knew this decision could change the course of his life.
 
---
 
Kael stayed silent for a few moments, reflecting on Eldric’s proposal. Accepting meant stepping into a world he barely began to understand, but at the same time, the chance to be trained by someone so powerful and experienced was an opportunity he couldn’t ignore.
 
Finally, he looked up at Eldric, determination beginning to form in his expression. “I accept your proposal,” Kael said, but before taking the next step, he asked the question that lingered in his mind. “But... why do you want to train me? What’s the real reason?”
 
Eldric was silent for a moment, as if considering his response. His eyes met Kael’s, and there was a weight in his gaze, as if he knew more than he was willing to share at that moment. “At the moment, I can’t tell you,” he replied, his voice firm but without arrogance. “But believe me, in due time, you will know.”
 
Kael wanted to insist, wanted to understand what motivated Eldric, but something in the way the man spoke made him pull back. It was clear that there was more at stake than he could see, but Kael decided to trust, at least for now. He nodded silently, accepting the answer.
 
After a while, they both stood up, leaving the tavern. The night air was cool, and the streets of Eldruin were beginning to calm as darkness settled over the city. Eldric stopped before stepping away and handed Kael a small card. The card was simple, made of thick, sturdy paper, with engraved letters indicating the address of a place Kael didn’t recognize.
 
“This is the address of the training location,” Eldric said, with a light smile. “We’ll see each other soon, kid.”
 
Kael took the card, tucking it into the inner pocket of his cloak, as he watched Eldric walk down the street. The man seemed like a force of nature, an imposing presence even as he disappeared into the darkness. Kael, still processing everything that had happened, turned and began walking in the opposite direction.
 
As he walked through the increasingly empty streets of Eldruin, Kael’s thoughts spun around what Eldric had said and how his life seemed to be changing rapidly. He could hardly believe that, in a matter of days, he had gone from a beggar on the streets to an adventurer, and now, an apprentice to one of the most powerful warriors in the city.
 
He continued walking until he reached a dark, secluded alley, where shadows enveloped the stone walls, and the sound of his footsteps echoed softly. There, away from curious glances and the dangers of the city, Kael stopped and, with a sigh, decided it was time to see where he truly stood.
 
He closed his eyes for a brief moment and then activated the level window. The familiar translucent screen appeared before him, floating in the air. His eyes fixed on the number next to his name: Level 33. He had leveled up two more times due to the battle against those nobles and now in the duel. It was an impressive level, considering where he had come from and how much he had changed since he was resurrected.
 
However, something else caught his attention: 100 skill points available to be distributed. Kael looked at the list of his skills, each one waiting to be strengthened. He knew these points were crucial for his development, but the question was: how should he divide them?
 
He thought for a moment, reflecting on his options. There’s no point in having a high level if my skills are low, Kael thought. The high level was useful, but in a real fight, where every move counted, refined skills would make the difference.
 
Kael knew he needed to balance his choices. He didn’t want to put all the points into a single skill and neglect the others, but he also didn’t want to spread the points so thinly that no skill really stood out. It was a difficult decision, and he knew it could determine his success or failure in future battles.
 
With the window still open, Kael fell silent, carefully considering his next actions. He knew that every choice was crucial, and he couldn’t afford to make a mistake.
 




Chapter 25

Kael stood still in the alley, the silence around him occasionally broken by distant sounds from the city of Eldruin. The skills window glowed softly in front of him, each skill clearly listed, waiting for his decision. He knew that this choice would be crucial for his future development.
After a few moments of reflection, Kael made his decision. He needed a balance that would allow him to be strong, resilient, and at the same time agile enough to survive any challenge that might arise in his path. With that in mind, he began to allocate the experience points.
 
First, he allocated 30 points to Strength. As he confirmed the allocation, he felt a wave of power course through his muscles, as if new vigor was being infused into his body. The skills window reflected the change:
 
Strength: Level 4
 
[Points allocated: 30]
 
The additional strength would be essential for direct combat, enabling him to face enemies with greater attacking power and resilience.
 
Next, Kael decided to enhance his Stamina, allocating another 30 points. Upon confirming this choice, he felt his body strengthen, as if his natural defenses against fatigue and pain had become more robust. It was as if an invisible armor was being formed within him, ready to withstand heavier blows.
 
Stamina: Level 4 
 
[Points allocated: 30]
 
With his strength and stamina now significantly enhanced, Kael turned his attention to something equally important: Perception. He knew that being able to detect dangers, notice subtle movements, and react in time would be vital for his survival. He allocated 20 points to this skill, feeling his senses sharpen as he confirmed the choice. His eyes seemed to see more clearly, his ears picked up sounds that had previously gone unnoticed, and his mind was more alert.
 
Perception: Level 3
 
[Points allocated: 20]
 
Next, Kael looked at his Regeneration, something he already knew could save his life in critical situations. He decided to invest 10 points here, aware that being able to recover more quickly from injuries would be an invaluable advantage in prolonged combat.
 
Regeneration: Level 2
 
[Points allocated: 10]
 
Finally, Kael decided that his Agility also needed a boost. Being fast and agile could mean the difference between dodging a fatal blow or being hit. He allocated the last 10 points to this skill, feeling his movements become a bit more fluid and his reaction time quicker.
 
Agility: Level 2
 
[Points allocated: 10]
 
With the allocation complete, Kael watched as his skills adjusted and his levels updated. He felt each change in his body and mind, as if he were being shaped and prepared for what was to come. The skills that received 30 points rose three levels, reaching Level 4. The one that received 20 points rose to Level 3. The skills that received 10 points rose to Level 2.
 
Kael closed the skills window, satisfied with the choices he had made. He felt that, with these improvements, he was better prepared to face the challenges awaiting him in training with Eldric. Even without knowing what the future held, Kael knew he now had a stronger foundation to grow and become the warrior he intended to be.
 
He stepped out of the alley, more confident than before, with his mind focused on what would come next. He knew the road ahead would be difficult, but he was determined to move forward.
 
---
 
Amara walked through the streets of Eldruin with firm steps, the sound of her boots echoing on the cobblestones as she headed to the city guard headquarters. The building, located in the heart of the city, was a robust and imposing structure made of dark stone, with low towers serving both to watch over and intimidate. The walls bore the marks of years of service, with moss growing in the cracks of the stones and faded flags flapping in the constant winds. Armed guards patrolled the entrance, and the iron gate leading inside was always ajar, allowing entry to those with permission.
 
The headquarters was organized around a large internal courtyard where guards trained, cleaned their weapons, and carried out other daily tasks. The metallic sound of swords clashing and the steady rhythm of marching footsteps filled the air. Surrounding the courtyard, several smaller buildings served as barracks, meeting rooms, and offices for high-ranking officers. The smell of leather and metal, mixed with the sweat of soldiers in training, created an austere and disciplined environment.
 
Upon entering the headquarters, Amara was greeted by a blonde officer who appeared to be in his thirties. His uniform was immaculate, and the level 19 hovered visibly above his head. He greeted her with a respectful salute, and Amara returned the gesture with a slight nod.
 
“Investigator Amara,” he said, his tone respectful. “Thank you for coming. We have a guard who claims to have important information regarding the incident at the mansion. I will take you to him.”
 
“Thank you, officer,” Amara replied, her expression serious. “Let’s hurry.”
 
The officer guided her through the courtyard and down a narrow corridor leading to the guards' quarters. The place was simple, with beds lined up in rows and wooden lockers worn from constant use. The walls were decorated with shields and weapons, and there was a sense of order in the space, despite its rusticity. The smell of blade oil and the constant sound of weapons being maintained permeated the environment.
 
Upon entering the barracks, Amara spotted the guard she was looking for, sitting on a bench, meticulously sharpening his sword. He was a robust man, his face marked by years of service, and the concentration on his work indicated that he took his responsibilities seriously. When he noticed Amara’s presence, he immediately stood up, coming to attention, sword still in hand.
 
“Investigator Amara,” he said, bowing his head in respect. “It’s an honor to have you here.”
 
Amara waved him off, a bit impatient. “No need for formalities. I’m here because I heard you have information for me.”
 
The guard nodded, setting his sword aside before he began to speak. “Yes, ma’am. I have something that might interest you. It happened a few weeks ago while I was on patrol in the central square.”
 
Amara stepped closer, crossing her arms as she listened intently.
 
“I found a beggar sleeping in the square,” the guard continued, his eyes fixed on Amara. “He was lying near a tree, and as usual, I went to reprimand him. Just another dirty vagabond, it seemed. But when I went to kick him awake, something unexpected happened.”
 
Amara tilted her head, signaling him to go on.
 
“A young lady appeared,” the guard said, irritation creeping into his tone as he remembered. “She was a noble, you could tell by her clothing and demeanor. She intervened and stopped me from proceeding. It was Lady Elara, the daughter of House Valenwood. You’ve probably heard of her.”
 
Amara nodded. Elara Valenwood was a name she knew well. A level 15 young woman, known for her beauty and influence, as well as a unique skill. The intervention of someone like her was not something Amara could ignore.
 
“What happened next?” Amara asked, her tone now more serious.
 
“Well, I couldn’t do anything. The girl is a noble; it wouldn’t be wise to oppose her. She took the beggar with her, and I assume she brought him to the Valenwood mansion. I haven’t seen him since.”
 
Amara processed the information quickly. A beggar being taken to the mansion just before the explosion? That couldn’t be a coincidence. “And you didn’t find that strange?” she asked, trying to extract more details.
 
“At the time, I thought it was just another one of those noble extravagances,” the guard replied, shrugging. “But now, with what happened... maybe there’s more to this story.”
 
Amara fell silent for a moment, her mind racing with the new information. The guard might not know the beggar's name, but that didn’t matter. She had a new starting point. With a short nod, she thanked the guard.
 
“Alright. Thank you for sharing this with me,” she said before turning to the officer who had accompanied her. “This might be what I needed to advance the investigation.”
 
As Amara was about to leave the quarters, something in the back of her mind made her stop. She realized she had left a crucial question unanswered. Turning back to the guard, she frowned slightly, indicating she still needed more information.
 
“Wait,” Amara said, her voice firm. “I almost forgot to ask something important. What did this beggar look like?”
 
The guard, who had returned to sharpening his sword, looked up and tried to recall the details. “Yes, of course,” he replied, straightening up again. “He was a young man, probably around 1.75 meters tall, give or take. He wasn’t like the other beggars you usually see, all skinny and skeletal. On the contrary, he had a well-defined body, as if he had trained a lot, despite the tattered and dirty clothes.”
 
Amara nodded, signaling for him to continue.
 
“What stood out to me was his face,” the guard continued. “He had a burn scar on the side of his face. An ugly scar that looked old, maybe from a few years back. It’s not something you see every day.”
 
Amara absorbed this information carefully. A young man with a strong physique but a prominent scar on his face. This description didn’t seem to fit a typical beggar, especially someone who would be taken to a noble mansion like the Valenwoods. There was clearly more to this story than the guard knew.
 
She tilted her head in gratitude to the guard. “That’s useful. Thank you very much,” Amara said, her mental gears already turning as she connected these details to the rest of the investigation.
 
The guard merely nodded, returning to his task with the sword as Amara stepped away. With this new description in mind, she felt she now had an important piece of this puzzle to continue the investigation.
 




Chapter 26

Kael stood in front of the address Eldric had given him, looking at the heavy dark wood door before him. The place was discreet, with no prominent signs indicating the importance of what lay beyond the entrance. He took a deep breath, still pondering what exactly awaited him there, and then raised his hand to knock on the door.
As soon as the knuckles of his fingers touched the wood, he heard an almost imperceptible sound coming from behind him. Before he could turn completely, a female voice emerged, low and sharp, like a blade slicing through the air.
 
"The door is already open."
 
Kael quickly turned around, his heart racing with fright. Before him stood the same woman who had followed him earlier, the adventurer Eldric had mentioned at the tavern. How had he not noticed her approaching? She was so close, and yet her presence had gone unnoticed until she decided to reveal herself. This left Kael on high alert—how strong was this woman? And what skills did she possess to be able to move so stealthily?
 
She maintained a relaxed posture, but her sharp and attentive eyes were fixed on him. Wearing her light armor, with two daggers still hanging from her belt, she exuded a confidence that Kael couldn’t help but notice. There was something almost predatory in the way she watched him, as if she were always two steps ahead.
 
Without waiting for a response, the woman walked past Kael, approaching the door. With a swift motion, she pushed the heavy wood, which opened with a soft creak. She stopped in the doorway, looking at him with an impassive expression. "Are you going to stand there or come in?" she asked, her voice laced with slight provocation.
 
Kael, still a bit flustered, blinked a few times before snapping back to reality. He quickly shook his head, trying to shake off the surprise he still felt, and took a step forward.
 
"Sorry... I just didn’t expect..." Kael began to say, but the woman merely raised an eyebrow, as if she had no time for explanations.
 
"No need to apologize. Just come in," she said, lacking patience for hesitations.
 
Kael passed her and entered the building, his thoughts still spinning around the question that hammered in his mind: Who exactly is this woman? And more importantly, how strong was she to move with such stealth? Even with these questions lingering in his mind, Kael knew he was about to discover much more about what awaited him there.
 
---
 
Upon entering the building, Kael noticed that the interior resembled a simple inn. The atmosphere was cozy, with aged wooden furniture and a faint smell of alcohol in the air. The walls were adorned with worn tapestries, and the lighting was soft, provided by a few lanterns scattered around the space. In front of him, a solid wood counter dominated the room, and seated with his back to the door was Eldric, the man who had changed the course of his life recently.
 
Eldric appeared relaxed, holding a metal mug from which he occasionally took a sip. He seemed completely at ease, as if this were his usual place. Kael hesitated for a moment, about to speak, but before he could say anything, Eldric had already sensed his presence.
 
"I see you really came, Kael," Eldric said, turning his head slightly to look at him, a satisfied smile appearing on his lips.
 
Kael stepped forward, feeling the familiar mix of nervousness and determination. "Well, I don’t have much to lose," he replied, trying to keep his voice steady, despite still feeling a bit rattled by the man’s presence and the situation he was in.
 
Eldric let out a low laugh and nodded in agreement. "That’s a sensible attitude," he said, his eyes still assessing Kael. "You seem to be a smart young man. I was like that at your age, you know?" He paused, as if recalling something from the past. "A bit lost, perhaps, but smart enough to seize the right opportunities."
 
Kael offered a slight smile, somewhat melancholic. "I haven’t always been from the streets," he admitted, his words carrying a weight he preferred not to explore at that moment. "But that’s not the point."
 
Eldric tilted his head in understanding, not pressing him to say more. "I understand," he said, before changing the subject. "But tell me, Kael, do you feel ready for the training?"
 
Kael remained silent for a moment, reflecting on the question. Was he ready? He didn’t know, but he knew he wanted to be. He gave a slight nod, confirming his willingness.
 
Eldric, satisfied with Kael’s silent response, continued. "Great. But before we start, I have a recommendation." He leaned slightly forward, as if about to share a secret. "You can show your level in here, Kael. It’s safe. Besides, keeping that concealment ability active all the time drains mana. I assume you didn’t know that did you?"
 
Kael furrowed his brow, surprised. He really hadn’t known that keeping the ability active drained his mana. He had never felt any significant difference, perhaps because he had never used the ability much in combat or prolonged situations. "No... I really didn’t know," he admitted.
 
Eldric nodded, as if he had already expected this response. "Most people don’t know, because mana isn’t something visible or immediately noticeable. But trust me, everything you do consumes mana, and constantly concealing your level is no exception."
 
Kael absorbed this information, now understanding that he should use his ability more wisely. He closed his eyes for a moment, focusing, and deactivated the concealment ability. When he opened his eyes again, the number 31 floated above his head, finally visible to Eldric.
 
Eldric looked at Kael’s level and whistled, impressed. "Incredible," he said, genuinely amazed. "I already imagined it would be something remarkable, but 31? Every time I see your level it impresses me... You truly have enormous potential, kid."
 
Kael felt a mix of pride and nervousness upon hearing Eldric's words. He knew that the number didn’t mean everything, but standing before someone like Eldric and receiving such praise was something that gave him a confidence he hadn’t felt in a long time. Training was about to begin, and for the first time, Kael felt that he might be up to the challenge.
 
Eldric rose from his chair and gestured for Kael to follow him. "Before we head to the training field, there’s something I need to show you. Come with me."
 
Kael nodded and began to follow Eldric through the building, with the woman who had followed him earlier walking silently behind them. They descended a narrow, steep staircase that led to a basement lit only by a few torches mounted on the stone walls. The air was colder there, with a faint smell of metal and oil. When they reached the bottom of the stairs, Kael was surprised by what he saw.
 
The basement was a large room, almost a hall, filled with weapons arranged neatly on wooden racks and in open cabinets. There were swords of various types and sizes, spears with gleaming blades, finely crafted bows, sharp daggers, heavy axes, and even ornate shields. The gleam of the blades reflected the light of the torches, and Kael could feel the powerful aura emanating from each one. They were not just ordinary weapons; there was something special about each of them.
 
Eldric stopped in the middle of the room and turned to Kael. “These are the weapons you can choose to specialize in,” he said, with a sweeping gesture that encompassed the entire arsenal. “All of them are enchanted, which means they possess special properties that can amplify your abilities, increase your strength, or even protect you in combat.”
 
Kael looked at the weapons with a mixture of admiration and indecision. He had never been in a place like this, surrounded by so much raw power encapsulated in steel.
 
Eldric noticed Kael's hesitation and added, “You can view the statistics of each piece of equipment if you’re unsure. Just hold the weapon you choose, and the system window will ask you if you want to see the stats. It’s simple, but important for you to make an informed choice.”
 
Kael nodded, absorbing the explanation and feeling grateful for the guidance. “Thank you,” he said sincerely, still surprised by the amount of knowledge Eldric had about the system and the skills.
 
Eldric, always perceptive, looked directly at Kael with a curious expression. “Kael, you’ve reached level 31, which is impressive. But it seems you don’t know much about how the system works. How is that possible?”
 
Kael felt a slight tension at being questioned so directly. He knew he couldn't tell the whole truth, at least not yet, but he also didn't want to lie completely. He opted for a partial version of the truth. “I haven’t always had a level like this,” he said carefully. “Things changed recently, and I’m still getting used to it.”
 
Eldric studied him for a moment, as if pondering Kael's words, but he didn’t press further on the topic. He gave a slight nod, accepting the explanation. “I understand. Well, the more you know, the better. Take your time to choose, Kael. Picking the right weapon can make all the difference in your training and the battles you will face.”
 
Kael took a deep breath and began to walk among the weapons, his hands lightly brushing against the handles of swords, the shafts of spears, and the bows. Each touch seemed to vibrate with latent energy, as if the weapons were waiting for someone to awaken them fully.
 
He knew this choice was crucial; the weapon he chose now would become an extension of himself in future battles. But with so many options, each with its own appeal and power, Kael found himself at a crossroads. Should he opt for something he was already familiar with, or take a risk and choose a weapon that could open new possibilities?
 
As his fingers glided over the handle of a long sword with a shining blade, Kael felt the weight of the decision he was about to make. And then, amidst the indecision, he decided to trust his instincts and follow what he felt was right for him.
 




Chapter 27

Kael stood in the center of the basement; his eyes fixed on the sword he had just chosen. It was a longsword with a blade as black as night, made of a material he couldn't identify. The blade had a strange, almost ethereal glow that seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it. The hilt was wrapped in dark leather, with subtle silver engravings, and the weight of the weapon in his hand felt perfect, balanced, as if it had been custom-made for him. The touch of the blade was cold, yet it conveyed a sense of power, something Kael had never felt before.
As he examined the sword, something to his right caught his attention. On an item table, there was a mask that seemed almost lost among the other objects, yet somehow stood out as if it were waiting for him. Kael set the sword aside for a moment and approached the table, his eyes locked on the mask.
 
The mask was made of a material that Kael couldn’t immediately identify—perhaps wood, but there was something more, something that made it different. The surface was black, like the blade of the sword, and had a rough, almost organic finish. The eye openings were deep and dark, as if they were portals to another world, and the nostril holes gave the mask a nearly bestial appearance. The most unsettling feature was the design of the mouth, which appeared to be sculpted into a frozen smile, something between grotesque and fascinating. The mask was both frightening and strangely alluring, as if it were calling out to Kael.
 
He reached out and picked up the mask. The material was surprisingly lightweight to the touch, but there was a sense of symbolic weight to it, as if it carried secrets and unknown stories. Holding it, Kael felt a shiver run down his spine, but it wasn’t fear—it was as if the mask were trying to communicate with him, establishing a silent connection.
 
While Kael still held the mask, Eldric, who had been watching him silently, approached with a raised eyebrow of curiosity. “I see the mask caught your attention more than the sword,” he commented, his voice calm but tinged with interest.
 
Kael looked at Eldric and, still intrigued, asked, “What is this mask?”
 
Eldric gave a slight smile and crossed his arms, looking at the mask with a thoughtful expression. “I bought this mask from a merchant who came from a very distant place many years ago. It’s certainly a curious piece. It seems to adapt to the user, but I’ve never been able to figure out exactly what its abilities are. There’s something mysterious about it, something I haven’t been able to unravel.”
 
Kael continued to gaze at the mask, feeling an increasing desire to understand more about it. He knew Eldric was being honest—the man seemed just as intrigued as he was.
 
Eldric then picked up the sword Kael had chosen earlier, lifting it effortlessly. “But this sword, on the other hand, I know well. I earned it as a reward on one of the most difficult missions I’ve ever been on. It’s an excellent weapon, with powerful abilities that can make a significant difference in combat.”
 
Kael, still holding the mask in his hand, took the sword back from Eldric. As soon as his fingers wrapped around the hilt again, the familiar system window appeared before his eyes, a simple yet meaningful question emerging in translucent letters: “Would you like to see the statistics of the selected item?”
 
He stood there for a moment, feeling the weight of the two choices—the enigmatic mask in one hand and the powerful sword in the other.
 
Kael, still holding the black-bladed sword, accepted to see the statistics of the item. As he confirmed his choice, the familiar system window expanded before his eyes, revealing detailed information about the weapon now in his hands.
 
---
 
Black Silver Sword
 
Sword Level: 120
 
Minimum Level Required to Use Abilities: 100
 
Sword Abilities:
 
- Strength Amplification: The sword amplifies the user’s physical strength, doubling the impact of each strike. The higher the user’s strength level, the greater the amplification. The sword syncs directly with the bearer’s strength, enhancing every movement.
 
- Black Bolt: The sword increases the user’s attack speed, allowing for movements nearly imperceptible to the naked eye. This ability works in conjunction with the bearer’s agility, making their attacks fast and difficult to predict. The user and the sword move like a black bolt, but it consumes a lot of mana to use.
 
- Mana Absorption: The sword can absorb a small amount of mana from each injured opponent, regenerating the user’s own mana. The higher the bearer’s mana level, the more is absorbed.
 
- Piercing Blade: The sword can easily penetrate physical and magical defenses, partially ignoring armor and magical shields. This ability becomes more effective as the user has high levels in resistance and perception.
 
- Connection to Darkness: The sword responds to the user’s dark energy, becoming more powerful in dark environments or at night. The blade absorbs the surrounding darkness, strengthening each blow, provided the bearer has some affinity with abilities related to darkness or the night.
 
---
 
Kael read the information attentively, absorbing every detail. The sword in his hands was powerful, far beyond what he had initially imagined. However, the level required to fully utilize all its abilities was well beyond his current level. He felt a mix of admiration and respect for the weapon.
 
The sword seemed almost alive, an extension of the user’s skill system. Each ability of the sword amplified aspects Kael already possessed or could develop over time. If he could reach the necessary level, the sword would be a formidable ally, capable of transforming him into a fearsome warrior. For now, he could wield the sword, but he wouldn’t have full access to its capabilities. Even so, just having the weapon by his side could change the tide of a battle.
 
Kael gripped the sword more firmly, feeling the energy pulsing within it. He knew this was the weapon that would accompany him on his journey.
 
Still holding the Black Silver Sword in one hand, Kael turned his attention back to the enigmatic mask he had found on the table. Curious to learn more about the object, he tried to see the mask’s statistics through the system window.
 
However, instead of revealing the information, an unexpected message appeared before his eyes:
 
[To see the statistics, this item must be in use.]
 
Kael furrowed his brow, confused for a moment. In use? He pondered what this could mean, but quickly arrived at the most obvious conclusion. If the mask needed to be “in use,” it probably meant he would have to put it on. With a slight hesitation, he took a deep breath and raised the mask to his face.
 
The material of the mask, which felt rigid to the touch, molded itself to Kael’s face as he put it on. It was surprisingly comfortable, almost as if it had been made for him. The lightness he had noticed earlier remained, and now, wearing the mask, Kael felt as if part of his identity was being concealed, as if he were becoming a shadow.
 
As the mask adjusted to his face, the system window activated again, this time revealing the detailed statistics of the item.
 
[Shadow Mask
 
Mask Level: The same as the user’s
 
Minimum Level for Use: None
 
Mask Abilities:
 
- Level Deception: The mask allows the user to modify their level to others, regardless of their own level. This ability is optional when the mask is in use and consumes a minimal amount of mana, making it highly efficient.
 
- Statistics Visualization: When in use, the mask grants the user the optional ability to view all the statistics of other people who have levels. This includes levels, abilities, and any other information the system may reveal. It’s a powerful ability for those who need to quickly assess opponents or allies.
 
- Blocked Abilities: The mask contains other abilities that are currently blocked. They must be unlocked with experience points. The nature of these abilities is unknown until they are unlocked.]
 
---
 
Kael read the statistics of the mask with increasing fascination. The ability to conceal his level was something he already possessed, but now, with the mask, this ability seemed even more refined, as if it were a natural extension of his power. Additionally, the ability to view the statistics of others was an invaluable tactical advantage. Knowing what he was up against before a battle could change the course of any fight.
 
However, what caught his attention the most were the blocked abilities. The idea that the mask contained other hidden powers, waiting to be unlocked, sparked a flicker of curiosity and ambition within Kael. He knew that, with time and effort, he could unleash the mask's full potential, but for now, those abilities remained a mystery.
 
The mask was more than just a piece of equipment; it was a tool of transformation, something that could help him survive and stand out in the dangerous world he was venturing into. With the sword in one hand and the mask on his face, Kael felt he was beginning to shape himself into something greater, something that perhaps even he did not yet fully understand.
 
Now equipped with two powerful pieces, Kael was ready to face the training and challenges Eldric had mentioned. The weight of the sword and the presence of the mask gave him newfound confidence, a sense that, no matter what came next, he was a bit more prepared to deal with the unknown.
 




Chapter 28

Amara was sitting in her office, illuminated only by the soft light of an oil lamp on the table. The room was cramped, with shelves filled with books and scrolls covering the walls, and the air carried a faint scent of aged paper mixed with the aroma of melted wax. The window, partially ajar, allowed the cool breeze of the Eldruin night to enter, gently stirring the curtains. Outside, the city was beginning to sink into darkness, with only the distant glow of lanterns in the streets breaking the growing gloom.
In front of her, scattered across the dark wooden table, were the notes from the case that had consumed her for the past few days. Amara was leafing through the pages carefully, her eyes fixed on the disturbing details she had gathered. The exact number of dead at Valenwood Manor was recorded there: forty. Forty bodies among family members, their servants, and the guards who worked there. A precise number, exactly what one would expect to find in a residence of that stature.
 
However, something didn't add up. In the manor's cellar, two corpses had been found separated from the rest. Unlike the others, these bodies were not charred, but they had still met a violent end. The pages detailed how the other bodies were found charred or deformed by the debris of the house that collapsed after the explosion. Unrecognizable human remains, reduced to ashes and broken bones. A scene of total destruction.
 
But what intrigued Amara the most was the discrepancy that arose when she thought about the beggar who, according to reports, had been seen being taken to the manor by Lady Elara Valenwood. If that man had entered the manor, then one would expect there to be forty-one dead. But the final number remained at forty.
 
She pressed her fingers against her temples, trying to order her thoughts. Who was that beggar? How could he simply vanish amid such chaos? And, more importantly, who was the figure that several civilians claimed to have seen emerging from the rubble shortly after the explosion? Could it be possible that the beggar and this figure were the same person?
 
Amara felt a growing unease in her chest. Each new piece of information seemed to raise more questions than answers. It was as if she were trying to assemble a puzzle with pieces that didn’t fit. The case was taking an unexpected turn, and the mystery only deepened as more details emerged.
 
She got up from her chair, brushing the papers aside with a quick motion. The sound of the material dragging across the table echoed in the small space. Frustration and the desire to uncover the truth compelled her to continue, to leave no stone unturned.
 
Amara knew she couldn't solve everything sitting in her office, surrounded by notes and reports. There was something in the city that she had yet to see, a clue that was hidden in the shadows of the streets of Eldruin. Determined, she donned her heavy coat, prepared her short sword, and strapped the investigator's armband to her arm.
 
As she headed for the door, the lamp continued to burn, its flickering light reflecting the determination in Amara's eyes. She needed to go out and search the city. She needed to find the missing piece to unravel the enigma of the forty dead at the manor. With that in mind, Amara left the office, ready to scour every corner of Eldruin until she found the truth.
 
---
 
Amara walked through the city center with firm steps, her eyes attentive to every detail, but the day was proving frustrating. Beside her, several guards accompanied her, ready to act should anything require their attention. The streets of Eldruin were bustling as always, with merchants shouting offers and hurried people moving back and forth. However, despite all efforts, no one seemed to have noticed a beggar with a distinctive scar and good physical shape.
 
Amara approached merchants, residents, and passersby, describing the man and asking if anyone had seen someone matching that description. But the responses were always the same: vacant expressions, shrugs, and negatives. It was as if the man were invisible, as if he had never existed. This left her even more intrigued. How could someone so distinctive go unnoticed?
 
One of the guards, a tall, sturdy man with a visible level on his head, approached Amara as she was questioning another person. “You know, investigator,” he said, keeping his voice low, “most people don’t pay attention to beggars, especially if they don’t have a level. It’s like they’re invisible to most.”
 
Amara furrowed her brow, reflecting on the comment. “Yeah, maybe you’re right,” she replied, a tone of frustration in her voice. “But someone with a scar like that should draw attention, even if just for a moment.”
 
The guard shrugged. “Maybe, but Eldruin is big. A lot of things can go unnoticed if people aren’t paying attention.”
 
Amara sighed, realizing that searching the streets wasn’t getting her anywhere. She needed a new approach. “Let’s go to the adventurers' bar,” she said, deciding it would be better to drink something to think more clearly about this case.
 
The guards nodded, and together they made their way to one of the most well-known adventurers' bars in the city. The place, a sturdy wooden building with small windows and yellowed lights seeping through thick fabric curtains, was the meeting spot for many adventurers after a long day’s work. The bar's sign swayed gently in the wind, the sound of metal creaking echoing down the street.
 
When they entered, they were greeted by a warm and noisy atmosphere. The bar was full of adventurers, some still in their armor with weapons visible, others relaxing with mugs of beer and plates of food. The smell of roasted meat, fresh bread, and alcohol filled the air, while the soft light from the lamps illuminated the space with a golden glow. The wooden floor was worn from time and use, and loud conversations mixed into a constant murmur.
 
Amara went straight to the counter, where the bartender, a middle-aged man with a thick mustache and a stained apron, promptly attended to her. “A strong drink,” she ordered, with little ceremony, needing something to relieve the frustration she felt after an unproductive day.
 
As she drank, feeling the strong liquid slide down her throat and bring a momentary warmth, something caught her attention. The conversation nearby, where a group of adventurers had gathered around a nearby table, seemed to have shifted focus to a topic that interested Amara.
 
“Have you heard about that newbie? The unranked adventurer who signed up for the guild?” One of the men, a muscular guy with a scar on his arm, spoke with disdain. “The guy really thinks he can be part of the guild just because he won a lucky duel.”
 
Another man, shorter, with a scruffy beard and a cynical look, laughed and shook his head. “And with that scar on his face? As if it’s something impressive. I bet he’s just trying to gain sympathy with that crap on his face.”
 
The first man laughed loudly, nearly spilling his beer. “Yeah, a guy with no rank and an ugly scar like that? He’s just going to be a burden to whoever takes him in a group. I don’t even know why the guild let that useless guy in.”
 
Amara, who had been focused on her drink until then, straightened up, now fully attentive to the conversation. She set her mug aside and walked confidently to the adventurers' table.
 
The men looked at her in surprise as she approached, clearly not expecting to be interrupted by an investigator.
 
“About that adventurer you were talking about,” Amara said straightforwardly. “Who is he?”
 
The adventurers exchanged confused glances, but the first man, the one with the scar on his arm, replied. “Just a no-level newbie trying to stick his nose where it doesn’t belong. A beggar who joined the guild, they say. Has a scar on his face. Why? Are you interested in him?”
 
Amara suppressed a smile upon hearing the description. “Maybe. And where can I find him?”
 
“At the guild, or somewhere in the city,” the man replied, suspicious. “But I don’t know why you’d bother looking for him. He doesn’t seem worth it.”
 
Amara gave a slight nod. “That’s for me to decide.” And without another word, she stepped away from the table, leaving the adventurers behind.
 
She now had a new lead: an unranked adventurer with a scar on his face who had recently joined the guild. The connection between this man and what had occurred at Valenwood Manor seemed increasingly plausible. With that in mind, Amara prepared to follow the new trail opening before her.




Chapter 29

Kael was in an open field, miles away from Eldruin. The city was barely visible on the horizon, just a distant speck amid the gentle hills surrounding the area. The field where he stood was vast, covered in tall grass that swayed gently in the wind, with a few scattered trees providing sparse shade. The sky was tinted with shades of orange and red, indicating that the day was drawing to a close. The air was cool, almost chilly, but pleasant after hours of intense training.
Next to him, Eldric, the experienced adventurer who had decided to train him, was busy preparing the next exercise. The choice of weapons earlier that day had only been the beginning. After leaving the city, Eldric had gifted Kael a new set of gear: a black cloak that looked tailored, a lightweight chainmail shirt, reinforced leather boots, and everything needed for a novice adventurer. The black cloak fluttered slightly in the wind, and Kael felt a strange sense of belonging when he put it on.
 
But now, the reality of training was beginning to manifest relentlessly. Eldric placed a large backpack filled with heavy stones at Kael's feet, and he observed the considerable weight of the load. The backpack looked simple, but as he lifted it and slung it over his back, Kael immediately felt the pressure on his shoulders and back. Each stone inside was like a small burden he would have to carry, both physically and mentally.
 
“Today, we start with endurance,” Eldric said, his voice firm yet lacking any hint of impatience. “You will run through this field with this backpack. No magic, no skills. Just your physical endurance.”
 
Kael, still adjusting the straps of the backpack so they wouldn't chafe too much, looked at Eldric, who maintained a serious expression but had a slight encouraging smile on his lips.
 
“I know it seems simple, but believe me, it's one of the most important trainings,” Eldric continued. “Endurance is the foundation of everything. Over time, your body will grow stronger, and you will gain more experience points just by pushing your limits.”
 
Kael nodded, knowing there was no other option but to follow the instructions. He started running, initially at a moderate pace, feeling each step press against his muscles. The field was vast, and the sensation of running in such an open space was both liberating and exhausting. Each time his foot touched the ground, the weight of the backpack felt heavier, as if it wanted to knock him down.
 
Eldric watched from a small rise, arms crossed, remaining vigilant as Kael ran. “Remember, Kael, keep your breathing steady,” he shouted, his words carried by the wind to Kael. “Don’t try to run too fast. Focus on maintaining a steady pace, and don’t let the load defeat you.”
 
Gradually, fatigue began to accumulate. Kael's leg muscles burned, and sweat dripped down his face, soaking the collar of the cloak. But he didn’t stop. He continued running, the tall grass brushing against his boots as the sun slowly descended on the horizon. The weight of the backpack seemed to increase with each passing minute, and his steps became heavier, slower.
 
Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Eldric raised his hand, signaling that the day's training was complete. Kael stopped, gasping for breath, his lungs burning as he tried to catch his breath. He dropped the backpack to the ground with a sigh of relief and let himself fall onto the soft grass, lying on his back, his eyes fixed on the sky now tinged with shades of purple and blue.
 
The field was quiet, except for the gentle sound of the wind and the distant chirping of birds beginning to settle for the night. Eldric approached, with calm and firm steps, and stopped beside Kael. He pulled a small water pouch from his belt and handed it to the young man, who accepted it gratefully.
 
“You did well on your first day,” Eldric said, a note of approval in his voice. “It may not seem like much now, but this kind of training makes all the difference.”
 
Kael took a long drink of water, feeling the refreshing liquid soothe his dry throat. “What will the next training be?” he asked, still breathing heavily, curiosity mixed with fatigue.
 
Eldric let out a light laugh, shaking his head. “For now, you need to focus on building your physical endurance. Run with this backpack every day until I see you’re truly progressing. When that happens, we’ll change the training.”
 
Kael sighed but couldn’t help laughing, despite his exhaustion. “Got it,” he said, still lying in the grass. “Thank you, Eldric... for wanting to train me.”
 
Eldric simply nodded, saying nothing more, and they both sat in silence for a few moments. Kael sat up, and together they watched the sun slowly set, painting the sky with vibrant colors and creating a natural spectacle over the hills and the open field.
 
The training was exhausting, but Kael knew he was on the right path. With Eldric by his side, he felt he was becoming stronger, not only physically but mentally as well. And as night began to fall, he allowed himself a brief moment of peace, contemplating the horizon beside his mentor, before darkness completely took over the sky.
 
---
 
A few days had passed since the beginning of Kael's training, and each day brought a new layer of exhaustion and determination. The open field where he trained with Eldric had become a sort of personal battlefield. Kael now ran the same route as always, but this time without a shirt, letting sweat flow freely down his body as the sun beat down on his back. His long hair, once loose, was now tied back to keep it from interfering with his movements.
 
Eldric and the woman who always accompanied him stood in the distance, closely watching each of Kael's steps. She remained a mysterious figure, her name still unknown to Kael, but her presence was constant, like a silent shadow that never stopped evaluating him. Today, Kael had deactivated his concealment ability, and the number 30 floated above his head, visible to everyone. The decision to expose his level reflected the growing confidence he was starting to feel in himself, even knowing that there was still much to learn.
 
As he ran with the heavy backpack full of stones on his back, Kael could feel a small but significant improvement in his endurance. His muscles, now more accustomed to continuous effort, did not complain as much as before, and his breathing was more controlled, less labored. The daily run had become part of his routine, and he no longer felt as crushed by the weight as he did on the first day. Over the days, he had noticed that he gained seven experience points, something that surprised him. It was a modest yet important reward, and he decided that for now, he would accumulate more of these points before investing them.
 
Finally, after completing the route, Kael dropped the backpack to the ground with a sigh of relief, the heavy sound of the stones hitting the earth echoing across the field. Without a second thought, he lay down in the grass, his exhausted body thankful for the brief rest. The sky above was clear, the deep blue just beginning to turn golden as the sun started to descend.
 
He grabbed a leather canteen he carried with him and took long sips of water, feeling the refreshing liquid quench his thirst and ease some of his exhaustion. Still lying down, Kael looked up at the sky, letting his mind wander for a few moments until Eldric approached, bringing with him the Black Silver sword Kael had chosen.
 
“Good job, Kael,” Eldric said, his voice carrying a note of approval. “But the training isn’t over yet.”
 
Kael, still catching his breath, raised his head to look at Eldric. He knew what was coming, but that didn’t make it any easier. His muscles protested as he stood up, his legs heavy after the exhausting run. But when Eldric extended the sword towards him, Kael didn’t hesitate to take it.
 
The sword felt even heavier now that he was tired, the black metal reflecting the soft light of the late afternoon. The weight of the blade was familiar, but also a reminder that training was far from over. Kael steadied his stance, trying to focus on the task ahead.
 
Eldric began to explain the basics of fencing, his voice firm and clear as he demonstrated the movements. “The sword is not just a weapon,” he said, skillfully holding his own sword. “It is an extension of your body. Every movement you make with it should be natural, fluid. Remember, it is not the sword that defeats the opponent, but the swordsman who wields it. Even if the sword has the most destructive capability of all, it is useless if you don’t know how to use it.”
 
Kael listened attentively, absorbing every word as he tried to mimic Eldric's movements. Each step, each strike, each defense was a lesson in itself. Eldric moved with a grace that only came with years of practice, and Kael knew he had a long way to go to reach that level of mastery.
 
The sword, although heavy, was starting to feel less strange in his hands as he followed Eldric’s instructions. However, the fatigue was still present, and each strike he made was a challenge to keep his arms from giving way. But the determination in his heart pushed him to continue, to learn every nuance of fencing that Eldric was teaching him.
 
After a sequence of movements, Kael paused for a moment, sweat dripping down his face as he held the sword in position. He looked at Eldric, who was watching him with a critical yet satisfied gaze.
 
“You're doing well,” Eldric said with a faint smile. “In time, these movements will become natural, like breathing. But for now, we need to strengthen your foundation. Remember, Kael, the key is continuous practice. And don't worry, I'll be here to guide you.”
 
Kael nodded, feeling a renewed sense of purpose. Even exhausted, he knew he was on the right path. He took a deep breath and raised the sword again, ready to continue as the sun began to set, painting the sky with fiery colors.
 




Chapter 30

Amara walked through the bustling streets of Eldruin, her determined steps leading her directly to the adventurer's guild. The city, always full of life, felt more oppressive that day, with the gazes of the people carrying a mix of curiosity and indifference. She passed by merchants shouting their offers, patrolling guards, and groups of young people discussing their recent exploits. But none of this distracted her; her mind was completely focused on a single mission.
The adventurer's guild loomed imposingly before her, a robust and ancient building with dark stone walls and narrow windows that gave the place a fortress-like air. The solid wooden door was ajar, and the sound of loud conversations and laughter escaped from it, mingling with the noise of the streets. Amara adjusted the cloak over her shoulders and entered, immediately greeted by a stifling warmth and the smell of sweat, leather, and alcohol that permeated the air.
 
As she crossed the threshold, Amara noticed that the guild's main hall was crowded with adventurers, some newcomers, others grizzled veterans with gray hair and tired eyes. The place was filled with tables, some occupied by groups discussing missions, others by solitary adventurers sharpening their blades or tending to their gear. The sound of voices echoed throughout the hall, creating a cacophony that almost made her long for the silence of the streets outside.
 
But as soon as she stepped inside, a subtle change occurred. The chatter ceased for a moment, and all eyes turned to her. Amara was used to this kind of attention but couldn't deny that there was something more in that silence, an almost palpable tension. The presence of a city investigator in the adventurer's guild was uncommon and certainly did not go unnoticed.
 
She kept her gaze fixed ahead, ignoring the curious looks and the whispers that began to spread as the adventurers returned to their conversations. The sound in the hall resumed, but in a more controlled manner, as if they were aware that they were being observed by someone with authority.
 
Amara headed straight for the reception desk, where a young receptionist was organizing some papers and checking records in a large leather-bound book. The receptionist, a woman with brown hair tied in a bun and a visible level above her head, noticed Amara's approach and straightened her posture, putting a professional smile on her face.
 
“Good afternoon,” said the receptionist in a polite voice. “How may I assist you, ma'am?”
 
Amara wasted no time. “I’m looking for information about a young man who recently registered at the guild. He has a scar on his face and, as far as I know, has no level.”
 
The receptionist furrowed her brow for a moment, seeming to ponder the description. “A young man with a scar and no level?” she repeated, as if confirming.
 
Amara nodded, keeping her tone firm. “Exactly. I need to know if he registered recently.”
 
The receptionist glanced briefly around the hall, as if trying to recall someone fitting that description. “Let me check the records,” she said, turning to the registration book on the counter.
 
As the receptionist flipped through the pages, Amara stood patiently, waiting. She could feel many adventurers' eyes still on her, although no one was looking directly. The tension still hung in the air, as if everyone there were trying to understand what an investigator wanted with a rookie, especially one without a level.
 
Time seemed to pass more slowly, each second stretching as the receptionist turned page after page of the book. Amara maintained an upright posture, her arms crossed, her eyes scanning the hall occasionally, analyzing each face, each movement. The place was far from being a friendly environment for someone in her position, but she was not intimidated; she was there to get answers and would not leave empty-handed.
 
Finally, the receptionist stopped on a page and ran her fingers over the names inscribed. She glanced briefly at Amara before returning to the records. “It seems we have someone who fits the description,” she said, her voice professional but with a hint of curiosity. “He registered a few weeks ago. One of the few without a level who managed to pass the initial tests.”
 
Amara felt a slight tension lift from her shoulders. This was exactly the lead she needed. “Great,” she said, leaning slightly over the counter. “I would like to know more about him. Where can I find him?”
 
The receptionist hesitated for a moment, clearly not used to this kind of request. “I... don’t know exactly where he is right now. But I can check where he was last seen if you’d like.”
 
“Do that,” Amara replied, her tone making it clear that there was no room for debate.
 
As the receptionist returned to the records, Amara looked around once more, feeling that every moment there was an important piece of a larger puzzle. She was determined to find this young man and discover how he was involved with the events at the Valenwood mansion. And judging by what she had heard so far, he could be the key to unraveling the entire mystery.
 
The receptionist finished flipping through the large record book and looked at Amara with an expression that mixed curiosity and apprehension. “He was last seen three days ago, in the town square,” she began, checking her notes again to ensure she was correct. “He was on an escort mission for an apple merchant, along with another level-less adventurer. His name is Kael. Unfortunately, we don’t have any more information about him.”
 
Amara registered the name in her mind with precision. Kael. Finally, she had a name to connect with the mysterious figure who seemed to be at the center of everything. “Thank you for the information,” she said, with a courteous but firm tone. Wasting no more time, she turned and headed for the guild’s exit, feeling the gazes of the adventurers follow her to the door.
 
The atmosphere inside the guild felt even heavier now that she knew Kael was one of the adventurers there. Every face seemed to be scrutinizing her, trying to understand what her presence meant. But Amara showed no discomfort; she kept her head held high, her posture confident, like a hunter who knows she is close to her prey.
 
When she finally stepped into the daylight, she took a deep breath, feeling the fresh air ease some of the tension that had built up. Eldruin was bustling as usual, with people coming and going, busy with their own tasks, oblivious to the weight of the investigation Amara was carrying. Outside, her assistant was waiting for her, a young man with a keen gaze and disciplined posture. He straightened up when he saw her emerge, a look of anticipation on his face.
 
“Did you find anything at the guild?” he asked, his voice laden with curiosity and hope.
 
Amara nodded, walking alongside him as they moved away from the guild entrance. “Yes, we got a lead. It seems we are finally getting closer. His name is Kael,” she said, with a determination that left no doubt she was getting nearer to solving the mystery. “Now, let’s find out what this boy has to do with the incident at the Valenwood mansion.”
 
The assistant, keeping pace with Amara, continued to question her. “Do you really believe someone could have walked away in the middle of that explosion? The descriptions we received are... unbelievable.”
 
Amara furrowed her brow slightly, pondering the question. “No, I don’t believe an ordinary person could walk away from an explosion of that magnitude,” she replied, with a tone that conveyed both doubt and logic. “To survive something like that, someone would have to possess exceptional regeneration abilities. And frankly, it’s much more likely that people got confused. It’s natural, considering the amount of smoke and chaos at the scene. The mind tends to play tricks in high-stress situations.”
 
The assistant nodded, still reflecting on Amara’s words as they walked through the streets of Eldruin. The city around them continued its routine, indifferent to the intense search that was underway. Amara, however, was focused on her mission. Each step brought her closer to the truth, and she knew she wouldn’t rest until she unearthed every secret involving Kael and the Valenwood mansion.
 
---
 
Kael walked through the bustling center of Eldruin, his steps firm, but his mind wandered in thought. Beside him, Rian, the other level-less adventurer who had passed the tests alongside him, kept a relaxed pace, observing the activity around. The streets were filled with hurried people, merchants shouting their offers, and children running among the passersby. The cacophony of the city was something Kael was starting to get used to, although his focus was distant, tied to the conversation he had had with Eldric a few days earlier.
 
Eldric, always wise and straightforward, had explained something crucial to Kael. They were on a break from training, sitting on a patch of tall grass as the sun slowly set on the horizon. It was there that Eldric shared a concept that Kael was still digesting.
 
“Even if a level 21 person has a level 10 skill,” Eldric had said, looking Kael in the eyes, “if you have the same level 10 skill but your overall level is 33, your skill will be more powerful. Everything is proportional to the user’s level. In other words, a level 1 skill in a level 1 person will be significantly weaker than the same skill in a level 33 person.”
 
These words echoed in Kael’s mind as he walked through the city. He recalled the duel he had won, the one where his skills seemed inferior on paper, yet somehow he had managed to equal and even surpass his opponent. It made sense now. Kael’s overall level was making a difference, amplifying his abilities in a way he was just beginning to understand.
 
“That explains a lot,” Kael murmured to himself, almost inaudible amid the city noise.
 
Rian, who had been silent until now, noticed the expression on Kael's face and turned to him. “Did you say something, Kael?” he asked, in a friendly tone. He was a light-hearted young man, always with an easy smile on his face, even knowing the hardships they would face as level-less adventurers.
 
Kael shook his head, as if shaking off his thoughts. “Nothing much,” he replied, forcing a slight smile. “Just thinking about some things Eldric told me.”
 
“Oh, that old man is full of stories,” Rian commented, laughing. “I’m surprised he took an interest in you. He’s not the type to take someone in for no reason; actually, I’ve always admired him. It’s one of the reasons I joined the guild.”
 
Kael shrugged, still reflecting on what Rian had said. Eldric really didn’t seem like the type to do anything without a good reason, and that left Kael even more intrigued about what awaited him. The training was tough, yes, but there was something more, a kind of purpose that Kael still couldn’t fully see.
 
As they walked, Kael observed the shops and stalls along the streets, people negotiating and moving with the typical bustle of the city. The sun was high, illuminating the stone facades of the buildings and casting sharp shadows on the ground. The smell of freshly prepared food lingered in the air, mixed with the aroma of the earth and the sweat of the crowd. Eldruin was a living city, full of stories and secrets, and Kael felt he was just beginning to unravel his own.
 
As they passed through a central square, the sound of water gushing from a fountain at the center briefly captured Kael’s attention. He stopped for a moment, letting the noise of the water blend with his thoughts. The idea that his level amplified his abilities gave him a new perspective on what he could achieve. Until now, he had underestimated the impact of his level, thinking only the skills mattered. But Eldric had made him realize that every little advantage counted, and that his level was a powerful weapon.
 
Rian noticed that Kael was lost in thought again and gave him a light pat on the shoulder. “Come on, we still have a lot to do today,” he said, pointing to a street stretching ahead, where new challenges were surely waiting for them.
 
Kael nodded, temporarily pushing aside his reflections and focusing on the present. “Sure.”
 
Eldruin, with its bustling streets and promises of new missions, continued to call to them. And, as he walked alongside Rian, Kael prepared himself for what lay ahead, feeling that he was finally beginning to understand the true nature of the power he possessed.
 




Chapter 31

Kael and Rian pushed open the heavy doors of the adventurers' guild and entered the main hall. The interior was familiar, with its sturdy wooden walls adorned with shields, swords, and trophies from past quests. The air was thick with the smell of sweat and leather, while the sounds of conversations and laughter echoed throughout the space. The guild was bustling as always, with adventurers of various levels and experiences discussing plans, reporting missions, and preparing for new challenges.
The two headed straight for the quest board, a large wooden panel filled with notices, each representing a job opportunity for adventurers. Kael and Rian, being new to the guild and without a level, were limited to simpler quests, so their options were restricted.
 
On the board, they quickly found a new escort mission. It was the kind of work they had done before simple but essential for building a reputation within the guild. Rian leaned in to read the notice and smiled slightly.
 
"I know this merchant," he said, pointing to the name on the paper. "He always hires adventurers to protect his goods. It's not a difficult job, but it pays enough."
 
Kael nodded, also looking at the notice. "Looks good for us. Better than sitting around waiting for something bigger."
 
He took the paper and headed to the counter, where the receptionist was busy organizing records. The woman, who had assisted them before, looked up at Kael and Rian with a professional smile.
 
"We're here to accept this escort mission," Kael said, handing the paper to the receptionist.
 
She took the document and quickly made a note in the guild's records, registering their names as the adventurers responsible for the mission. "Alright," she said, after stamping the paper with the guild's seal. "The merchant is waiting for you in the central square. Don't be late."
 
Rian gave a grateful smile. "Thank you!"
 
Kael also expressed his thanks with a nod. "Let’s go then."
 
They turned and exited the guild, crossing the noisy hall. Once again, they felt some curious glances from other adventurers, but now they were more accustomed to it. The guild was a competitive place, and Kael knew that, for now, they were considered the newcomers. But each completed mission brought them closer to something greater.
 
As they stepped out onto the bustling streets of Eldruin, the sun shone brightly, warming the air and making shadows dance along the facades of the houses and shops. Kael and Rian made their way toward the central square, ready for another day of work, hopeful that, step by step, they could build a name for themselves in that challenging city.
 
---
 
Kael and Rian arrived at the central square, where the activity was bustling with merchants and citizens of Eldruin. The square was filled with stalls selling everything from fresh fruits to exotic fabrics, and the sound of lively voices filled the air. In the center of the square, a large wooden cart was parked, with the emblem of apples engraved on the sides. Next to the cart stood an elderly man with gray hair and a kind expression, patiently waiting. Rian immediately recognized him as the merchant mentioned in the notice.
 
"It’s him," Rian said, confirming with a slight nod. They approached, and Rian, with a smile, stepped forward to introduce himself. "Good morning, we are the adventurers who will be escorting you."
 
The merchant looked up, observing the two young men with a warm smile. "Ah, it’s good you’ve arrived," he said, his voice carrying a sincere kindness. "It’s always nice to have company while traveling. You never know what might happen on the road."
 
As the merchant began to explain the details of the mission—the route, possible risks, and where he needed the cargo delivered—Kael was attentive, but a discomforting feeling started to grow inside him. The gentle breeze passing through the square was not the cause of the shiver that ran up his spine. It was something more... something he had learned to identify recently. His perception skill, now at level 4, had become sharper, more sensitive to subtle changes in the environment.
 
Suddenly, he felt it clearly. He was not alone. Someone was watching him, and that presence was approaching quickly. The instinct for survival took over Kael. Without wasting a moment, he turned abruptly, his senses on high alert. The action was so sudden that the merchant jumped slightly in surprise, and even Rian, who was beside him, flinched.
 
Kael had already drawn his black sword, the blade's metal glinting in the sun as he assumed a defensive stance. His heart raced, eyes fixed on what was ahead. The tension in the air was palpable.
 
Across the square, a figure emerged from the crowd, walking towards Kael with firm steps. They were not alone; accompanying her were two other individuals, all dressed in a way that immediately revealed their authority. The person in front was a woman, her cold, calculating eyes locked onto Kael. As soon as she noticed the movement, she drew her own sword, pointing it at him. Her companions, also armed, mirrored the gesture, their expressions showing no sign of hesitation.
 
Kael did not back down, but the intensity of the moment was undeniable. He felt the weight of the sword in his hand, the blood running hot in his veins, every fiber of his being prepared for whatever might come.
 
Rian, realizing who they were, murmured, almost in a whisper of despair. "Shit... they’re investigators."
 
The air around them seemed to condense, every sound in the square muffled by the rising tension. The surrounding crowd, which had previously been immersed in their daily routines, now began to notice the scene unfolding. Some stopped, watching from a distance, while others discreetly moved away, not wanting to get involved in what clearly seemed to be a dangerous situation.
 
Kael maintained his firm stance, his gaze fixed on the woman in front of him, trying to decipher her intentions. There was no way to know what would come next, but he knew he was in a delicate situation, where any wrong move could trigger something he did not want.
 
---
 
Amara hurried through the streets of Eldruin, accompanied by two of her trusted men. The morning sun illuminated the alleys, and the air was thick with the familiar scents of the city—freshly baked bread, spices, and the faint odor of smoke wafting from distant forges. Each step brought her closer to the objective she had been pursuing for nearly a week. Finally, it seemed she was about to find the man who had managed to escape from the shadows for so long.
 
Since she began investigating the incident at the Valenwood manor, Kael’s name had emerged as an enigma to be solved. All the clues seemed to point to him, but every time she thought she was close, he slipped away like sand through her fingers. This left her both frustrated and determined to find him and finally get the answers she had been seeking.
 
When she and her men approached the central square, where the city’s hustle and bustle was at its peak, Amara spotted him. Kael was standing next to another young man, talking to a merchant beside a large cart. The young man seemed to be immersed in a casual conversation, utterly unaware that he was being watched.
 
Amara took a deep breath, preparing for the approach. The intention was clear: to address Kael amicably, without raising alarms, and lead him to an interrogation that could finally clarify what had happened that damned night. She and her men began to advance through the square, trying not to attract attention.
 
However, before they could fully close the distance, something unexpected happened. With a speed that caught her off guard, Kael turned abruptly in her direction. His eyes, previously focused on the merchant, were now fixed on her, and in his right hand appeared a black sword, gleaming ominously under the sunlight. The combat stance he assumed was not that of an amateur; rather, it was a firm, disciplined posture, worthy of a royal guard. This made Amara’s heart race, not from fear, but from pure instinct.
 
Without thinking twice, purely by reflex, Amara drew her own sword, the gleaming metal tracing a precise arc as she took a defensive position. The surprise was clear in her eyes, but her body reacted out of experience. Adrenaline coursed through her veins, and within seconds, what should have been a peaceful approach had turned into a tense confrontation.
 
Beside Amara, one of the investigators accompanying her scoffed disdainfully, his voice laced with irritation. "How dare a mere level-less trash draw a sword against the investigators?" he said, the arrogance in his tone like distilled poison.
 
Amara, however, knew the situation was about to unravel. Kael did not seem like someone who acted without reason, and the intensity in his eyes indicated he was on high alert. She needed to act fast, before the tension resulted in an unnecessary conflict. The fact that Kael had displayed such skill only heightened her suspicions and the urgency to resolve the situation before it escalated.
 
She kept her sword raised but softened her stance, trying to convey that she was not there to start a fight. "Calm down," Amara thought, attempting to communicate with her body language that their intentions were not hostile. Every second that passed felt eternal, and the square, which had once been bustling with activity, now seemed suspended in time as everyone awaited the next move.
 




Chapter 32

Kael maintained his firm posture, the black sword still pointed directly at the woman before him. The air around them felt dense, heavy with tension, as Kael's gaze remained fixed on the investigator and her companions. The slight tremor of adrenaline in his hands was noticeable, but he did not waver. This was not a situation he had anticipated, and he was ready to defend himself if necessary.
The investigator, however, did something Kael did not foresee. With surprising calmness, she began to slowly lower her own sword, keeping her eyes locked on his. Each of her movements was controlled, almost as if she were handling a wild animal that could attack at any moment. When her blade finally touched the ground, she sheathed it with a smooth, deliberate motion.
 
"Put your swords away," she commanded her men, never breaking eye contact with Kael. There was a moment of hesitation; the two investigators beside her were clearly suspicious and uneasy, but seeing that the order was firm, they complied. Reluctantly, they lowered their weapons and sheathed them, still maintaining a stance of alertness but no longer provoking Kael.
 
Rian, who stood beside Kael, took a deep breath, trying to calm the situation. "Kael... put down your sword, man," he said in a low but firm tone, trying to sound calm despite the tension in the air. "They're investigators. We don't want to create trouble."
 
Still suspicious, Kael studied each of the investigators for another moment, his eyes evaluating every detail. Finally, he decided that the risk of keeping the sword raised was not worth the effort. Slowly, he lowered the blade, feeling the weight of the situation ease a bit, although his mind remained on high alert. With a controlled movement, he sheathed the sword, hiding it again beneath the black cloak.
 
After adjusting the cloak to cover the weapon, Kael took a step back, watching the investigators warily. The square around them seemed to return to its normal rhythm, though some people still glanced at the group, curious about what had happened.
 
The central square of Eldruin resumed its usual pace, with people moving back and forth, still casting curious looks at the small group that had just had a tense confrontation. Kael, although he had lowered his sword, remained on high alert, his eyes fixed on the woman before him. He could still feel the tension in his muscles, ready to react to any sign of threat.
 
The investigator, maintaining a calm and controlled posture, stepped forward and, in a firm voice, introduced herself. "My name is Amara. I'm an investigator from the city."
 
Still wary, Kael watched the woman carefully before responding. "Kael," he said, dryly and straightforwardly. He didn't like the idea of giving too much information about himself, especially to someone who was clearly after him.
 
Rian, feeling the pressure of the situation, quickly intervened, trying to ease the heavy atmosphere. "And I'm Rian," he said, in a lighter tone, forcing a smile in an attempt to relieve the tension. "We're just here for an escort mission."
 
Amara nodded, accepting their introduction without expressing any judgment. She kept her voice neutral and professional, but there was a clear determination in her words. "I've been looking for you, Kael. You are a difficult person to find."
 
Kael did not respond immediately, only casting a cautious glance at Amara, assessing her intentions. He didn't like the idea of being tracked, especially by an investigator. "What do you want?" he asked, getting straight to the point, not hiding his suspicion.
 
Before Amara could respond, Rian, always trying to mediate the situation, placed a hand on Kael's shoulder. "Calm down, Kael. She's an investigator; she's here just to ask questions."
 
Amara raised a hand, indicating that everything was under control. "It's okay," she said, looking directly at Kael. "I just want to talk."
 
Kael frowned, clearly unconvinced. "Talk?" he repeated, a mix of disbelief and caution in his tone. The last time someone wanted to "talk" to him, things hadn't ended well.
 
Amara maintained her calm demeanor, aware that she needed to be careful with her words. "Yes, talk," she confirmed. "About the Valenwood mansion."
 
The mention of the mansion struck like an unexpected blow. Kael felt his blood run cold and his heart race. His previously controlled eyes revealed a subtle change, a spark of shock that did not go unnoticed by Amara. She observed his reaction closely, knowing she had touched on something crucial.
 
"So you really do know something about what happened there," Amara said, her voice calm but laden with implications.
 
Kael tried to maintain his composure, but the weight of Amara's words made him realize that the past was finally catching up to him. The square, once noisy, seemed to have grown quieter, as if the world around him was waiting for his response.
 
The tension, which had briefly subsided, began to rise again. Kael knew he was at a crossroads, and his next words could change everything.
 
Kael kept his expression controlled, but inside he was quickly trying to organize his thoughts. He knew Amara was suspecting something, and he needed to stay calm. "I was just surprised," he said, trying to sound convincing. "I have nothing to do with that mansion."
 
Amara watched Kael intently, noting every nuance in his behavior, every microexpression that might betray his words. She was not convinced, but she also knew that pushing too hard might make him close off even more. Turning her gaze to the elderly merchant beside the cart, she sensed the tension in the air, even as the man tried to disguise it. "You're on an escort mission, right?" she asked, momentarily diverting her focus from Kael.
 
Rian, always quick to try to ease the situation, responded with a nod and a slightly nervous smile. "Yes, we're here to escort the gentleman and his cargo to the next village."
 
Amara looked at the cart, the simplicity of the task not escaping her, but that was not what concerned her. She wanted to keep Kael in sight, and the escort seemed to be the best opportunity for that. "Then I'll accompany you," she said, with a firmness that made it clear she was not asking for permission.
 
Kael's eyes narrowed slightly, but he did not respond immediately. The idea of being watched by an investigator during the mission was not something he appreciated, but he knew that refusing could raise even more suspicions.
 
Amara, in turn, turned to her soldiers. "You stay here," she ordered, her voice authoritative. "Wait for me in the square until I return."
 
The soldiers exchanged worried glances, clearly uncomfortable with the idea of leaving Amara to go alone. "But ma'am, it's dangerous..." one of them began to say, his voice laced with hesitation.
 
"I'll be fine," Amara interrupted, her tone firm leaving no room for argument. "Just obey."
 
Reluctantly, the soldiers nodded and stepped back, though they kept worried looks on her. Amara then turned her attention back to Kael, who was still observing the situation warily.
 
"So, shall we go?" Amara said, gesturing for them to move forward. "We can talk on the way."
 
Kael sighed, realizing he didn't have many options. Her presence would be a nuisance, but at the same time, pushing her away would only heighten the suspicions. "Do what you want," he replied, adjusting the cloak over his shoulders, hiding the black sword as he prepared to start the journey.
 
With the decision made, the group prepared to leave. The merchant, still a bit uncomfortable with the whole situation, climbed into the cart, casting nervous glances at Kael and Amara. Rian, trying to keep the atmosphere light, gave Kael an encouraging smile before falling to the rear.
 
The journey began, and the tension between Kael and Amara had not lessened. As the small group moved through the streets of Eldruin, the sky began to cloud over, as if reflecting the uncertainty of what was to come. The conversation, inevitable, loomed closer, and Kael knew he would need all his skill to navigate the storm of questions that was surely coming.
 




Chapter 33

The group advanced along the dirt road that stretched sinuously ahead, surrounded by tall trees whose canopies swayed gently in the wind. The dark clouds in the sky gave the environment a somber tone, as if a storm were about to burst upon them at any moment. The air was heavy and humid, carrying the scent of the earth preparing for rain.
Amara walked close to the cart, maintaining a calculated distance from Kael and Rian. Although she was there to talk, she had not said a word since leaving the square. Her eyes were fixed on Kael, assessing every movement, every gesture. To her, this young man was a mystery, and she was determined to unravel it.
 
Kael, in turn, felt the weight of her gaze. He knew that Amara was watching him, and this only heightened his tension. His steps, although firm, were accompanied by turbulent thoughts. He was aware that the investigator was looking for answers, and any slip could complicate his situation even further.
 
Rian, walking beside Kael, was visibly uncomfortable with the silence hanging between them. He cast a worried glance at his friend, trying to decipher what was happening. He moved a little closer to Kael and, in a whisper almost inaudible, asked, “Kael... do you know why the investigators want to talk to you? Especially about the mansion?”
 
Kael hesitated, feeling the weight of the question. The memory of the mansion, of what had happened there, was still a ghost he preferred to keep buried. But he couldn’t deny the truth that Amara seemed poised to discover. “I don’t know what happened at that mansion,” he replied, his voice low but firm. Even though his words were partially true, he knew they wouldn’t be enough to dispel her suspicions.
 
Rian frowned, clearly dissatisfied with the answer. “That’s very strange,” he commented, also in a low voice, casting a quick glance at Amara to ensure she wasn’t listening. “Maybe they’re looking for a scapegoat, someone to blame for what happened. I’ve heard of things like that.”
 
Kael felt a chill run down his spine but didn’t let it show. The idea of being used as a scapegoat was not new to him; people without status were often seen as disposable, especially in complicated situations like this. “It could be,” he murmured, not wanting to delve deeper into the conversation. He was more concerned about how he would handle Amara's questions than about theories regarding what she wanted.
 
As they followed the dirt road, the sound of the cart wheels creaking softly on the path resonated in their ears. The trees around them formed a natural corridor, and the overcast sky cast the landscape in a gray and melancholic hue. Each step seemed to echo in that silent environment, as if nature itself was waiting for what would come next.
 
Kael continued to walk, the weight of the black sword hidden beneath his cloak serving as a reminder that he was far from safe. The road ahead was long, and the approaching rain seemed a metaphor for the storm of questions he knew he couldn’t avoid for much longer.
 
---
 
Amara finally approached Kael, her eyes fixed on him, determined to learn more about this enigmatic young man. She had waited long enough, observing him, and now she wanted answers.
 
“Where did you come from?” she asked, her voice firm but not aggressive.
 
Kael, still suspicious, replied bluntly. “I’ve always been from the streets.”
 
Amara frowned, her expression reflecting skepticism. “It’s impossible for someone to always be from the streets,” she said, her eyes scanning Kael’s physical stature. “Your body says otherwise.” She was clearly analyzing Kael’s physique, his musculature, his posture—everything indicated that he was not someone who had grown up without training or discipline.
 
Kael sighed, his patience beginning to wear thin. He stopped in front of Amara, his face tense. “If you think I have anything to do with that explosion at the mansion, you’re mistaken.”
 
Amara's eyes sparkled immediately. “Explosion?” she repeated, a slight smile appearing on her lips. “I didn’t mention that word.” She crossed her arms. “So, you really do know something about what happened there.”
 
Kael bit his lip, murmuring something inaudible, but before he could respond, a deep and threatening roar echoed down the road. They all froze for a moment, turning to face the source of the sound. The cart came to a sudden halt, and the merchant looked around, confused and alarmed. “What was that?” he asked, his voice trembling.
 
“I don’t know,” Rian replied, his eyes wide, glancing around. The roar sounded again, this time closer, reverberating through the surrounding trees.
 
Amara, now in a defensive stance, looked at Kael and murmured, “I’ve never heard that sound on this road.” Whatever it was, it was unusual, something dangerous.
 
Kael felt a chill run down his spine. His perception skill, now at level 4, alerted him to something his body recognized as an imminent threat. He didn’t think twice. In a quick, decisive motion, he rushed to the merchant and shoved him off the cart with force, making the old man fall to the ground, bewildered. In the next instant, a massive tail, reminiscent of a scorpion's, struck the cart, sending it flying away and destroying it in a single blow. The wood splintered in the air, scattering across the road.
 
From among the trees, a colossal creature emerged, its legs crushing the ground with power. It looked like a giant scorpion but far more terrifying. Its body was covered in a glossy black shell, its claws enormous and stained with dried blood, evidence that it had already claimed a victim. The monster, seemingly ripped from a nightmare, roared again, swinging its venomous tail through the air.
 
“Shit,” Rian murmured, his face pale. “It’s a giant desert scorpion.”
 
Amara quickly stepped back, positioning herself next to Kael. “How did this thing end up here? They only live in deserts!”
 
Kael kept his eyes on the monster. “Now’s not the time to think about that,” he said, his voice steady. “We need to get out of here and call the authorities.”
 
Amara, however, shook her head, her eyes determined. “We don’t have time for that. I can handle this thing,” she said, taking a battle stance. “You two, protect the merchant!”
 
Kael and Rian exchanged a quick glance, both recognizing the danger. The giant scorpion's claws were covered in blood, and its agitated behavior indicated that it was furious, ready to attack again. It advanced, its legs crushing everything in its path, its claws opening and closing, ready to tear apart anything that approached. The sound of its thick legs and the tail cracking through the air was the only noise besides Kael's and Rian's heavy breaths.
 
“Let’s go,” Kael said, running towards the merchant as Amara prepared to face the beast.
 
The air around them was heavy, the dirt road trembling under the scorpion's steps, and the dark clouds in the sky seemed ready to unleash a violent downpour at any moment.
 
Amara narrowed her eyes as she stared at the colossal creature before her. The giant desert scorpion was even more terrifying up close, its claws clenched tightly as its venomous tail moved threateningly in the air, ready to strike at any moment. The creature wasn’t just a mindless beast; above its head, where its focal point of existence would be, Amara could see a floating number. Level 28. The revelation made her stomach tighten. She was an experienced swordswoman, but her level was only 20—a significant difference against such a dangerous opponent.
 
Even so, Amara knew that fleeing wasn’t an option. The merchant and the younger adventurers were at risk, and she couldn’t let the creature advance without trying to contain it.
 
Taking a deep breath, she murmured a few quick words in an archaic language, feeling the familiar flow of magical energy coursing through her fingers. Amara wasn’t a trained sorceress, but over the years as an investigator, she had learned a few simple spells that could be used in desperate situations. Her fingers glowed with a bluish hue as she channeled the energy into a targeted attack.
 
With a sharp movement, she hurled the spell at the scorpion. A burst of magical energy whizzed through the air, briefly illuminating the surroundings with its ethereal glow. The spell struck the body of the scorpion with force, right in the middle of its hard black shell.
 
But the creature barely reacted. The energy seemed to disperse across the surface of the shell, leaving only a small burn mark where the spell had hit. The scorpion roared back, its massive body swaying from side to side, as if it were just more irritated by the attack. Its eyes gleamed with wild fury, and its venomous tail cracked through the air, ready to retaliate.
 
Amara stepped back, trying to assess the situation. She had counted on her experience and skill, but the level difference between them was evident. The scorpion was a powerful creature, and her spell, as well-cast as it was, didn’t seem sufficient to cause any significant damage. The creature's thick shell was nearly impenetrable, and its higher level only enhanced its defenses.
 
“Damn it…” Amara murmured to herself, panting, already feeling the fatigue from using magic. She knew she had to think fast. The scorpion wasn’t going to back down easily, and the only advantage she had was her experience in close combat. However, she needed an opening—and, more importantly, time.
 
The creature, now even angrier, roared again and began to advance, its heavy legs crushing the ground as its venomous tail prepared to strike once more.
 
Amara tightened her grip on the sword's hilt, knowing that the true test of her skill was just beginning.
 




Chapter 34

The giant scorpion advanced with surprising speed for a creature of its size. Its enormous legs crushed the ground with force, kicking up dust and chunks of earth as it moved toward Amara. Its eyes glowed with fury, and the venomous tail snapped through the air, ready to deliver a deadly blow. Amara, still recovering from the failed spell, realized too late the speed of the monster. Her muscles tensed, but she knew she wouldn’t have time to react.
The creature's roar grew louder, and for a brief moment, she believed she had no chance of escaping. However, before the scorpion could strike her, a shadow passed by her side. Kael suddenly appeared, moving with impressive speed. Without a second thought, he dashed toward Amara and forcefully pushed her back.
 
She fell onto the dirt floor with a thud, her body cushioned by the rough ground. Though the fall was hard, she hadn’t been seriously injured. She looked up, still in shock from the scene that had just unfolded before her.
 
Kael, on the other hand, was not as fortunate. The scorpion struck him directly with its massive tail, and the impact was brutal. The tail slammed into Kael with overwhelming force, launching him through the air like a rag doll. He was thrown against a nearby tree with a hollow, brutal sound, his back colliding with the trunk with a crack. Kael fell to the ground, his body sprawled and inert for a moment, as if life had been ripped from him in a single blow.
 
Rian, who was watching the scene unfold, shouted, his voice filled with despair and disbelief. “What the hell are you doing, Kael?!”
 
But before his words could fully echo in the air, the question lost its meaning. Rian watched, his eyes wide with surprise, as Kael began to move. Slowly, with the heavy movements of someone who had just been severely injured, Kael started to rise. His body was battered, his face covered in scratches and blood, but he was on his feet.
 
Rian murmured to himself, unable to believe what he was seeing. “That blow would have killed anyone without a level... How is this possible?”
 
Amara, still on the ground, looked at Kael in disbelief. The impact he had suffered should have killed him instantly or, at the very least, left him incapacitated. But there he was, standing, his body resisting in a way that defied logic. She felt a mix of relief and confusion. Who was this young man, and how could he endure something like that?
 
As Amara and Rian watched in disbelief, the giant scorpion, which had previously focused on her, had now turned its full attention to Kael. The monster recognized him as a more worthy opponent, a stronger prey. The scorpion roared again, its massive body curling as it prepared for another attack, its claws open and tail swaying aggressively.
 
Kael, still gasping for breath and visibly injured, shouted to Amara with all his strength, not taking his eyes off the creature in front of him. “Get out of here! Go to Rian's side and protect the merchant!”
 
Amara, though still full of questions and perplexed by what she had just witnessed, knew it was not the time to hesitate. She quickly got up and, with a brief and grim look at Kael, obeyed. “Let’s go!” she said to Rian, running toward where the merchant was hiding, still trembling with fear.
 
As she ran to Rian’s side, her mind was racing with questions. How had Kael survived? Who was he really? Amara, as experienced as she was, had never encountered anyone who could withstand such a devastating attack, especially without revealing any level. She knew there was much more to Kael than he let on, and this fight only heightened her doubts.
 
The overcast sky threatened a storm, and the dirt road was now covered in dust and debris from the destroyed cart. The scorpion, furious and agitated, was about to attack again. The tense silence of the countryside was broken only by the sound of the monster’s heavy legs and Kael’s irregular breathing as he prepared for the next clash.
 
Kael stood, breathing heavily, the weight of the battle already taking its toll. His vision was blurred by sweat running down his face, but he couldn’t afford to weaken. Then, the system window suddenly appeared before his eyes, shimmering with a new message that seemed to push him to continue.
 
[Mission: Defeat the Giant Desert Scorpion. Rewards: 200 experience points, 2 additional levels, unlock new abilities. Recommendation: Disable the concealment skill to better distribute mana.]
 
Kael read the message, his eyes narrowing with hesitation. He knew what it meant—if he disabled his concealment skill, Amara and Rian would see his real level, something he had avoided at all costs. But he had no choice. The strength of that monster demanded that he be at his maximum capacity, and he felt the weariness of mana while keeping the concealment active.
 
Taking a deep breath, Kael made his decision. With a quick thought, he disabled the concealment skill, feeling the energy redistribute through his body, as if an internal pressure was relieved. The number appeared above his head, visible to everyone: Level 32.
 
He closed the system window, his hands gripping the hilt of the black sword tightly. The cold metal in his hands was a reminder of the training he had received from Eldric, of all the lessons about how each strike should be precise, calculated, part of a continuous flow of movements.
 
The giant scorpion roared again, its massive claws snapping through the air, and then charged forward. With an unexpectedly quick leap for its colossal size, it lunged at Kael. For a brief moment, it seemed the monster would crush him, but Kael rolled to the side at the last second, narrowly escaping the fatal blow.
 
Quickly recovering, Kael advanced, trying to catch the scorpion by surprise from behind. However, before he could deliver a precise strike, the creature’s tail whipped like a whip and struck him squarely. Kael was thrown again, but this time, his sword cushioned part of the impact. He hit the ground with a thud, feeling the air escape his lungs, but forced himself to get up, his left arm throbbing with pain.
 
Rian watched from a distance, his eyes wide, mouth agape in disbelief. “What... what is he doing?” he murmured, hardly believing the scene before him. He then laughed, a nervous and perplexed laugh. “Kael never stops surprising me.”
 
The scorpion, not giving him time to rest, charged again. Kael barely had time to recover, dodging narrowly from the creature’s fierce attacks. Occasionally, he managed to strike with his sword, hitting the monster's claws, but the scorpion seemed relentless, refusing to yield.
 
A direct hit from the claw struck Kael in the chest, knocking him sideways. He fell awkwardly, feeling a sharp pain in his shoulder. His right arm was dislocated. Despite that, Kael forced himself to stand, his whole body aflame with pain, as the scorpion roared with fury. He couldn’t give up, not now.
 
Rian and Amara watched the battle, their eyes fixed on Kael. Rian, despite his shock, was clearly impressed. “That blow would have finished anyone... and he’s still standing.” He shook his head in disbelief. “And that level... how did he hide that from everyone?”
 
Amara, on the other hand, remained silent, her eyes focused on Kael, but her mind was working in another direction. She was starting to form a theory. Kael’s level—so high for someone so young and supposedly inexperienced—and his hidden abilities made everything seem too suspicious. An image began to form in her mind. “He could... could he be the assassin?” she thought, her thoughts returning to the Valenwood mansion. Was it possible that Kael had destroyed the family and then used his skills to escape, undetected?
 
As these doubts formed in her mind, the roar of the scorpion brought her back to the present. The monster was still focused on Kael, and even injured, he was rising again, ready to continue fighting.
 
The surroundings seemed to shrink as the battle raged on. The dirt road was now filled with claw and tail marks, pieces of the destroyed cart scattered everywhere. The overcast sky looked darker, threatening rain, but the heavy silence between each scorpion attack and each attempt by Kael to resist was almost deafening. The fight between man and monster unfolded, and both Rian and Amara were captivated by the scene, unable to believe what they were seeing.
 




Chapter 35

Kael was breathing heavily, his body already exhausted from the blows he had received. Each movement of the scorpion seemed faster and more ferocious than the last. Even with his regeneration ability, fatigue and pain were beginning to accumulate relentlessly. The monster roared in fury, its sharp claws and venomous tail swaying in the air, ready for another deadly attack.
Kael knew he needed a decisive blow. He gripped the hilt of his black sword tightly, the cold metal a reminder of the grueling training he had received from Eldric. He needed to strike the right spot, and if he was lucky, he might disarm the creature—or at least diminish its attacking power.
 
The scorpion charged again; its claws open, ready to crush Kael. He waited for the exact moment; his eyes fixed on the creature's movements. As the scorpion raised one of its claws to attack, Kael rolled to the side, narrowly escaping. With the sword raised, he lunged forward in a swift motion, delivering a blow with all his strength.
 
The blade sliced through the air with a deadly whir, hitting directly at the base of one of the creature's claws. The impact was violent, and Kael felt the resistance of the hard exoskeleton for a moment before the sword penetrated and continued the cut. With a horrific crack, the claw was ripped from the scorpion’s body, falling heavily to the ground with a dull thud.
 
The creature howled in pain, its roar echoing across the field like an explosion of rage. The scorpion thrashed its body in furious spasms, dark blood oozing from the spot where the claw had been torn away. For a moment, Kael felt a wave of victory wash over him, but that feeling was quickly replaced by a new terror.
 
At the exact moment Kael delivered the decisive blow, the scorpion's tail, moving with almost supernatural speed, swung through the air and pierced his thigh. The impact was brutal and sudden, slicing through his flesh with ease, and he felt excruciating pain radiate throughout his leg. Blood gushed out immediately, staining the dirt ground beneath him.
 
Kael screamed in agony, feeling the tail’s blade penetrate deeply. His muscles burned, and his leg weakened instantly. With a violent yank, the creature pulled its tail from his thigh, leaving an open, bloody hole. Kael staggered back, barely able to keep his balance. His leg was nearly incapacitated, and he began to limp severely.
 
The pain was unbearable, throbbing with every movement, but Kael knew he couldn’t stop. His regeneration ability was already at work, but he knew it would take time to heal such a severe injury—time he likely didn’t have. Blood continued to flow, and he felt weakness grow with each passing second.
 
The scorpion, even without one of its claws, was still a fearsome opponent. Its eyes glinted with murderous rage, and Kael knew the creature wouldn’t stop until he was dead. Even so, he kept the sword raised, ready to continue the fight, even if every movement cost him indescribable pain.
 
For a moment, as Kael's body pulsed with pain, he silently thanked the heavens for granting him resistance to harmful substances. The poison from the giant scorpion still coursed through his body, but without that ability, he knew he would already be dead. Although the venom was weakening his thigh, preventing him from fighting at full strength, the resistance he possessed was the only reason he was still standing, even if he was stumbling.
 
The giant scorpion, with its claw torn off and its eye shining with hatred, gave Kael no time to rest. The creature, enraged, lunged at him, its massive legs sinking into the ground with each step. Kael tried to run, but the stabbing pain in his thigh made him stumble, and his speed was far below normal. Before he could react, the scorpion caught up to him.
 
In a swift move, the creature pinned him against a tree, its jaws snapping violently, trying to reach Kael's abdomen to pierce it with its sharp teeth. The tree behind him creaked under the pressure, and Kael felt the monster’s teeth scraping against his skin. The pain was unbearable, and he screamed as he felt the teeth drawing closer, about to tear his flesh.
 
Rian, watching from a distance, could no longer contain his despair. "Shit, he's going to be eaten alive this way... We must to do something," he murmured, his voice heavy with fear and helplessness. He began to rise, ready to run toward his friend.
 
But Amara stopped him, gripping his arm firmly. "If you go, there will be two dead, you and Kael," she said, her voice grave. "If Kael is already being defeated, imagine you, without any level. You won’t help at all."
 
Rian hesitated, glancing back at Kael with wide eyes full of horror and helplessness. He knew Amara was right, but watching the scene unfold without being able to do anything devastated him.
 
Kael, on the other hand, was starting to lose strength, his vision blurring from the pain and the scorpion's crushing pressure against his body. He felt the creature's exoskeleton scraping against his skin, the teeth about to penetrate his flesh. But then, in a flash of clarity, he realized something: the creature's eyes. Unlike the rest of its body, the eyes did not have the same protection.
 
Holding his black sword with both trembling hands, Kael gathered the last of his strength. He raised the blade above his head, shouting in pain and rage at the same time, and with a swift motion, he drove the sword directly into the creature's eye.
 
The blade sliced through the air and entered the scorpion's eye like a hot knife through butter. The effect was immediate. The scorpion let out a deafening roar of pain and recoiled violently, releasing Kael from the tree and moving away with erratic motions. The creature began to thrash, trying to rid itself of the intense pain, while the sword remained deeply embedded in its eye.
 
Kael fell to his knees, his body exhausted and bloodied. He was breathing heavily, watching the scorpion thrash about until it finally stopped. The creature collapsed to the ground with a dull thud, its carcass trembling for a few seconds before becoming completely still. Kael's black sword, still lodged in the monster's eye, had penetrated so deeply that it reached part of the creature's brain, leading to its death in mere moments.
 
Amara and Rian watched, stunned. The silence that fell after the scorpion's final roar felt heavy. Kael, a young man who had faced such a colossal creature alone, was now kneeling on the ground, but alive. They could hardly believe what they had just witnessed.
 
"He... he really defeated that scorpion," Rian murmured, still unable to process the magnitude of what had just happened. Amara remained silent, but her eyes were fixed on Kael, filled with questions and uncertainties.
 
While Kael was still on his knees, panting and covered in blood, the familiar system window appeared before his eyes.
 
[Mission successfully completed. 
 
Rewards: 200 experience points, 2 additional levels, new skills unlocked.]
 
Kael barely had time to process the words when the new skills appeared.
 
Speed: This skill drastically increases Kael's movement speed, allowing him to run, dodge, and attack much more quickly than normal, even in intense combat. 
 
Master Swordsman Level 1: Kael now has greater control and mastery over the sword, able to execute strikes with lethal precision and efficiency. His skill with the blade makes his attacks more powerful, even against stronger opponents. 
 
Hardening: A skill that allows Kael to temporarily harden his skin and muscles, making him capable of withstanding powerful impacts and even blows from swords and weapons of levels inferior to his, regardless of the weapon’s skill.
 
These skills made Kael feel more powerful, but the extreme fatigue still weighed on him. His aching body could barely move, and he felt darkness closing in as exhaustion took over.
 
Rian ran toward Kael, his concern evident. "Kael! Sorry, man... I should have helped. I couldn't..." he said, panting, filled with guilt.
 
Kael, still weak, raised a bloodied hand and waved to Rian, indicating that he was okay. "It's... okay..." he murmured, his voice low and fragile.
 
Before he lost consciousness, Kael made one last effort. He knew he needed to hide his level again. Concentrating the rest of his energy, he activated his concealment ability, hiding his true power before he completely blacked out. The world around him darkened, and Kael fell, unconscious, onto the dirty, blood-soaked ground.
 
The overcast sky seemed to weigh even more on the field, and the smell of blood, sweat, and earth filled the air. Amara and Rian watched Kael's unconscious body, still processing what they had just witnessed.
 




Chapter 36

Kael slowly woke up, his senses gradually returning as he blinked his eyes, trying to adjust to the soft light filling the room. He felt the firm mattress beneath his body, the bed narrow and simple. The room around him was minimalist, with gray stone walls and a single small window through which sunlight filtered, subtly illuminating the space. The floor was made of dark wood, worn by time, and beside the bed stood a rudimentary wooden table, with a basin of water and a towel hanging. It seemed like a modest inn, or perhaps a simple house, devoid of ornaments or extravagant details. Just the essentials.
Kael slowly sat up on the bed, still feeling the weight of fatigue in his muscles, and looked around, trying to get his bearings. His thoughts were confused. How had he ended up here? And how long had he slept? He was about to get up when a soft and familiar voice interrupted his thoughts.
 
"It seems you’ve woken up," said the voice behind him, in a light tone.
 
Kael turned around, surprised, and saw the woman who always accompanied Eldric. She was leaning against the wall next to the door, arms crossed and a small smile on her face. Kael, still a bit dazed, asked, "How long have you been here?"
 
She laughed, a short and playful sound. "Long enough to think you were dead." Her eyes sparkled with curiosity as she observed him, as if she were studying each of his reactions.
 
Before Kael could ask anything more, the woman uncrossed her arms and opened the door, letting the illuminated corridor enter the room. "Come on, Eldric is waiting. He’ll want to know that you finally woke up."
 
Kael hesitated for a moment. He still felt a slight pain in his body, the effects of the poison and the wounds he had suffered during the fight with the giant scorpion. But at the same time, he knew he needed answers. Taking a deep breath, he shook his head and followed the woman, his bare feet touching the cold wooden floor.
 
The corridor they walked through was narrow, with stone walls similar to those of the room. There were few doors along the way, and nothing indicated luxury or wealth. The place was functional, like a temporary shelter or a country house. The sound of their footsteps echoed softly down the corridor until they reached a larger hall.
 
Eldric was seated at the table, drinking from a large cup. Upon noticing Kael entering, he smiled widely, his eyes shining with a mix of relief and amusement. "Finally!" he said, rising from his chair. "I thought you were dead, kid."
 
Kael, still with his mind foggy, approached the table. "How long did I sleep?" he asked, his voice still a bit hoarse from the time he spent unconscious.
 
The woman who had guided him there answered casually as she leaned against a nearby wall. "Three days." She looked him up and down, as if assessing him. "The poison didn’t kill you, but it kept you out of action for a good while."
 
Kael processed the information. Three days. The scorpion’s poison hadn’t been lethal, thanks to his resistance, but it had been enough to take him down for days. He looked back at Eldric, feeling that many questions still needed to be answered, but for now, he was just relieved to be alive.
 
Kael furrowed his brow and straightened up a bit in the chair, the worry weighing on his thoughts. “And what about Rian, the merchant, and the investigator? They were with me during the fight...” he asked, his voice heavy with tension.
 
Eldric, with his usual carefree expression, took another sip of his drink before responding, as if he were thinking about something very distant. He glanced at Kael with a slight smile on his lips, then casually asked, “Are you hungry? You should eat something before you worry about that.” He stood up from the table, grabbed a piece of bread, and handed it to Kael, who took it, but the expression on his face didn’t change. The unease was still there.
 
“They're fine,” Eldric finally said, as if it were of little importance. “Oh, and don’t worry, Alicia saw everything that happened in the fight.” He leaned back against the table, looking directly at Kael. “She saw that you revealed your ability to them. But we’ve taken care of it.”
 
Kael froze for a moment, a wave of concern washing over his mind. “That investigator is going to cause problems knowing my secret...” he murmured, almost to himself. His eyes widened at the thought of the possible consequences.
 
Eldric noticed the look on Kael’s face and laughed. “Relax, kid,” he said, his voice calm but full of confidence. “You don’t need to worry so much. Alicia already took care of those three.”
 
Kael’s eyes widened, his heart racing. “You... you killed them?” The idea of Rian, the merchant, and even Amara being dead, even to protect his secret, left him uneasy.
 
Eldric laughed again, taking another sip of his drink. “Of course not! We’re not murderers.” He shrugged, as if the suggestion were absurd. “Alicia has a very useful ability, you know? She can erase memories. Don’t worry, she used that ability on them.”
 
Kael leaned forward, now even more curious but also surprised. “Erase memories...?”
 
Eldric nodded. “That’s right. Of course, there are limitations. She can only erase up to a day of memory, and it only works once per person. But for them, that was enough. None of the three remember that you have a level.” He patted Kael on the shoulder, as if resolving the simplest problem in the world. “We also erased the memories of the investigator's guards. Everything is under control.”
 
Kael fell silent for a moment, absorbing what he had just heard. Alicia truly had an incredible ability, a dangerous weapon in the right — or wrong — hands. He glanced at the woman, who stood silently observing everything with that calm and impenetrable expression.
 
“She... is really powerful,” Kael thought, impressed. Alicia was not just a mysterious woman following him, but a true master in the shadows, manipulating situations without anyone noticing. This revelation left him uncomfortable and, at the same time, relieved.
 
The tension in his shoulders began to dissipate. Eldric and his team had everything planned, and for now, he was safe.
 
Back in his room, Kael opened his system window and, with his 200 available experience points, decided to distribute them evenly among all his skills. After the process, his new levels were as follows:
 
- Strength: level 6
 
- Stamina: level 6
 
- Perception: level 4
 
- Regeneration: level 3
 
- Agility: level 3
 
- Speed: level 2
 
- Master Swordsman: level 2
 
- Hardening: level 2
 
Kael slowly got up, his body still sore from the recent battle against the giant scorpion. Every movement brought a sting of pain, especially in his thigh and abdomen, where the most severe wounds were. Despite this, he began to prepare, carefully putting on all his gear. He donned the black cloak that Eldric had given him, adjusted the lightweight adventurer armor over his body, and finally picked up the mask he had chosen days earlier.
 
As soon as he put the mask on his face, a status bar appeared before his eyes, showing all the characteristics of the item. The mask mirrored Kael's level, so it currently had the same level as him: 34. However, what caught his attention most was a new ability he hadn’t noticed yet: Level Lie. This ability allowed Kael's true level to be hidden and replaced with any other number he wished to display.
 
Surprised and curious, Kael quickly deactivated his level concealment ability. Above his head, the number 34 floated clearly, visible to anyone observing him. He then activated the mask's ability, and a question appeared in the system window: “What level do you want to display?”
 
Kael thought for a moment. He knew he couldn’t expose himself too much. Displaying a level too high would draw a lot of attention and raise suspicions. After reflecting, he decided: level 12. As soon as he chose, the number above his head changed instantly to 12, concealing his true level. He looked at himself in the mirror for a moment, satisfied with the result. The mask gave him a new identity, a way to protect himself from curious eyes.
 
With everything ready, Kael left the room, still feeling the weight of the aches in his body but determined. He walked through the corridors until he reached the hall where Eldric was waiting for him. The place was simple, with stone walls and sturdy dark wooden furniture. There was a fireplace in the corner, the fire softly crackling, warming the environment while illuminating the rustic stones with an orange glow.
 
As soon as Eldric saw him enter, his gaze immediately went to Kael's new appearance. He wore the black cloak over the lightweight armor, the black sword sheathed at his waist, and now the mask covering his face. Eldric looked up and noticed the number floating above Kael’s head. Level 12.
 
“Wait a minute,” Eldric said, surprised, putting his drink on the table and standing up. “What happened to your level? It was 34 the last time I looked.”
 
Kael just took off the mask and smiled enigmatically. “It’s the mask,” he said, spinning the object in his hands before putting it back on his face.
 
Eldric let out an impressed laugh, running a hand through his beard as he watched Kael with curious eyes. “I knew this mask was special, but I didn’t know it had that kind of ability.” He stepped closer, examining the item more closely. “This is something quite powerful, kid. You can manipulate the level that others see... This opens many doors.”
 
Kael, despite being satisfied with the discovery, remained cautious. “Yeah, but this could also raise suspicions. I’m already a registered adventurer in the guild. They won’t give me another card with a different identity.”
 
Eldric smiled mysteriously, leaning in closer to Kael as if about to confide something. “Don’t worry about that, Kael. I have contacts in the guild who owe me favors... A lot of favors, actually. You’ll have two identities. The one of Kael, the level-less adventurer, and this new masked identity.”
 
Kael looked at Eldric, surprised, but didn’t say anything immediately. Eldric always seemed to have a solution for everything, as if he controlled the city’s behind-the-scenes. He put the mask back on and turned to the mirror in the room. His reflection looked different now. The mask, the cloak, the sword... he barely recognized the figure he saw. There was something imposing about his new appearance, something that reminded him of that crucial moment when he was killed and then resurrected by that woman, or goddess, or whatever she was. The feeling of power slowly returned, mixed with the mystery of his new journey.
 
As Kael lost himself in thought, Eldric stepped aside and smiled. “You’re starting to understand, kid. Sometimes, a mask is not just a mask. It gives you the power to choose who you want to be.”
 
Kael just nodded, still observing his reflection, feeling that despite all the uncertainties, he was on the right path — even though there was still much to discover.
 




Chapter 37

Kael walked silently along the dirt road that wound through the vegetation-covered hills. It had been weeks since the incident with the giant scorpion, and since then he had kept himself busy, accepting various simple missions, nothing that required much beyond the basics. He still remembered how the investigator, Amara, had appeared in town again and how he had managed to evade her for the time being. But he knew it was only a matter of time before she returned to press him with more questions.
He needed to grow stronger. The desire to prepare himself, to be ready for any threat that arose, consumed him. It was then that Kael heard in the guild about the giant wolves that were ravaging the forests two days' walk from the city. The creatures were disrupting trade routes, preventing many merchants from continuing their journeys. Normally, high-level adventurers, rank A or even S, would easily handle these beasts. But with most of the more powerful warriors fighting against a horde of orcs in the south of the kingdom, few were available to face the pack.
 
Eldric was among those warriors. Kael knew this as soon as he noticed his absence in recent days. With his mentor out of town, and the lack of high-ranking adventurers available, this was his chance to prove his worth and test his new skills.
 
Kael decided to follow a group of adventurers who had accepted the mission to exterminate the wolves. There were 15 in total, most between ranks B and C, with a few rank D without levels, adventurers with little experience but enough courage to participate in the endeavor.
 
With his sharp instincts and perception skill now at a higher level, Kael was able to easily follow the tracks left by the group. The forest lay ahead, dense and full of life, but also dangerous. The cold wind swayed the treetops, and sunlight filtered through the leaves, creating a dim environment that made the place seem larger and more hostile than it truly was.
 
The ground was damp, and the marks of the adventurers' footsteps were imprinted in the earth. Kael noticed every detail: deep footprints indicating heavy boots, small pieces of fabric that might have snagged on low branches, and even the faint trace of an extinguished campfire. They had camped there the night before, and he was on the right track.
 
The young man continued his journey, always alert to any sound or movement around him. His steps were silent, skillfully trained not to draw attention. He knew that if he wanted to follow the group unnoticed, he would need to exercise utmost caution. Even so, he wasn’t far enough away to miss any potential wolf attack.
 
With each step, Kael felt the weight of his black sword, the same one he had used against the scorpion, swaying slightly on his back. The black cloak covering his body made him look like a shadow amid the forest, almost undetectable. The new gear Eldric had given him was light and practical, allowing him to move swiftly without sacrificing protection.
 
As he walked, the sound of crows soaring above the trees felt like an omen. Kael knew the mission would be dangerous, but something within him yearned for it. He wanted to test his limits, to see how far his abilities could take him. And the giant wolves of the forest would be the perfect test.
 
Soon, he spotted more recent signs: trees with deep scratch marks, traces of blood on the ground, and footprints much larger than those of a common wolf. They were unmistakable. The pack was near.
 
Still, he continued to follow the tracks of the group of adventurers. He knew he wasn’t strong enough to face the pack alone—at least, not yet. The wind was blowing stronger now, rustling the leaves and increasing the sense of imminent danger. Kael kept his gaze fixed on the horizon, ready for whatever would come next. He tightened his grip around the hilt of his sword and moved forward, following the adventurers' tracks as twilight began to fall over the forest.
 
The darkness was approaching, and with it, the wolves.
 
***
 
Marcus moved through the forest, his feet sinking slightly into the damp ground, the sound of crushed dry leaves under his boots echoing softly around him. He was ahead of his group, composed of 15 adventurers, all with serious and tense faces, though a hint of excitement could be seen in their eyes. Marcus, with his three years of experience in the field, felt the same anxiety. It was the first time he had such a golden opportunity—facing giant wolves without the shadow of a rank A or S adventurer to steal the glory, and he was now the one with the highest level in the group, 21. The others ranged between 15 and 18.
 
The surrounding forest was dense, with thick-trunked trees and intertwined branches forming a canopy of dark leaves above their heads. The setting sun barely penetrated there, creating a gloomy, almost suffocating atmosphere. The air was damp, and the smell of wet earth mixed with moss prevailed. The sounds of small animals and the wind rustling the trees were the only noises filling the silence as the group advanced cautiously.
 
Marcus looked around, his eyes scanning the terrain ahead, searching for signs of the wolves. He had always been confident, but this time, a twinge of unease nagged at him. Still, he kept his head held high, aware that his group relied on him to lead them.
 
One of the scouts, a slender and agile young man, approached. His attentive eyes had already detected something, and he signaled for Marcus to join him near a tree. The tree was marked with deep scratches, scars caused by sharp claws that had ripped the bark like paper.
 
"Are these marks... from the wolves?" Marcus asked, his eyes fixed on the scratches.
 
The scout nodded, touching the cuts with the tips of his fingers. "Yes, no doubt about it. They're recent, very recent. The wolves are probably hunting around here; they can't be far away. If we keep this pace, we'll find the pack soon."
 
Marcus took a deep breath. This was it. The moment he and his group had been waiting for. "Everyone stay alert," he said, raising his hand to the other adventurers, who stopped and awaited his orders. "The wolves aren't far. Get ready. We don’t know how many there are, but we can't be caught off guard."
 
The other adventurers quickly prepared, some adjusting their armor while others drew their swords or tested their bows. Some of the unranked adventurers seemed a bit nervous, but Marcus reassured them with a firm look. He knew they were essential for the group's support, even if they weren't at the center of the battle.
 
They continued to move through the forest for some time, the environment around them becoming increasingly oppressive. The trees seemed to close in around them, and the darkness began to deepen as the afternoon approached. The silence, which had once felt natural, now grew heavy, as if the forest itself were holding its breath.
 
---
 
Marcus stopped suddenly, raising his hand for the group to do the same. They were in front of a small clearing surrounded by dense trees. The scout, still in front, knelt down and examined the ground, trying to find more signs of the wolves.
 
“Any clues about where they might be?” Marcus asked, his voice low but heavy with tension.
 
The scout shook his head, frowning. “The tracks get less frequent from here on. It’s hard to say where they are resting... But I bet they’re not far. Maybe they’re further north, near the river, or in the nearby hills. We can try to follow the tracks, but they’re getting confusing with the hunting signs.”
 
Marcus snorted, frustrated. He knew he couldn’t advance blindly. These wolves were dangerous, and a miscalculation could cost the life of one of his companions. He pulled out the map from his bag and unfolded it, trying to locate the river and the hills the scout had mentioned.
 
The remaining light of the sun was starting to fade, and the urgency to find the pack before nightfall was increasing. Marcus knelt next to the scout, analyzing the terrain around them on the map. “We need to decide where to go soon. I don’t want the night to catch us with these wolves nearby.”
 
The group, standing around, looked expectantly at Marcus, waiting for his next order.
 
---
 
**Kael** watched the group of adventurers from a distance. He knew they were heading in the right direction, tracking the giant wolves that had become a threat in the region. His goal was not to interfere or steal their glory. Far from it. Kael just wanted to take the opportunity to take down some of the wolves that would likely flee during the battle, thus gaining some experience points. In the worst-case scenario, he would come out with a little more strength than before.
 
He adjusted the mask on his face, allowing his true level, 34, to remain visible. With the hood covering part of his face and the mask obscuring his features, Kael knew no one would recognize him. Besides, he needed all the mana available for his other skills. He placed his hand on the hilt of his black sword, ready for anything.
 
Suddenly, something disturbed him. His perception skill, now sharper than ever, picked up something abnormal. There was a presence nearby. No, several presences. Various forms of life moving quickly and in coordination, hidden in the shadows of the dense forest. He squinted, focusing. There were many. More than he expected. At least 40 wolves, maybe more.
 
Kael felt a chill run down his spine. The situation was about to get worse. He needed to warn the adventurers. Preparing to reduce his level to avoid startling them, a sudden sense of danger emerged right behind him. By pure reflex, Kael spun around quickly, his sword already drawn. However, what awaited him was a gigantic wolf, leaping towards him with hungry eyes.
 
The impact was violent. The wolf collided with Kael, knocking him to the ground with force. He managed to raise the sword in time, using it as an improvised shield, holding back the weight of the beast. The wolf growled and bit at him, saliva splattering on his masked face. The creature's sharp claws scraped against Kael's ribs, causing a sharp pain to shoot through his body. He grunted in pain, feeling warm blood trickle beneath his light armor.
 
With no choice, Kael turned his head and, in a swift motion, drove his sword into the creature's neck. The wolf let out one last growl before collapsing dead on top of him, its muscles relaxing as blood spread across the forest floor. Kael pushed the creature's body off him and quickly stood up, breathless.
 
He looked at the wolf's corpse, his heart racing. When the system window appeared before him, his eyes widened. Wolf level 31. The beast was only three levels below him. That was concerning. These wolves were not just wild animals; they were immensely dangerous predators, almost on par with an experienced warrior.
 
A new message appeared in the system, announcing: 
 
100 skill points successfully acquired. New mission available.
 
Kael tapped the screen, and the mission appeared: Survive the wolf pack and gain reward points and level up by defeating the pack.
 
He took a deep breath, feeling the tension rise. “Survive” was not a comforting word in that context. He closed the system window and heard the sound that sent chills down his spine: howls. The howls of the wolves echoed through the forest, as if announcing the arrival of the pack. It was a call to hunt.
 
Kael quickly looked at the group of adventurers ahead. They were in trouble, surrounded by wolves. Dozens of them emerged from the shadows between the trees, their eyes shining with murderous light. The creatures were larger than normal wolves, agile and hungry, their slender bodies poised for attack. The group, caught off guard, was beginning to form a defensive line, but they were at a clear disadvantage.
 
In front of Kael, two wolves appeared from the shadows, growling low, as if testing the ground before attacking. He could feel the presence of more wolves around, surrounding him. They were about to attack, not just him, but also the group of adventurers.
 




Thank you

Thank you very much for reading until the end. This is the end of the first volume of this story. I want to say that it was a great pleasure to write this initial adventure of young Kael. He still has much to learn and evolve, and the second volume will begin right where the first one left off. And don’t worry, it is already in production.
Again, I thank you for reading and for giving me a chance. I am not yet a professional writer and I am bound to make mistakes even though I have some published works. But I am always improving and correcting my errors so that I can write stories with love, care, and dedication for all of you.
 
Stay tuned, Kael will soon be back, and his story is much more than it seems...
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