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    Prologue

    
      White turned to black. Warm turned to cold. Smiles turned to lines. Tears turned to blood.
    

    
       
    

    
      I watched. Confused, alone, scared, lost...
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, something grabbed my hand. I looked down and my arm was torn away. I cried in pain but it was cut off short as something grabbed my other hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, my legs, my eyes, my skin, my very bones, even my heart...
    

    
       
    

    
      I drowned in blood.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Stop...”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Stop...”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Stop it...!”
    

    
       
    

    
      “STOP IT!!!!!!!”
    

    
       
    

    
      I screamed and opened my eyes. My ragged breath caught up with me and I started coughing.
    

    
       
    

    
      With sweat covering my entire body, I panted and looked around. The familiar room gradually calmed me down and I sighed as I pushed my fingers through my hair.
    

    
       
    

    
      The face reflected by the mirror in the corner of the room was back to normal. The face that I got used to seeing. No emotion, no nothing.
    

    
       
    

    
      I glanced at the hour on the clock and slowly got out of bed. I showered and quickly changed my clothes. I grabbed the bag on the floor before leaving the house.
    

    
       
    

    
      As I was heading to the front door, I looked at a picture resting on the small table to my right.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m out... old man,” I muttered, more to myself than anyone else. I opened the door and left.
    

  
    Chapter 1: The First Step

    
      A young man with black medium-length hair was lying down on top of a high school’s roof. His unnatural, but stunning purple eyes were focused on the holographic news being projected by the drones that flew above the city.
    

    
       
    

    
      He wore black pants, an azure scarf, and a black leather jacket over a white shirt. He seemed to be around eighteen years old but everything about him exuded a mature feeling. His body was distinctly fit and his facial features were sharp whilst being very dismal at the same time. Overall, no one could deny the fact that he was good-looking.
    

    
       
    

    
      His expression though appeared cold and uninterested. But that was one of the small details that only accentuated his unique looks.
    

    
       
    

    
      At some point, he chose to close his eyes to rest even though the bell was ringing throughout the entire school. The clouds slowly drifted by and some rays of light would occasionally illuminate the teen’s figure.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, a hiss abruptly sounded near his ear. The boy’s eyes shot open as he propped his body up. He jumped on his feet and spontaneously performed a series of acrobatics to get away from his initial position.
    

    
       
    

    
      He looked at where he was before with an almost invisible frown on his face.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…where do you come from?”
    

    
       
    

    
      He uttered as he stared at what suddenly disrupted his peace. It was shockingly a snake. A white snake that was approximately one-meter long. The snake had very thick scales and half of its body was covered by them while the rest was shining white skin.
    

    
       
    

    
      The animal hissed again, showing its sharp fangs. It glared at the human in front of it with palpable anger and apprehension expressed by its light blue eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      The teen scowled at the sight. He then remembered one particular news he had seen earlier. One about an experimental lab that had accidentally let loose some experiments.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Really?” The high schooler muttered. “I can’t recognize its race… but if this one is poisonous, it’s a huge issue that shouldn’t be broadcasted so casually...”
    

    
       
    

    
      He slowly started walking toward the snake. Surprisingly, the animal retreated a little and seemed to be cowering a bit. This was something that surprised the young man again.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Fear? On top of anger, huh?” He mumbled and stopped his advance. “Hey,” he called. Even he had to admit it was a bit far-fetched but he felt like he had to try. “Do you understand me?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The snake visibly trembled when it heard him which affirmed the teen’s assumptions.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Come here, I won’t hurt you,” he said and the snake hissed again. On the bright side, it wasn’t as loud as before.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Trust me. Some may have hurt you before, but I won’t,” he added. Though, his expression and tone were so monotonous that the snake seemed to have a hard time deciding if it should believe him or not.
    

    
       
    

    
      Only after a full minute did the reptilian crawl toward the teen. The latter crouched and carefully grabbed the snake before lifting it up to match his sight.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then gazed at the small snake’s eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. There’s emotion in that look. I wonder what they did to you to give you intelligence… Are you a subject that survived the Zeera project?” He whispered, referencing something that clearly shouldn’t be known to the general public.
    

    
       
    

    
      The reptilian’s slit pupils had narrowed even more. If the human were to try something funny, it was prepared to bite him in the neck within the split of a second.
    

    
       
    

    
      “RAKNA!”
    

    
       
    

    
      The teen who heard his name being shouted by an all too familiar voice winced slightly but it could barely be perceived. In contrast, the snake panicked and coiled around his neck in a vain attempt to hide from whoever was coming.
    

    
       
    

    
      Someone then opened the door to the roof with a loud bam and proceeded to glare at the boy who was previously trying to sleep on the most elevated section of the roof.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was a woman wearing a beige sweater and a gray skirt. She was fairly tall; although not as much as Rakna who seemed to be around 1.8 meters tall. She had long curly brown hair and hazel eyes. She wore no makeup and showed off her natural beauty. Her figure was also extraordinary and even Rakna couldn’t help but praise her; particularly her chest.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh, good afternoon, Flavia,” Rakna looked at her and waved his hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s ‘Miss Jeina’!”
    

    
       
    

    
      “How distant of you. You call me well Rakna. Why can’t I do the same?” Rakna cynically shook his head and replied in his usual tone.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia was obviously used to his behavior and ignored it right away. “That’s not the point! How many times must I tell you to not come to the roof using MY KEY?! That you keep stealing on top of that! Do you know how much trouble I go…t…?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Her voice faded at the end of her sentence as she noticed something. She blinked and pinched the bridge of her nose.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Rakna.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What is that around your neck?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, a snake?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Care to explain?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Explain what?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Take a guess?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hmm… sorry; I don’t know why this fellow has such white scales and skin.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s not what I’m asking!” The teacher snapped again and sighed. “Why are you carrying a snake around? I hope for you he’s non-venomous.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t blame me. I didn’t bring him here,” Rakna retorted and glanced at the reptilian which also looked back at him. “I was trying to get some sleep when I heard his hiss next to my ears. Then, I saw him.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia frowned. “Where does he come from?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I have an assumption-!?” Rakna was interrupted by a sudden tremor. His eyes widened and Flavia leaned against the wall to stabilize herself. Her expression paled when she saw the roof and walls of the school fissuring.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna almost couldn’t believe his eyes. 
      ‘The walls fissured? How? All of the school’s foundations were reinforced by Aurora. Nothing can break what they make so easily.’
    

    
       
    

    
      Even the snake seemed to be shocked by the unpredictable natural disaster.
    

    
       
    

    
      “An earthquake?!” Flavia bellowed with a hint of panic in her voice.
    

    
       
    

    
      In contrast, Rakna kept his cool and crouched whilst using his right hand to keep his balance.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t be stupid. The whole city is supported and monitored by Eion equipment. An earthquake can not only be predicted but also prevented. I don’t know why this is happening but this normally shouldn’t last.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia calmed herself when she heard his self-assured tone but before she could say anything else, the sky darkened and the school was covered in shadows. The students started looking at what was happening through the windows.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was then that the clouds gradually got illuminated by a crimson light. Afterward, a cylindrical red barrier fell from within the clouds and bounded the school’s premises with a huge quake.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia gasped as the floor beneath suddenly cracked and collapsed. She yelped and lost her footing. The whole building’s structure tilted and she was in danger of falling.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Flavia!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna raised his voice with a startling sense of urgency. Flavia had rarely ever heard him express so much emotion.
    

    
       
    

    
      He jumped down in her direction but was forced to stop because of a hole that opened right in front of him. The foundations of the building collapsed and screams resounded across the entire school. Rakna clicked his tongue and the snake, who was now literally glued to him, put its head inside his scarf in fright.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Flavia, hold onto the cracks and don’t try to go back inside. We have higher chances of surviving if we stay here. At least the roof won’t fall on our heads. Also, take off your shoes, you don’t want your heels to get stuck somewhere,” Rakna said as his voice recovered its usual poise seeing that the shaking had slightly weakened and the roof was not breaking further.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia nodded gravely and followed his advice. Rakna looked around whilst keeping an eye on her, ready to jump if needed. He noticed that the red barrier that was surrounding the school had thickened and he couldn’t see beyond anymore. It was as if the school had been isolated from the rest of the world.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’d need to be delusional to think this is something made by humans…” Rakna voiced just before Flavia groaned and fell on her knees. She was clutching her head with her hands and seemed to be experiencing some atrocious pain.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna was about to run to her even if it meant that he would make the rest of the roof collapse when he also froze and grunted as he kneeled on one leg. He was assaulted by a massive headache out of nowhere. Even the small snake wasn’t spared as it hissed weakly.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna did his best to stay conscious and forced his eyelids to remain open. Through his narrowed vision, he saw Flavia fainting as she fell backward. If he didn’t move, she would fall off the roof.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Wake up, wake up, wake up…’ 
      He kept reiterating inwardly as time seemed to slow down around him. 
      ‘Wake up!’
    

    
       
    

    
      He opened his eyes wide and his sclera gained a shade of red. His expression twisted and his indifference disappeared. It was replaced by pure fury, frustration, and an off-putting and faint amusement. His mouth formed a sneer and he kicked the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      He ignored the collapsing floor or the holes in his path, he leaped over them and even risked using unstable footholds. As he made his final leap, he outstretched his hand and grabbed the edge of a pit that had formed near Flavia’s unconscious body. His hand started bleeding but he just grunted and pulled himself up.
    

    
       
    

    
      He grabbed his teacher and put her over his shoulder. He waited until the entire school began to break apart. He made sure to dodge any glass, rock, or metal rod that could hurt him; all while fighting the headache trying to split his brain. He jumped again at the very last moment before everything crashed on the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      He spun in the air and used his own body to shield Flavia as he hit the ground. He definitely heard something break inside his body. When he had ‘safely’ landed, the rest of the building collapsed around him. Luckily, no large debris fell on them.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna coughed because of the dust and blood swelling up in his throat. He swallowed and growled in infuriation. He checked on Flavia then sighed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Damn it, woman… I don’t have enough lives to do this again,” he uttered as his eyes returned to normal and his brain finally shut down.
    

  
    Chapter 2: Assessment

    
      Rakna woke up and promptly propelled himself to his feet. His eyes looked right and left and his body tensed. His mouth was forming a flat line as he inspected his surroundings. He still had a headache but he completely ignored it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Shit,” he cursed as he confirmed some things. First of all, Flavia was nowhere to be seen. He was sure that he had managed to save her so he decided to put that in the back of his mind for now.
    

    
       
    

    
      The next thing confused him to no end. He was somehow back on the roof and the school was undamaged. And lastly; he neared the edge of the roof and looked forward. Trees; an immense forest extended around the school grounds and continued until a chain of mountains.
    

    
       
    

    
      He was about to go down and check to see if there was someone else in the building when the headache suddenly returned full force. He grunted and rubbed his temple. Then, it happened.
    

    
       
    

    
      || Host has awakened. Finalizing download. ||
    

    
       
    

    
      His expression twitched as he heard a mechanical voice speak in his head.
    

    
       
    

    
      || Assessing… Host woke up thirty minutes after the transfer; noted. The Host shows aptitude for several unique skills and traits; noted. Host displays status several times higher than the average human; noted. Host proves to have substantial self-control and fortitude; noted. Host possesses extended knowledge and experience; noted. Graded. ||
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna frowned and a whistling slowly crept into his ears. He did his best to ignore it to hear what the voice said afterward.
    

    
       
    

    
      || Host’s Potential Value: S+. Commencing necessary upgrades. ||
    

    
       
    

    
      That’s the last thing the voice said before getting quiet.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna combed his hair with his hand. “What is going on?” He muttered and noticed something moving around under his scarf. He pulled on it and ended up looking at a certain snake in the eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      The human and reptilian stared at each other for a few seconds before Rakna grabbed the latter and put it on the ground. He crouched and mused. “Hey, little guy, did you also hear some voice speaking in your head?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The snake tilted its head and nodded.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. What rank did it give you?” The snake seemed to ponder for a moment before using its tail to draw a letter on the ground. Rakna hummed when he finished. “S, huh? What does this mean in the end?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Right on cue, the infuriating whistling came back and a new voice echoed in his head. The same thing happened to the little snake apparently.
    

    
       
    

    
      [The update has been successfully completed.]
    

    
       
    

    
      A woman’s voice echoed.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes widened in surprise. It was no longer robotic and emotionless. While it still lacked the natural warmth of a human, this time it didn’t sound unnatural nor was it off-putting. In fact, it was a bit soothing.
    

    
       
    

    
      [It’s an honor to meet you, Rakna Xiorra. I am the AI that has been chosen to guide you through the System.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “AI…? Care to explain what you mean by ‘System’?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Certainly.]
    

    
       
    

    
      And with that, a column of words abruptly filled Rakna’s vision.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Host
      : Rakna Xiorra
    

    
      Age
      : 17 | 
      Level
      : 1
    

    
      Race
      : Male Human | 
      Title
      : Nil
    

    
      Potential
      : S+
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 1.9 | 
      END
      : 2.5
    

    
      SPD
      : 2 | 
      DEX
      : 4
    

    
      INT
      : 3.6 | 
      LCK
      : 9
    

    
       
    

    
      Available Attribute Points: 2
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 12.9/12.9 | 
      MP
      : 36/36
    

    
      SWI
      : 11.2 | 
      AGI
      : 10
    

    
      SEN
      : 24.20 | 
      ATC
      : 23
    

    
      ATT
      : 14.9 | 
      DEF
      : 9.4
    

    
      MA:
       10.8 | 
      MR:
       0.25/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      - 
      Polearm-Mastery
       
      (Lv.8): 
      +16% Attack when wielding polearms.
    

    
      - 
      Taekwondo
       
      (Lv.7): 
      +14% …
    

    
      - 
      Dagger-Mastery
       
      (Lv.7): 
      +14% ...
    

    
      - 
      Cooking
       
      (Lv.6): 
      +60% change to cook a dish with special effects.
    

    
      - 
      Karate
       
      (Lv.6): 
      +12% …
    

    
      - 
      Throwing
       
      (Lv.6): 
      +12%…
    

    
      - 
      Judo
       
      (Lv.6): 
      +12%…
    

    
      - 
      Taijutsu
       
      (Lv.5): 
      +10%…
    

    
      - 
      Marksmanship
       
      (Lv.5): 
      +10%…
    

    
      …
    

    
       
    

    
      Magic Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Unawakened
    

    
       
    

    
      Cognitive Skills (
      Passive
      ):
    

    
      - 
      Pain-Resistance
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Fear-Resistance
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Eye of the Mind
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Fatigue Resistance 
      (Lv. 7)
    

    
       
    

    
      Spontaneous Skills (
      Active
      ):
    

    
      - 
      None
    

    
      Nirvana Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Unknown
    

    
       
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
      - 
      Eion Auto-Sustainable Nanomachines
      : Automatically kills foreign organisms and allows rapid improvement of body strength as well as the use of more muscle cells.
    

    
      - ???
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna swiftly analyzed the information in front of him. “Is this a joke? You’re not telling me I was pulled into some sort of game, are you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Negative. You are correct in thinking of this as a game framework.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled. “Whose?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [I cannot answer this question.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “You can’t? Or you won’t?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [I do not know the answer, Host.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna rubbed his temples. “Fine, what is the purpose of this game then?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [I do not know.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “…really?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Yes. But I can tell you what you are going through as we speak.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Go ahead.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Please turn around and look at the gates of your school.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna silently complied and the small snake followed him. He squinted his eyes and stared at the gates that were nearly two hundred meters away. His eyes widened as he spotted several shadows emerging from the woods.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Those are…” He inspected their appearance and his eyes twitched. “Kobolds?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative. They are commonly called such in this part of the universe. The Initiation will now begin, Host. I am here if you have questions.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Initiation Mission
      : Survive.
    

    
      Description
      : Monsters are invading your location, searching for anything to scavenge. If they find you, they’ll kill you.
    

    
      Objective
      : Survive until the end of the day.
    

    
      Note
      : You can hide but you also can strike back.
    

    
      Tracker
      : 50/50 enemies alive.
    

    
      Rewards
      : Will vary according to the Host’s performance.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, damn…” Rakna pondered. “For now, give me a description of each attribute.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Certainly.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      (STR) 
      Strength
      : The representation of muscle potency. Increasing strength can make you go faster on certain actions, strike harder, jump higher, and take hits a bit more easily.
    

    
      (END) 
      Endurance
      : The representation of the gene's evolution. Increasing endurance greatly boosts stamina, healing factors, and defense.
    

    
      (SPD) 
      Speed
      : The representation of movement speed. Increasing speed acuminates the mind to allow faster thought-process to match the body's increased motor capabilities.
    

    
      (DEX) 
      Dexterity
      : The representation of body control. Dexterity is the pillar of agility but also allows significant stamina consumption reduction and accuracy.
    

    
      (INT) 
      Intelligence
      : The representation of one's mental capacity. Increasing intelligence does not affect IQ but improves memory and minor comprehension abilities. It also reflects the base size of the mana pool and is the main focus of every mage.
    

    
      (LCK) 
      Luck
      : The wild variable that cannot be predicted and increased by normal means. It has the power to bend Fate and Laws.
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      - (STA) 
      Stamina
      : Host's ability to retain and regain energy.
    

    
      [STR + SPD + 2*END + DEX]
    

    
       
    

    
      - (MP) 
      Mana
       Pool: The Host's reserves of mana.
    

    
      [10*INT]
    

    
       
    

    
      - (SWI) 
      Swiftness
      : Host's thought-processing speed.
    

    
      [2*SPD + 2*INT]
    

    
      ⠀
    

    
      - (AGI) 
      Agility
      : Host's ability to dodge and skillfully manipulate momentum.
    

    
      [SPD + 2* DEX]
    

    
      ⠀
    

    
      - (SEN) 
      Senses
      : Host's sensing ability, including the five senses and instinct.
    

    
      [SPD + END + INT + DEX]
    

    
      ⠀
    

    
      - (ATC) 
      Atr
       
      Cap
      : Numeric value which represents the disposition to learn skills.
    

    
      [Sum of All Attributes]
    

    
      ⠀
    

    
      - (ATT) 
      Attack
      : Numeric value correlated to the Host's attack power.
    

    
      [STR*4+(END/2) + DEX + SPD]
    

    
      ⠀
    

    
      - (DEF) 
      Defense
      : Numeric value representing the defensive power of the Host. The difference between defense and attack varies the damage inflicted.
    

    
      [STR + 3*END]
    

    
      ⠀
    

    
      - (MA) 
      Magic
       
      Attack
      : Numeric value representing the power of the Host's base magic attack.
    

    
      [INT*3]
    

    
      ⠀
    

    
      - (MR) 
      MP
       
      Regeneration
      : The rate at which the Host's Mana Points recover. It is calculated through a factor (0~1) that is innate to the Host.
    

    
      [MP/100*(Factor)]
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna frowned as he looked over the descriptions. First of all, he realized that it would be quite complicated to make a ‘build’ since the way the stats were calculated was multifaceted complex and required a minimum of thought. But at the same time, it was awfully balanced. The paths were varied but straightforward as well.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Though, why does my ‘sense stat’ not match with the calculation method?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Instead of answering, the AI showed him the box of his cognitive skills.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      -
       Pain-Resistance 
      (Lv. Max)
      : A passive skill quantifying how much pain the Host can ignore and how far they can move regardless of damage.
    

    
       
    

    
      -
       Fear-Resistance 
      (Lv. Max)
      : A passive skill quantifying resistance against any sort of intimidation.
    

    
       
    

    
      -
       Eye of the Mind 
      (Lv. Max)
      : A rare skill, even rarer to see reaching the higher levels, that sharpens the Host’s instincts to inhuman levels. Those that are born with this skill are considered geniuses among geniuses. They can adapt and learn with nothing but instinct.
    

    
       
    

    
      Additional Effect
      : Permanent 100% increase to senses.
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Fatigue-Resistance 
      (Lv. 7)
      : A passive skill quantifying resistance against any sort of tiredness; physical fatigue, mental fatigue, mana fatigue, etcetera…
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” Rakna muttered; he decided to ignore the skills listed as ‘Unknown’ or ‘Unawakened’ for now. He then thought about the two attribute points he had. He had no idea how he would develop in the future, so he held onto them for now.
    

    
       
    

    
      He mused and settled down on the roof to observe the Kobolds entering the school grounds. For some reason, he felt like he could see better than he ever had.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey, AI… how should I call you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [I’m AI-00000056-LTS.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Too many zeros. I’ll just call you Alexa.”
    

    
       
    

    
      […]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Now, tell me, did the download of this System somehow correct my attributes?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative. To quantify an individual’s abilities and translate them into numbers, it is imperative to round them up. Your 
      Eye of the Mind
       is a special case since its effects have been activated the moment the System was downloaded. So, you are correct to assume to be stronger now. Albeit it’s only by a relatively small amount.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Got it,” he replied impassively and started analyzing the enemies he was going to fight.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Kobolds. Weredogs in a sense,” he mumbled whilst staring at them. 
      ‘Considering their armor and weaponry, I’d say they have decent intellect. They seemingly have four fingers. Probably making their dexterity lower than the average human and more likely to lose their weapons. From what I can see, they have a basic military pyramid. Most of them are wearing leather armor and if they’re not dogs just for show, they should have a pretty good sense of smell. Troublesome…’
    

    
       
    

    
      Ding!
    

    
       
    

    
      He was suddenly thrown out of his thoughts by a sound and a window appearing in front of him.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Thanks to your remarkable insight and through meeting several conditions, you have learned a new skill; 
      Appraisal
      !
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Appraisal 
      (Lv.1)
      : A skill sought by many but hard to attain because of its harsh requirements.
    

    
      Allows the Host to inspect a living being’s status and learn about their characteristics. At the initial levels, the displayed information depends on the caster’s Wisdom.
    

    
      Cost
      : None.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted. “Useful thing… Wisdom, huh? An attribute that can’t be modified by the System? I guess this means that 
      Appraisal
       will show me what I would’ve roughly been capable of finding out by myself, but instantly. At least at level 1... Am I right, Alexa?”
    

    
       
    

    
      […Indeed, Host.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Call me Rakna. ‘Host’ feels weird.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Noted, Rakna.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good, now let’s try this,” he looked at the Kobolds. “[
      Appraisal
      .]”
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name
      : None
    

    
      Age
      : 5 | 
      Level
      : 3
    

    
      Race
      : Kobold
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 1.5 | 
      END
      : 2
    

    
      SPD
      : 2 | 
      DEX
      : 0.8
    

    
      INT
      : 0.6 | 
      LCK
      : 1
    

    
       
    

    
      Weapon:
    

    
      -
       Crude Short Spear
      : +10 Attack
    

    
       
    

    
      Armor:
    

    
      -
       Leather Armor
      : +5 Defense
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 8.3/8.3 | 
      MP
      : 6/6
    

    
      SWI
      : 5.2 | 
      AGI
      : 3.6
    

    
      SEN
      : 10.4 | 
      ATR
      : 7.9
    

    
      ATT
      : 19.8 (
      9.8 + 10
      ) | 
      DEF
      : 12.5 (
      7.5 + 5
      )
    

    
      MA: 
      1.8 | 
      MR
      : 0.01/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      -
       Polearm-Mastery
       (
      Lv.1
      )
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
      -
       Dog Nose
      : +5 Senses
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “As expected, higher senses but lower dexterity. I outclass them in everything but speed…” Rakna muttered then felt something tugging his pants. He looked down and saw the little snake slithering around his feet.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What’s wrong, little guy?” He crouched and his answer came to him in the form of a notification box.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Eion Snake Lv.1
       wishes to be your contracted pet.
    

    
      Do you accept?
    

    
      Y/N
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes widened a bit. “Eion Snake… So, you 
      are
       a survivor of the Zeera project. But why do you want to make a contract with me? Are you sure you can trust me?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The snake lowered its head sadly and Rakna swore he could hear an imaginary voice invading his mind saying, ‘I’m not good enough?’.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…”
    

    
       
    

    
      He accepted the request.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have taken 
      Eion Snake Lv.1
       as your pet. Please give him a name to finalize the contract.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna gazed at the little snake before deciding on a name. “Pronos. You’re okay with it?” He asked and the snake perked up before nodding several times.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Contract sealed. You have now access to Pronos’ status.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Name
      : Pronos
    

    
      Master
      : Rakna Xiorra
    

    
      Age
      : 3 | 
      Level
      : 1
    

    
      Race
      : Eion Snake | 
      Title
      : Nil
    

    
      Potential
      : S
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 1 | 
      END
      : 5
    

    
      SPD
      : 1.2 | 
      DEX
      : 0.6
    

    
      INT
      : 2.7 | 
      LCK
      : 3
    

    
       
    

    
      Available Attribute Points: 2
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 19.2/19.2 | 
      MP
      : 40.5/40.5
    

    
      SWI
      : 7.8 | 
      AGI
      : 2.4
    

    
      SEN
      : 9.5 | 
      ATR
      : 13.5
    

    
      ATT
      : 8.3 | 
      DEF
      : 19.2
    

    
      MA
      : 8.1 | 
      MR
      : 0.2/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      - 
      Bite 
      (Lv. Max): 
      +100% Attack when biting.
    

    
      - 
      Grapple & Strangle 
      (Lv. Max): 
      +20% Attack
    

    
       
    

    
      Magic Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Unawakened
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      Cognitive Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Poison Resistance
       
      (Lv. Ex)
    

    
      - Pain-resistance
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Fear-Resistance
       
      (Lv. 5)
    

    
      - 
      Fatigue Resistance 
      (Lv. 3)
    

    
       
    

    
      Spontaneous Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Poison-Secretion
       
      (Lv.7): 
      Allows the Host to produce poison from their fangs.
    

    
      - 
      Camouflage
       (Lv.8): Once activated, changes the skin and scales’ color of the Host to match the surroundings.
    

    
       
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
      - 
      Eion Scales
      : +20% Defense.
    

    
      - 
      Eion Poison
      : Poison Secretion can produce Eion Poison.
    

    
      - 
      Eion Blood
      : 50% increase to MP and Stamina.
    

    
      - 
      Night Vision: 
      Light Amplified Sight.
    

    
      - 
      Thermal Vision: 
      Infrared Sight.
    

    
      - 
      Echo Vision: 
      Sight acquired through sound feedback.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re one hell of a snake... You have attributes on par with a grown man. You can also take hits like a tank and you’re an incredible threat as an assassin too,” Rakna exclaimed, impressed.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos straightened his body and pulled the corner of his lips, effectively making him look smug. Rakna snorted and grabbed him before putting him on his shoulder. Pronos circled his neck once before snuggling inside his scarf, with just his head sticking out.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked down at the kobolds again before walking toward the door on the roof.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Alexa, do I get a beginner kit or something?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [You have the permission to choose a weapon of your liking.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Before he could ask her to clarify, dozens of white empty shapes formed around him, floating and spinning. Each shape represented a weapon and there were all kinds. Swords, bows, guns, spears, chains, scythes, gauntlets, brass knuckles, etc.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hmm,” Rakna mused. “I’m certainly most proficient with the glaive but I don’t really need it since I already have one…” He muttered vaguely. “But it’s not practical to use a polearm if I ever have to fight indoors. Plus, I can’t possibly fight all fifty at the same time…”
    

    
       
    

    
      Having made his decision, Rakna reached for a serrated dagger. The shapes disappeared and the dagger he chose fell in his hands. The blade was thick and entirely red. A window popped up the moment he touched it.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Blade/Dagger
    

    
      Name
      : Blood Fang 
      (Imitation)
    

    
      Rarity: 
      Green
    

    
      Attack power
      : +20
    

    
      Durability
      : Infinite
    

    
       
    

    
      Description:
    

    
       
    

    
      A low-grade imitation of a legendary dagger supposedly crafted with a fang of Ambrogio, the First Vampire.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note
      : This weapon is exclusive to the Initiation and will disappear upon exit.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. At least, they’re not petty with the starting weapons,” Rakna commented. “The attack power correlates to one’s defense, right? If it’s not high enough, no damage would be done or it would just be very weak… By the way, Alexa, there’s no HP in your System?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Health Points are an aberration and are not included in the System. If a Host suffers a deadly blow, they will die unless they have a skill or a racial trait to counter it. The same rule applies to monsters generated by the System. The defense attribute represents one’s body resistance; it has nothing to do with health. Similarly, defense granted by armor, unless magical, will only apply to the body part covered by said equipment.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed and whirled the dagger in his hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good to know,” he said and opened the door leading to the floor below. “It means that this game is fair play. I stab; they die. I like it,” he quipped but his look sharpened and turned cold. “Let’s see how these puppies fare.”
    

  
    Chapter 3: The Azure Sonata

    
      Going down the stairs, Rakna mulled over how he could bypass the kobolds’ sense of smell. The sounds of his footsteps echoed for a minute before he finally decided on his next course of action.
    

    
       
    

    
      He exited the staircase on the second floor of the building and quietly made his way toward his classroom. He asked Alexa and she told him that the state of the school was the exact same as it was before the transfer, personal objects included.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he opened the door, Rakna spotted his bag and pulled two things out of it. One was a peculiar silver cigarette case. He put one between his lips and lit it with the case itself; which had a built-in lighter in a corner. He inhaled once and huffed a strange bluish cloud of smoke before reaching for the second thing; a military folding knife.
    

    
       
    

    
      The actual knife was of pretty good quality but that’s not what Rakna wanted it for. He ejected one of the many integrated tools and went toward the lockers of his classmates.
    

    
       
    

    
      He lock-picked them open and searched the items inside. He did that for a dozen lockers or so before stopping. Ultimately, he ended up with around five deodorizers on one of the desks of the room.
    

    
       
    

    
      “This should be more than enough,” he muttered and exhaled a bit of smoke. Pronos tilted his head in confusion as he watched his newfound master’s actions.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna picked one of the deodorizers and started spraying it throughout the room. He spent the following ten minutes emptying four of them, not only in his classroom but also a huge chunk of the floor and himself. After all of that, the air was barely breathable but Rakna ignored it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Okay,” he sighed and extinguished his cigarette. He then grabbed a random chair and threw it at one of the corridor’s windows. However, it just bounced off the glass and fell on the floor.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…”
    

    
       
    

    
      Even Pronos didn’t know what to think.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Right, this is reinforced glass,” Rakna commented and opened the window with a poker face as if nothing had happened and threw the chair again. This time it crashed and broke apart loudly on the ground outside. Every kobold instantly heard it and looked at the source.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stuck his head out of the window and waved at them. “Um, come at me?” He said more or less loudly and the monster started marching in his direction. “I guess that worked…”
    

    
       
    

    
      He then quickly grabbed his bag and rushed toward the main staircase which he had already filled with the scent of one of the deodorizers. He crouched on a shadowy corner slightly above the floor he was in and simply waited.
    

    
       
    

    
      He could already hear the sounds of footsteps and some growls coming from below. It took around a minute before he saw the first kobold arrive. The dog creature wheezed when it sniffed the air and scrunched up its nose.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna silently watched as more arrived. As he expected, and fortunately, not all of them had come to search this floor. There were around ten of them and amongst the group, there was what appeared to be a sort of platoon leader barking orders. Rakna couldn’t understand any of it since it was plenty evident that he hadn’t magically gained the talent to understand dog speech.
    

    
       
    

    
      He decided to move when the kobolds dispersed and only one remained in front of the stairs. He breathed in and carefully approached the back of the oblivious animal. He readied Blood Fang and, when he was in range, shut the kobold’s muzzle with one hand and slit its throat with the other.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Lv.3 Kobold
       killed.
    

    
      Requirements for level up updated.
    

    
      Kill the equivalent of 10 Levels to level up.
    

    
      Current progress: 3/10
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      The kobold died with widened eyes and a very suppressed whimper. Rakna grunted and grabbed the body before it could collapse. He temporarily dismissed the system window and gazed at his bloodstained hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I admit… this isn’t pleasant,’
       he groused inwardly. He didn’t feel regret for having taken the life of his enemy nor disgust for the blood he had on his hands. Emotionally speaking, he was completely fine. But his rational mind was screaming at him, telling him that he had just killed, that he should be feeling sorry. No matter if it was a kobold or whatever else. It was like his mind was having an internal war and he didn’t like it the least.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then remembered something his uncle once told him during his training. 
      “You want to know how it is to kill? Depends. I think it’s fun. Because it usually means a job done,” 
      he had said while laughing and Rakna had glared at him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh, you were serious… Well, there isn’t an answer to that. If you kill for a cause or even by mistake, you can either rejoice or regret it. But, never forget this. Those who suffer nothing at the moment of the kill are scum. If you can’t respect life in any way, shape, or form, you are trash. You can wash the blood but you can never forget its color. If you’re worried about this; do not. I know well that you don’t disregard the potential of life. Never change that, kiddo.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sighed and shook his head. His carefree uncle’s words had always been casual but equally significant. Pronos looked at him with a concerned look and Rakna patted his head once to tell him he was okay. He then looked at the notification from earlier.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘So, it’s not Exp but… level measures? To be sure, Alexa, if I hypothetically kill a Lv.7 creature right now, would I level up?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative. However, keep in mind that killing foes below your level will give fewer points and those more than ten levels below yours will give nothing. But there are exceptions of course. For instance, if you kill a Lv.7 creature right now, the level difference will grant you a bonus.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Interesting,’
       Rakna mused and then carefully peeked in the corridor. Three kobolds were walking around and the rest was ransacking the rooms, based on the noises he was hearing.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Pronos,” he whispered and the little snake stuck his head out of his scarf. “Take care of the one on the far right then come back right away.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos nodded promptly. He ejected himself out of the scarf and quietly slithered toward his prey. Meanwhile, Rakna grabbed his two knives and waited for the right moment.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos slowly approached the kobold whilst keeping an eye on the two others. Once he was close enough, he jumped on the creature and coiled around its neck before strangling and biting it. His fangs released a blue-colored poison.
    

    
       
    

    
      The kobold whimpered as its veins started glowing blue. Its neck heated up before it died with its flesh visibly burned.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, Rakna threw the folding knife at one of the other two and rushed toward the last one, plunging Blood Fang in its neck. When he pulled out his serrated dagger, both kobolds fell on the ground at the same time.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna couldn’t think much of his victory. He quickly retrieved his knives and grabbed Pronos before bolting out of there. Within a few seconds, six very angry dogs were snarling and chasing him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, this is fun,” Rakna deadpanned. “I never was good for discretion anyway.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He huffed and rushed at an opened window. He placed his foot on the ledge and unhesitatingly jumped. He extended his arm and gripped the ledge of the window above him before pulling himself up in a swift motion.
    

    
       
    

    
      He whirled Blood Fang in his hand and broke the window’s lock with the blade. He then pushed it open before slipping inside the building’s floor.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he was back inside, he sighed. “If there’s one thing the old man told me to imperatively learn, it’s definitely parkour…” He muttered and looked around. “They should be coming soon… The lab should be on this floor.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna kicked the ground and looked for the correct door. When he found it, he immediately tried to open it and clicked his tongue when he realized that it was closed. He rolled his eyes and took a few steps back.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Okay…” He exhaled and hopped before unleashing a kick against the door. The lock and hinges didn’t even resist for a second as the door fell on the floor. Rakna grunted as he felt the numbing sensation coming up his leg. He grabbed Pronos and placed him on the ground. “Little guy, can you keep watch for me?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The snake nodded and Rakna entered the lab. He walked to the drawers and closets and searched their contents. He grabbed a few chemical components and mused. “Well, this is better than some sprayers,” he uttered and took out a Bunsen. “It shouldn’t be unfeasible with these,” he muttered after mixing the basic chemical compounds, including sulfur, then started searching for something else.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Where did they put the liquid hydrogen? I thought they had gotten some for some club project or whatever,” he grumbled as he looked through a closet when he heard Pronos hiss. He frowned and went to the door. Without peeking, he focused on the sounds. He heard some footsteps as well as some barking coming from the stairs.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Pronos, get inside. Don’t let them see you,” he whispered and continued to rummage through the room. “Finally,” he located what he wanted just in time. He grabbed the hermetic container and quickly finished his concoction.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I didn’t kill myself doing this at least…” Rakna mumbled and Pronos looked at him with round eyes. “It’s nothing, little guy.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He agitated the closed container a few times until the content started showing signs of evaporating and of building pressure inside.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna grunted. 
      ‘It won’t last long,’
       he thought then heard the kobolds approaching. He took two other chemical reagents and mixed them. The result started producing smoke and he proceeded to uncover the first concoction while holding his breath and peeked out of the lab.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Time to bail out. Fast,” Rakna grabbed Pronos again and just like before, exited the room through the window before closing it behind him. After that, the problem was that there was nothing to latch on above him and there were probably other kobolds coming up on the second floor.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Pronos, can you slither up to the roof?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The little snake nodded and crawled on the wall vertically as if it was the easiest thing ever. 
      ‘Yeah, definitely an Eion snake,’
       Rakna commented inwardly and looked around. He then reached for his scarf and slowly got it off. He took out his cigarette case from his pocket and pressed it against the scarf before triggering the lighter inside.
    

    
       
    

    
      A blue light pulsed and spread throughout the scarf’s fabric. Rakna felt the soft material become firm as it twisted shapes. The blue glow receded after a few seconds when the scarf had completely transformed.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna now held in his hand a long polearm. The shaft was dark blue, almost resembling lapis lazuli and right before the blade, there was a light blue ribbon wrapped around it. The blade itself was also azure. It was thick-looking and one-edged as well as serrated on the backside. In other words, it looked like a very fancy guandao, also known as a glaive in Europe.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna wielded it like a whirlwind and cracked his neck. Firstly, he took the highest elevation he could while stepping on the window he was on, then took out Blood Fang before planting it in the wall.
    

    
       
    

    
      “This is gonna be tough…” He muttered. “Alexa, assign one free point to Dexterity.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Acknowledged.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna promptly felt his limbs get lighter and easier to control. He inhaled and pushed himself up with his hand holding onto Blood Fang. He repeated the motion a few times before doing it one final time at full force. He let go of the knife and his waist managed to go above it. Within that same time frame, he had gotten close enough to the barrier enclosing the roof. He reared his polearm and thrust it between the ground and the barrier so that it would get stuck.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna immediately held onto it when he was about to fall. “That was risky…” He grunted and lifted himself up. Though, he didn’t go to the roof yet, but revolved around the spear’s shaft and hanged from it with his feet to reach for Blood Fang below. Then, he acrobatically climbed back to stand on the spear. He gripped the barrier, pulled his spear out, and climbed over it to finally land on the roof.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What a pain,” Rakna muttered and lit a cigarette. He huffed a puff of smoke and planted his spear in the concrete before taking a look at its attributes.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Blade/Guandao
    

    
      Name
      : Azure Sonata
    

    
      Rarity: 
      Blue
    

    
      Attack power
      : +50
    

    
      Durability
      : 100/100 
      (Can auto-repair)
    

    
       
    

    
      Perks:
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Intertwined Miniature Eion Systems
      : The weapon possesses a memory of form and is able to switch from one form to another with an Eion energy influx as the trigger.
    

    
      Currently available: 
      Scarf
      , 
      Guandao
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Eion Energy Production
      : The weapon constantly generates energy and is incidentally able to regenerate the systems composing it with time.
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Oscillation Blade
       (
      Bladed Form Only
      ): Through oscillation, the blade becomes ten times sharper and can generate heat.
    

    
       
    

    
      Description:
    

    
       
    

    
      A masterpiece forged by a master blacksmith, the Earth conqueror himself, with the technology of an advanced civilization.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was given to Rakna Xiorra as a gift by the one who bears the name of Blade.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note
      : Evolvable.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

  
    Chapter 4: An Industry

    
      Rakna nodded in satisfaction when he read the attributes of Azure Sonata. This weapon was a gift from his uncle for having completed his training.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos made a full circle around the blade of the spear with wide, curious eyes. Rakna snorted and grabbed the shaft with two hands before twisting it. The entire frame of the weapon crumbled and glowed before turning back into a scarf which he calmly put back around his neck.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘The old man really outdid himself with this one,’
       Rakna inwardly thought. 
      ‘No one would believe me if I told them this was made by a hundred-year-old geezer.’
    

    
       
    

    
      “Anyway,” he muttered and leaned over the roof rail a bit. He could hear the kobolds huffing and coughing. “The gas is working pretty well. I wanted to make it similar to hydrogen sulfide, but I kind of just mixed whatever toward the end…”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos stared at his new master with a deadpan face.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What? Why are you looking at me like that? As long as it works. Let me live with that satisfaction. Do I look like a chemistry major?” Rakna said dully. “Anyway, should be soon. 3, 2, 1…”
    

    
       
    

    
      What followed couldn’t be called a blast or an explosion. A heatwave was briefly released but there was no sound of anything breaking. Similarly, for the detonation, it couldn’t actually be called one. It sounded like a very muffled but loud gunshot.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna managed to see a few flames but they disappeared as soon as he blinked. Then, a few prompts from the system immediately appeared in the corner of his vision.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Lv.3 Kobold
       killed.
    

    
      Lv.3 Kobold
       killed.
    

    
      Lv.3 Kobold
       killed.
    

    
      Lv.3 Kobold
       killed.
    

    
      Lv.3 Kobold
       killed.
    

    
      Lv.5 Elite Kobold
       killed.
    

    
      Level up!
    

    
      S+ Rank: 
      +3
       Free Points.
    

    
      Requirement for level up updated.
    

    
      Kill the equivalent of 20 Levels to level up again.
    

    
      Current progress: 19/20
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna rolled his eyes when he saw he needed one more point to level up. He had played RPGs before of course and that was such a sickening feeling to see your experience at the edge of a level up.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Anyway, looks like it worked quite well,” he uttered and looked at Pronos. “What about you, little guy? Did you level up? I’m not sure if you receive points from my kills… Alexa?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [A contracted pet unconditionally receives half of the experience points the master earns unless the pet has participated in the battle or the process to deal with the enemy or quest. In that case, it can vary from 50% to 100%. However, what a pet earns alone isn’t shared with the master.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see… so you must be level 2 as well,” Rakna said and Pronos nodded while hissing softly. “For now, it seems we will only receive free points. Feel free to use yours however you want. I’m not a snake; you know better than me to choose your path.”
    

    
       
    

    
      After saying that, Rakna looked at his own stats before asking something to Alexa, “Can I distribute my points as decimals?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then assign 1.1 to strength, 1 to speed, 1 to dexterity, 0.5 to endurance, and 0.4 to intelligence,” Rakna ordered and instantly felt his body suffer some changes. He felt a fair amount of pain but it wasn’t something that could bother him and he simply relaxed his body during the process. He calmly watched as his muscles contracted and his veins bulged from his hands until his shoulders.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Augmentation finalized.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sighed and glanced at Pronos who had also assigned his points.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name
      : Pronos
    

    
      Master
      : Rakna Xiorra
    

    
      Age
      : 3 | 
      Level
      : 2 (
      3/10
      )
    

    
      Race
      : Eion Snake | 
      Title
      : Nil
    

    
      Potential
      : S
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 1 | 
      END
      : 5 -> 6.5
    

    
      SPD
      : 1.2 -> 4 | 
      DEX
      : 0.6 -> 1
    

    
      INT
      : 2.7 -> 3 | 
      LCK
      : 3
    

    
       
    

    
      Available Attribute Points: 0
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 28.5 | 
      MP
      : 45/45
    

    
      SWI
      : 14 | 
      AGI
      : 6
    

    
      SEN
      : 14.5 | 
      ATC
      : 18.5
    

    
      ATT
      : 12.3 | 
      DEF
      : 24.6
    

    
      MA
      : 9 | 
      MR
      : 0.23/min
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Hm, I see. A swift tank. This is not bad at all. He can rely on his poison to deal damage for now. His speed will allow him to quickly go from one target to another while remaining undetected while his defense will most likely keep him safe from area-of-effect attacks, which I fully believe exist,’ 
      Rakna thought before looking down toward the schoolyard. He could see a few kobolds going in and out of the different buildings.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Hm, how should I continue? If I had a long-range weapon, maybe I could shoot them down from here… Should I have taken a bow?’
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was thinking that, Rakna spotted a rather big kobold riding a white wolf. He scowled and used 
      Appraisal
       right away.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name
      : None
    

    
      Age
      : 9 | 
      Level
      : 7
    

    
      Race
      : Kobold Rider
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 3 | 
      END
      : 2
    

    
      SPD
      : 3 | 
      DEX
      : 3
    

    
      INT
      : 1.3 | 
      LCK
      : 2
    

    
       
    

    
      Weapon:
    

    
      -
       Crude Long Spear
      : +20 Attack
    

    
       
    

    
      Armor:
    

    
      -
       Alloy Leather Armor
      : +15 Defense
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 13 | 
      MP
      : 13/13
    

    
      SWI
      : 8.6 | 
      AGI
      : 9
    

    
      SEN
      : 14.3 | 
      ATC
      : 14.3
    

    
      ATT
      : 39 (
      19 + 20
      ) | 
      DEF
      : 24 (
      9 + 15
      )
    

    
      MA
      :
       
      3.9 | 
      MR
      : 0.03/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      -
       Polearm-Mastery
       (
      Lv.2
      )
    

    
      -
       Riding
       (
      Lv.2
      )
    

    
       
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
      -
       Dog Nose
      : +5 to senses.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘As expected, this guy is significantly stronger than the rest. But he’s still marginally weaker than me. What worries me is…’
       Rakna focused on the wolf and activated 
      Appraisal 
      again.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name
      : None
    

    
      Age
      : 8 | 
      Level
      : 7
    

    
      Race
      : Plain Wolf
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 4 | 
      END
      : 4
    

    
      SPD
      : 6 | 
      DEX
      : 1.1
    

    
      INT
      : 0.8 | 
      LCK
      : 2
    

    
       
    

    
      Armor:
    

    
      -
       Leather Armor
      : +10 Defense
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 19.1 | 
      MP
      : 8/8
    

    
      SWI
      : 13.6 | 
      AGI
      : 8.2
    

    
      SEN
      : 21.9 | 
      ATC
      : 17.9
    

    
      ATT
      : 15.1 | 
      DEF
      : 26 (
      16 + 10
      )
    

    
      MA: 
      2.4 | 
      MR
      : 0.02/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      -
       Bite
       (
      Lv.5
      )
    

    
       
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
      -
       Wolf Nose
      : +10 to senses.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Yeah, this is dangerous,’
       Rakna commented inwardly. 
      ‘With my current stats, I could easily deal with normal kobolds. This wolf, on the other hand, is dangerous.’
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was thinking that, the beast in question was looking around itself with a questioning stare. The wolf sniffed then immediately turned toward the roof of the main building whilst growling.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes widened as he watched the Kobold Rider notice him as well. He then loudly barked orders and almost every kobold suddenly started running inside the building he was on.
    

    
       
    

    
      “How…?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [
      Appraisal
       is a spell that can be sensed if the target has at least half of the caster’s sense attribute.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes twitched ever so slightly. “Alexa, didn’t you find that information important enough to tell me beforehand? From now on, be sure to add these kinds of particularities in the description of the skill.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Acknowledged.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sighed and he suddenly shivered. His body reacted on its own as he tilted his head to the side and caught a projectile that was aimed at his head. He scrutinized the arrow in his hand before looking at the rough location he estimated it had been shot.
    

    
       
    

    
      He spotted exactly six kobolds holding bows and nocking arrows to shoot him. A quick check with 
      Appraisal
       revealed to him that they were level five and barely stronger than the level three he had encountered. However, they all possessed archery proficiencies.
    

    
       
    

    
      He jumped back to get out of their line of sight as another arrow flew by. He then started hearing the footsteps of the kobolds currently going up the stairs to reach him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “A lot of them are coming up here,” he muttered. “Alexa, to check my stats or my current quests, how do I do it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Just will it, Rakna. As you have naturally been doing with status windows.]
    

    
       
    

    
      As told, he willed in his mind to see the advancement of his quest and a prompt appeared.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Initiation Mission
      : Survive.
    

    
      Objective
      : Survive until the end of the day.
    

    
      Additional information
      : 40/50 enemies alive.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Forty left, huh? I could try and make another trap or just face them head-on. The stairs to the roof are somewhat easy to defend… As for a trap, I have nothing to work with here,” Rakna mumbled and walked in circles with a rather relaxed demeanor.
    

    
       
    

    
      When the noises of the kobolds were near, he stopped and made his decision. He used his cigarette case to flare the mechanism of his scarf and planted his Guandao in the ground. He opened the door to the roof and looked at Pronos.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Here’s the plan, little guy. Go down there and hide. Wait for them to go up the stairs and assault this door before gradually poisoning them one by one. Got it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The little snake hissed and slithered down with a clearly higher speed than before he attributed his points. He descended until he was in a corridor and activated one of his two active skills. His scales darkened and took on the color of the wall and floor.
    

    
       
    

    
      Next, Rakna closed the door as loudly as possible so that the kobolds would not doubt that he was on the roof. He put his back against the door and it took a full minute before he heard and felt something hitting the door.
    

    
       
    

    
      The rate at which it happened continued to increase until he was sure that at least three kobolds were hitting the door together along with many others behind them judging by the barks.
    

    
       
    

    
      He breathed in and grabbed his glaive right below the blade which he pointed at the door. He then pierced it and heard a loud whimper before a prompt notified him of a kill.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Lv.5 Elite Kobold
       killed.
    

    
      Level up!
    

    
      S+ Rank: 
      +3
       Free Points.
    

    
      Requirement for level up updated.
    

    
      Current progress: 4/30
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna dismissed it and quickly turned around and gripped the shaft of Sonata. He pushed the weapon further and it struck two other kobolds. He then opened the door and the Guandao moved in consequence, killing two more.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna pulled out Blood Fang as a kobold immediately pounced at him the moment the door was opened. He first grabbed the creature’s head and plunged the dagger deep into its neck.
    

    
       
    

    
      The kobold fell at his feet lifeless and the remaining ones growled as they rushed toward the roof while stepping on their dead comrades. Meanwhile, none had noticed the ones falling behind because of a glowing poison in their veins.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna whirled Blood Fang and faced the first kobold coming up. He sidestepped the weredog’s spear and grabbed its wrist before literally crushing it. He cut the monster’s throat in a quick swing before grabbing the crude spear it had dropped.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then grabbed the kobold’s body and flung it behind him to clear his vision. He proceeded to thrust the spear through the hearts of two others who inevitably forced a lot of their brethren to trip and stagger.
    

    
       
    

    
      After that, Rakna didn’t hesitate in the slightest as he ran down the stairs. His dagger flashed a few times and three more kobolds died. One even almost had its head chopped off. The corpses piled up and the rest of the kobolds were struggling to climb.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna glanced at his left where he could see the other part of this one-meter-wide staircase going down. He managed to spot at least five kobolds lying on the ground with pulsing blue veins. At the same time, he performed a quick count and believed there were roughly around fifteen kobolds left in this relatively confined space.
    

    
       
    

    
      He huffed and kicked a kobold that had managed to get over the corpses. The weredog’s ribs made a cracking sound and flew to the wall, hitting two of its comrades in the process. Rakna swiftly threw Blood Fang and his folding knife, finishing those two off.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then crouched and picked up two spears. He vaulted over the corpses and slit the throat of two kobolds with the tip of the weapons. Afterward, he threw both of them. One pierced the necks of two targets while the other pierced the abdomen of another.
    

    
       
    

    
      At that point, the kobolds finally started panicking. Their numerical advantage was being utterly crushed. They were about to run away when they noticed that a lot of their comrades had also died in their rear lines. It was only then that they noticed the little snake who was currently biting the neck of an eighth victim.
    

    
       
    

    
      They froze in place and Rakna saw them inching backward as he approached them. He passed by the kobolds he had killed by throwing his knives and retrieved them. He bent forward and balanced his weight around his waist; his body disappeared in the eyes of the kobolds and before they knew it, four of them had been eliminated.
    

    
       
    

    
      There was only one left. The creature was shivering and whimpering. On one side, a small but fast snake had poison dripping from its fangs and on the other, a blood-stained human held two knives with an impassive expression as he stood in the middle of a sea of corpses.
    

    
       
    

    
      The kobold blinked and the human disappeared. Two hands then grabbed it from behind; one on the back of its head and the other firmly clutching its muzzle.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna twisted the weredog’s neck in a blurry motion and exhaled as the corpse fell on the ground and splashed the blood on it. He finally could look at the prompts given to him by the system.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Lv.5 Elite Kobold
       killed.
    

    
      Lv.3 Elite Kobold
       killed.
    

    
      Lv.3 Elite Kobold
       killed.
    

    
      Lv.3 Elite Kobold
       killed.
    

    
      …
    

    
      Level up!
    

    
      …
    

    
      Lv.3 Elite Kobold
       killed.
    

    
      Lv.3 Elite Kobold
       killed.
    

    
      Level up!
    

    
      S+ Rank: 
      +6
       Free Points.
    

    
      Requirement for level up updated.
    

    
      Current progress: 8/50
    

    
      You have reached level five. Your potential value has reached its limit. The free points will increase by one each level from now on while every five will get you two points.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      The number of kobolds he had killed had allowed him to level up twice. He was now sitting at level five with nine free attribute points.
    

    
       
    

    
      “My potential value has achieved its limit? Is it thanks to that that I was gaining three points each level until now?” He muttered as he walked back to the roof to retrieve Sonata. He had left it stuck in the door because he couldn’t have used it as he wanted in the staircase. Blood Fang was more than enough for the job considering how weak the kobolds were compared to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos caught up to him and climbed his shoulder. Rakna looked at him and checked his level.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name
      : Pronos
    

    
      Master
      : Rakna Xiorra
    

    
      Age
      : 3 | 
      Level
      : 4 (
      2/40
      )
    

    
      Race
      : Eion Snake | 
      Title
      : Nil
    

    
      Potential
      : S
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 1 | 
      END
      : 6.5
    

    
      SPD
      : 4 | 
      DEX
      : 1
    

    
      INT
      : 3 | 
      LCK
      : 3
    

    
       
    

    
      Available Attribute Points: 6
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Level four, and he has six points available… Alexa, how does this potential value work?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Regarding the Free Points granted?]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled at her inquiry. It meant that this value had more significance than just the number of free points during the first level-ups. “Yes,” he replied. For now, he had no reason to inquire anything else and he couldn’t be bothered to hear about something he’d most likely learn in the future.
    

    
       
    

    
      [The Potential of a Host is measured from E- to S+. To answer your question, every Host receives a determined amount of ‘bonus’ attribute points during the initial stage. The S-class gets 3 points until level five; which amounts to nine bonus points. For the A-class, it becomes eight bonus points. For the B-class, it’s six. For the C-class, it’s four. The D-class only gets two and finally, the E-class gets none.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm, this sounds quite predisposed,” Rakna commented whilst pulling Sonata out. He shouldered it and offhandedly checked the number of enemies left; eight. “How are these values decided?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [The potential value is calculated based on the Host’s natural abilities. Rakna, you were labeled S+ for your high-level skills and attributes as well as your Unawakened Nirvana Skill.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Nirvana Skill, huh?” Rakna muttered while walking down the stairs with Pronos slithering around his neck. “Well, putting that aside, for now, the fact that you are prioritizing certain people over others can mean a few things. Frankly speaking, all beings have potential. Making it easy for people who luckily had a resonant awakening of theirs is a bit unfair. But, all things considered, you could also say that people who haven’t had their potential awakened might need to be roughed up a bit to change that very fact,” he said with an awfully blank look as if it didn’t surprise or trouble him at all.
    

    
       
    

    
      […]
    

    
       
    

    
      “However, from another perspective, you can posit that these attribute points are ‘resources’ provided by someone or something. In other words, it’s plausible that they are limited and thus need to be carefully regulated. In that case, prioritizing the gifted ones is merely the logical course of action since wasting affluence on possibly useless people is what we call improvidence.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “To conclude, this isn’t a game, this isn’t a test, this isn’t training, this isn’t grooming... The only people who manage, govern, and distribute resources are entrepreneurs. This joke of a System is an industry I’ve been dragged into.” Rakna’s expression became even more vacant. “And I don’t like the fact that I’ve been hired against my will.”
    

    
       
    

    
      […Rakna, do I have the permission to offer my opinion?]
    

    
       
    

    
      Alexa’s voice suddenly sounded a lot more humane and serious and Rakna squinted as he picked up on it. “What is it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Making you a Host might have been the System’s miscalculation.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stopped in front of the main entrance of the school. Behind the glass, he could see the Kobold Rider and his wolf glowering at him along with the row of kobold archers.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You think?” He replied with a snort and whirled Sonata. “Well then, I can’t let you down now, can I?” He said and slashed the door apart. “I have to earn my pay.”
    

  
    Chapter 5: Encounter

    
      The moment Rakna came out, a salve of arrows was shot his way. He immediately rolled away while intercepting a few of the projectiles with Sonata. His eyes calmly scanned the surroundings.
    

    
       
    

    
      The Kobold Rider was located a few tens of meters away from him with the archers in line behind him. The Rider was barking orders like a maniac, probably telling his subordinates to shoot.
    

    
       
    

    
      From the creature's perspective, when Rakna came out covered in blood, it had been struck by a sudden feeling of doom realizing all its troops had died. It was concretized when two of the archers were suddenly killed by throwing knives.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Lv.5 Archer Kobold
       killed.
    

    
      Lv.5 Archer Kobold
       killed.
    

    
      Requirement for level up updated.
    

    
      Current progress: 18/50
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna dismissed the prompt and inhaled before kicking the ground. The four remaining archers shot their arrows at the same time. He deflected the first two, dodged the third one, and caught the last one barehanded.
    

    
       
    

    
      Before the second salve could be shot, Rakna had entered the Kobold Rider’s range. The first to attack was the wolf. The beast snarled and charged with an impressive speed. It reached with its opened maw and Rakna barely dodged it. At the same time, the kobold thrust its spear at him.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘1 to STR, 2 to DEX, 2 to SPD,’ 
      he ordered internally and felt the change happen instantly. His vision and mind became clearer. He easily saw the path of the spear and grabbed it. The kobold tried to pull back but it was firmly held in place.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna squinted and pulled it himself. The rider almost fell off and that was an opening long enough for him to swing Sonata. The azure blade released heat and a cloud of smoke as it cut through the neck of the creature.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna then jumped back as a volley of arrows descended. The wolf looked at its master falling on the ground next to it and howled. It rushed toward the human in front of it with bloodshot eyes.
    

    
      The wolf leaped and swung its paw whilst falling. Rakna followed it with his eyes and sidestepped to avoid it. The beast then opened its mouth to bite his neck.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna whirled Sonata before it could do that and struck the wolf’s belly with the shaft’s end. He then grabbed its throat and slammed the entire beast on the ground. The wolf whimpered and before it could retaliate, a fuming azure blade had beheaded it.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sighed and swung his spear to get rid of the blood before putting it back around his neck as a scarf. He turned toward where the remaining kobold archers were supposed to be to see them dead on the ground with Pronos standing triumphantly on top of one.
    

    
       
    

    
      Ding!
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Initiation Mission Completed
    

    
      Assessment
      : No enemies were left alive. The Host received no injury. Mission Time: 19:26:30.
    

    
      The Host was the first of his group to finish.
    

    
      Rewards
      : 1000 Talys, Utility Item Select.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      [Congratulations, Rakna. You earned the right to pick a Utility Item.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed as he picked up Pronos and put him on his shoulder. The little snake promptly snuggled inside the scarf. “Start by explaining what a Utility Item is. And what are Talys?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Utility Items are also referred to as Providence Items. They are usually meant to be used out of combat to help the Hosts in their daily life. For instance, a water gourd that replenishes itself indefinitely is one example. The reward you have been granted by the System is to pick a Utility Item. You can choose anything. A drink that never ends, food that regenerates, effective but long application heals, and so on. As for the Talys, you can consider them as the System’s currency.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” Rakna mused. “I assume there will be an occasion for me to spend these later. As for the Utility Item…” He pulled out his cigarette case from his pocket. “Can you scan this case and turn it into one?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [It is possible. The resulting Item will be of a higher grade than if it was made out of nothing as well.]
    

    
      “Then do it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Acknowledged. Please give the Item a name before the process.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Obsidian’s Smoke,” he answered without hesitation. To the point that even Alexa was perplexed about the significance of this name. Right after, the case in Rakna’s hands started glowing. After half a minute or so, the conversion was over. The silver had turned slightly more metallic looking and the Item’s name had been engraved on it.
    

    
       
    

    
      He immediately looked at its properties.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Utility Item/Cigarette Case
    

    
      Rarity
      : Blue
    

    
      Name
      : Obsidian’s Smoke
    

    
      Capacity
      : 20/20 
      (Recharges once every five hours)
    

    
       
    

    
      Description:
    

    
      A perfect combination of drugs and medicinal herbs. The formula for these cigarettes was made exclusively for Rakna Xiorra. The case itself has an integrated lighter powered by Eion stones. It was designed to be usable as the Azure Sonata’s trigger input.
    

    
       
    

    
      Effects:
       
    

    
      - 
      Heightened Awareness
      : Increases Senses and Swiftness by 1% 
      (lasts an hour).
    

    
      - 
      Decelerated Alertness
      : Numbs emotions and cancels mental debuffs.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not bad. I didn’t expect it to have an effect like this,” Rakna remarked.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Utility Items with a rarity above Green are generally hard to find and have additional perks that can support a Host even during combat. You are lucky, Rakna.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. Can you tell me more about the rarity?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Items have seven rarity classifications. Gray, Green, Blue, Orange, Purple, Red, and Gold. In terms that most modern humans can understand, each rarity can be described respectively by ‘common’, ‘uncommon’, ‘rare’, ‘special’, ‘masterwork’, ‘epic’, and ‘legendary’.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm, that doesn’t explain much in my opinion but I guess I can more or less imagine how valuable each rarity is now,” Rakna remarked and lit up a cigarette before putting the case back in his pocket. At the same time, he noticed something from the corner of his eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      One of the bows on the ground, dropped by the kobolds, was glowing. He raised an eyebrow and approached it before grabbing it. He briefly went over the details. There was nothing special about it and the rarity was gray. But a certain System window appeared in front of him.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Conditions have been met.
    

    
      Do you wish to upgrade Azure Sonata by using ‘Kobold Wooden Bow’ as a material?
    

    
      Y/N
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna opened his eyes wide at the question. He only hesitated a few seconds before pressing yes. The bow in his hands then turned into particles of light that merged with his scarf. The process was fast and simple and the scarf itself had no obvious changes.
    

    
       
    

    
      But when he checked Sonata’s attributes, Rakna was pleasantly surprised.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Cloth/Scarf (
      Current
      )
    

    
      Name
      : Azure Sonata
    

    
      Rarity
      : Blue
    

    
      Durability
      : 100/100
    

    
       
    

    
      Perks:
    

    
      - 
      Intertwined Miniature Eion Systems
      : The item possesses a memory of form and is able to switch from one form to another with an Eion energy influx as the trigger. Currently available: 
      Scarf
      , 
      Guandao
      , 
      Bow
      .
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Putting aside the fact that the attributes displayed changed according to the form it was in, there was something new. A third form had been added; Bow. Rakna pressed on the glowing word and it showed him the description of the bow without transforming his scarf.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Range/Bow
    

    
      Name
      : Azure Sonata
    

    
      Rarity
      : Blue
    

    
      Durability
      : 100/100
    

    
       
    

    
      Perks:
    

    
      - 
      Intertwined Miniature Eion Systems
      : The weapon possesses a memory of form and is able to switch from one form to another with an Eion energy influx as the trigger. Currently available: 
      Scarf
      , 
      Guandao
      , 
      Bow
      . 
    

    
      - Eion Arrows: 
      The weapon has the ability to generate arrows composed of raw Eion energy on its own with a limited rate of five per minute. The current attack value of the arrows is 
      30
       at the Host’s full strength.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “This could be useful in the future. A ranged weapon is always welcome,” Rakna muttered and another sound resounded in his head to notify him of a new prompt. There were now three System windows open in his vision. He frowned and looked at the one which had just popped up.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have finished the initiation. You will automatically be ejected in 
      05:48:20
      .
    

    
      Do you wish to exit now?
    

    
      Y / N
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stared at the choice given to him for a moment before ultimately pressing no. He closed the other virtual screens and turned toward the forest surrounding the school.
    

    
       
    

    
      “If they give me a choice, there might be something worth searching for in this place,” he said and looked at Pronos. “What do you think, little guy?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The little snake squinted as he observed the dense forest. He hissed softly and Rakna nodded as if he had understood him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, I know. I have this feeling too. It might be dangerous,” he said but still walked toward the forest without any change in his expression. “But no one can ever progress if they never risk it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Before he knew it, Rakna had been wandering in the forest for hours. There were still two hours left on the clock. The time he had spent until now was ultimately not wasted. He crossed a dozen or so wild kobolds and Pronos had reached level five. He himself was close to level six as well.
    

    
       
    

    
      During that time, Pronos had allocated most of his attribute points. He had concentrated on his speed and endurance, which meant that his defense had reached a whopping 38.
    

    
       
    

    
      As for Rakna, he had four points left and he waited on them. He preferred keeping them so that he could use them in combat in a way that would suit the situation.
    

    
       
    

    
      Another thing he did was dissect a kobold. He wanted to check a few things and the gore didn’t bother him. In the end, he found nothing out of the ordinary. Their anatomy was just like a normal dog’s. The only noteworthy point was that their legs had developed to be able to let them stand. Though it was an incomplete evolution and they were very easy to disable.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, after the dissection, the System delivered a prompt that pleased Rakna.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Congratulations. Through meeting the specified conditions, 
      Appraisal
      ’s level has increased. It can now show a relative amount of information surpassing the user’s wisdom.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      From that, he concluded that 
      Appraisal
       was an ability that would advance based on his actions. When he got the skill, it was after analyzing the Kobold from its appearance, and when he decided to take a look at their anatomy, it leveled up.
    

    
       
    

    
      This meant that skills could probably be created if given the right conditions and it would also mean that certain skills couldn’t be leveled up by just using them.
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was thinking that, Rakna suddenly stopped moving. He had suddenly picked up a presence nearby. Though, it would be more accurate to say ‘something’ was warning him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s senses had been quantified as 40 and although he might not know it himself, it was a very high number for someone of his level. The senses didn’t only stand for hearing, smell, touch, taste, or sight. To be exact, each of these was actually a part of something else; instinct or, in other words, the thing that people call the sixth sense. On top of that, his 
      Eye of the Mind
       gave him an unnatural danger awareness.
    

    
       
    

    
      Currently, Rakna was rooted on the ground because of that very reason. Something was preying on him and he was very conscious of it.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos didn’t seem to notice until his contractor triggered Sonata to transform. The little snake abruptly felt the unknown presence because its hostility had probably jumped at the sight of a weapon.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked around him warily. The silence was weighing on his mind and despite his mental fortitude, his body was tense. The situation didn’t change for a few minutes and it was broken by a shadow that leaped from the trees’ shadows.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna reacted as fast as he possibly could but he only managed to tilt his body to the side whilst trying to move back. When he realized that the silhouette was too close for him to dodge, he raised his left arm to shield himself.
    

    
       
    

    
      In the next instant, he heard a disturbing crunching sound, and an intense pain spread throughout his limb. Then, something struck his abdomen and sent him flying. The momentum was such that he broke a tree before touching the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      He coughed blood and staggered as he tried to stand while using Sonata as support. He looked up to see what had attacked him and his eyes widened in shock.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was a wolf. A 
      very
       large wolf with dark fur and silver eyes. The beast was taller than any human and wider than any bear. But what truly stunned Rakna was the wagging tails behind the creature; nine of them to exact. Then, his eyes were attracted to the wolf’s mouth which held something he hoped he hadn’t seen.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna slowly looked at his left shoulder and winced. Half of his arm had been ripped off and he could even see his humerus sticking out. The bleeding was serious and if he didn’t take care of it quick, he would probably die.
    

    
       
    

    
      His mind was jolted when he heard a cracking sound. He refocused on the wolf and saw it munch on the arm. He watched grimly as his arm disappeared in the beast’s stomach.
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right…” Rakna stood up and sneakily glanced at Pronos who had taken the chance to hide in the bushes. The wolf appeared to be unmoving for now. The only thing he was doing was staring.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna slowly grabbed and tore the blue ribbon wrapped around his weapon. He quickly put it around his left arm and tied it tightly by pulling it with his teeth to stop the bleeding. Sonata’s ribbon had already started being reconstructed when he finished.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna then silently cast 
      Appraisal
       on the wolf and his confidence wavered for the first time.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…shit.”
    

  
    Chapter 6: First Harvest

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name
      : None
    

    
      Age
      : 2 | 
      Level
      : 10
    

    
      Race
      : Nine-Tailed Wolf 
      (Cub)
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 10 | 
      END
      : 7
    

    
      SPD
      : 8 | 
      DEX
      : 4
    

    
      INT
      : 9 | 
      LCK
      : 4
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 36 | 
      MP
      : 90
    

    
      SWI
      : 34 | 
      AGI
      : 16
    

    
      SEN
      : 42 | 
      ATC
      : 42
    

    
      ATT
      : 55.5 | 
      DEF
      : 31
    

    
      MA
      : 27 | 
      MR
      : 0.54/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      - 
      Bite 
      (Lv. 8): 
      +80% Attack when biting.
    

    
      - 
      Tracking
       
      (Lv.4): 
      +20% Senses while tracking.
    

    
      …
    

    
      Magic Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Fire 
      (Lv.3):
       +30% Magic Attack
    

    
      - 
      Mystic Fire
       (
      Lv.1
      ): ??? 
      (Appraisal Level Insufficient.)
    

    
       
    

    
      Cognitive Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Smell of the Wolf God 
      (Lv-)
    

    
      …
    

    
       
    

    
      Spontaneous Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Shadow Step 
      (
      Lv.3
      ): Cooldown – 80s
    

    
      …
    

    
       
    

    
      Nirvana Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Tailed Pearl: 
      ???
    

    
      ???
    

    
      Cooldown – 48h
    

    
       
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
      - 
      Sharp Fangs
      : +100% Attack when using fangs
    

    
      - 
      Nine-Tailed Wolf’s Nose
      : +50% to Senses
    

    
      - 
      Nine-Tailed Clan’s Blessing
      : ???
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna analyzed every single detail of the status in front of him while keeping eye contact with the wolf as they circled each other.
    

    
       
    

    
      The wolf was awfully silent and Rakna believed that it was planning to attack as soon as its skill, 
      Shadow Step
      , was available again. That was probably the ability that had cost him his arm earlier.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘It also means that the more I wait, the more chances it has to kill me,’
       Rakna thought. 
      ‘I can sense Pronos’ intention to sneak attack. It might work. This beast has a significant sense value so I can only trust Pronos to be able to stay undetected.’
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was thinking that, Rakna’s vision blurred for a second. His injury was getting the best of him in the end. It wasn’t only his arm that had been affected, he had been hit in the ribs and he could only hope that he didn’t have internal bleeding.
    

    
       
    

    
      The wolf wasn’t stupid and instantly noticed its opponent’s fragile stance. It leaped toward Rakna at a speed drastically lower than earlier without 
      Shadow Step
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shook his head and tightly gripped his spear before deflecting the wolf’s claws and avoiding the bite that followed. The creature landed behind its prey and waved its nine tails. Then, the same number of crimson flames appeared in the air.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes narrowed and, as he jumped away, he swung Sonata and cut through three of the flames, detonating them. A cloud of smoke shrouded the wolf but it apparently did nothing to it as the six remaining flames emerged from the smoke and flew toward Rakna as if they were guided.
    

    
       
    

    
      He clicked his tongue and ran toward a tree before slashing at its trunk. The tree easily fell under the blade and collided with the missile-like flames. An explosion occurred and although it was small, the tree was reduced to ashes very quickly.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna gazed at the wolf through the fire that was separating them. 
      ‘The gap in firepower is evident but Sonata is more than enough for me to kill it as long as I land a good hit. Without my arm, I can’t use the bow form though it wouldn’t do enough damage anyway. I can only wait for Pronos and hope that this wolf doesn’t use its Nirvana Skill. My Appraisal couldn’t show what it was but if the cooldown is anything to go by, I don’t want to bet. For that, I need it to feel unthreatened but I also need to survive… No choice; four points to speed.’
    

    
       
    

    
      He instructed inwardly and he felt his mind getting clearer and his body getting lighter. Speed and dexterity came in a shared bundle. The latter increased agility drastically, in other words, body control. But the former was raw velocity and the mental ability to cope with fast movements.
    

    
       
    

    
      Considering he needed to survive, it was the most rational choice for Rakna. And it was confirmed when he barely dodged the wolf’s swipe after it had been shrouded in shadows.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘
      Shadow Step
      … probably a speed burst kind of skill,’
       Rakna commented inwardly as he moved out of the way. At the same time, he heard the notification of 
      Appraisal
       leveling up. If it wasn’t for the situation, he would have inferred that this level-up was due to him analyzing a skill’s properties.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then whirled Sonata and left a deep gash on the wolf’s back. Although he had only one arm left, his mastery of the spear hadn’t been set at level eight for nothing.
    

    
       
    

    
      The nine-tailed beast roared in pain and used its rear legs to hit Rakna, who used his weapon to shield himself and retreat with the knockback. When he landed, he looked up to see the wolf’s open mouth blazing and seemingly charging something.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna furrowed his eyebrows with a taciturn look. 
      ‘This seems stronger than the previous ones. I might not be able to stop it with just a few trees,’
       he thought, then felt something nudging his mind. It was as if someone or something was talking to him. 
      ‘Pronos… he wants me to stop its movements.’
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna instantly made his decision. He anchored his legs and hoisted Sonata above his shoulder before throwing it with all of his strength.
    

    
       
    

    
      The azure spear made its way through the air at an impressive speed but the wolf easily avoided it, though it had been forced to stop the casting. The creature glanced at the spear which had just pierced the ground next to it before looking back at its opponent. Then, it heard the sound of the wind and immediately jerked back in fright when it saw the human barely a meter away.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna was unbelievably focused as he rushed toward the wolf. As planned, it hadn’t expected him to charge so recklessly and the only counter it gave was a sweep of its claws. Rakna ducked under it and grabbed Sonata again. He pulled it out of the ground and used his hand and his foot to twist it and revert it to its scarf form.
    

    
       
    

    
      With the scarf in his hand, Rakna continued on his momentum and positioned himself behind the wolf. He grabbed both ends of the scarf with his remaining hand and put it around the beast’s neck before pulling with everything he had.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Pronos!”
    

    
       
    

    
      When he shouted, the little snake swiftly slithered out of the bushes; he also had put the rest of his points into speed for this. The moment Pronos made himself known, the wolf noticed him right away but it couldn’t do anything as the snake bit its leg, releasing a glowing poison in its veins.
    

    
       
    

    
      When the beast realized what was going on, it released a noise that sounded like a mix of a howl and a rage-induced roar. Immediately after, its entire body was immolated in blue flames.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna and Pronos couldn’t escape before the fire shone and produced a massive shockwave. The trees around them were deracinated before burning midair.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos had high defense so the blow hadn’t done much damage to him but the blunt force had almost incapacitated him. On the other hand, Rakna crashed on the ground after being flung like a ragdoll. Every part of his body was injured in some way and a random branch had managed to puncture his stomach.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna couldn’t move at all and his consciousness was slowly fading away as he heard Pronos make sounds of anguish as he nudged him. He gritted his teeth and his nails scraped the soil until it bled.
    

    
       
    

    
      One of his eyes started turning bloodshot and a prompt from the System flickered into existence along with an emotionless voice that wasn’t Alexa’s.
    

    
       
    

    
      || Anomaly detected. Analysis of Host’s mental state in progress... Lapsed. Detection of Unknown Unique Trait. Adaptation of Host’s Attributes… Lapsed. ||
    

    
       
    

    
      These words were echoing in Rakna’s head as Pronos hissed in the direction of the wolf walking toward them with blue flames surrounding it.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, Rakna suddenly started laughing. It was loud and eerie. The nine-tailed beast abruptly froze in place and almost took a step backward. In its perspective, the human who had not shown any bloodlust whatsoever until now had suddenly released one even greater than its own.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos was also scared. His connection to his owner allowed him to know of his state at any moment and also to feel his presence, and that presence had suddenly been warped.
    

    
       
    

    
      The two creatures gazed at Rakna who was now getting up. His bleeding had stopped and he was already holding Sonata in its Guandao form. His expression was shadowed until he finally was standing straight. Pronos cowered slightly and the wolf growled; instinctively trying to intimidate an opponent that it felt it couldn’t defeat.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s expression was the very description of insanity and joyfulness put together. He sported a wide grin and his bloodshot eyes perfectly matched its intensity. His chuckle resounded and the wolf acted out of pure urgency.
    

    
       
    

    
      Its nine tails wagged and conjured a large blue fireball. The magic projectile was shot at its target and Rakna’s eyes flashed as he thrust Sonata at the fireball before it exploded.
    

    
       
    

    
      The wolf watched the flames spread with heightened alertness; the bloodlust hadn’t disappeared in the slightest. The blue light was reflected by its eyes which widened in shock when a silhouette emerged.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna charged toward the wolf with an unbreakable smirk. When he was close enough, he swung Sonata vertically. The beast noted that its opponent was considerably slower than before. It easily sidestepped the spear strike but when the azure blade hit the ground, the earth cracked open. A wave of dread immediately invaded the lupine’s mind.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was about to use 
      Shadow Step
       to flee when Rakna let go of Sonata and directly grabbed its neck. The beast was shockingly overpowered for a brief moment and Rakna ruthlessly kneed its muzzle. After that, he punched its throat and kicked one of its legs.
    

    
       
    

    
      The wolf had been put into a daze by the first strike and its leg breaking was the thing that pulled it out of it. It snarled and instead of using 
      Shadow Step 
      to get away, used it to bite into Rakna’s shoulder with boosted momentum.
    

    
       
    

    
      The wolf expected him to let go but instead, Rakna laughed again and followed by hitting it with his knee a second time. The one who was forced to let go was the beast. It was slowly going crazy because of the pain and the fact that it didn’t understand how its opponent had gotten so much stronger physically wasn’t helping.
    

    
       
    

    
      In the end, the nine-tailed being decided to throw the remainder of its mana into its strongest skill. A wave of power shoved Rakna away and a sphere of blue and black energy appeared above the wolf.
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, that’s the might of a Nirvana Skill, huh?” Rakna’s voice sounded amused. “Looks like you’re using a lot of mana...” He grinned. “Are you sure that it’s a good idea, mutt?” He cackled darkly and the wolf was confused at first before it suddenly felt its strength wear out. The 
      Tailed Pearl
       was forcefully dispelled and it staggered on its feet.
    

    
       
    

    
      The beast desperately tried to muster its magic or even to just move, but it was to no avail. It was then that it finally noticed that the left half of its body had blue glowing lines all over it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Looks like I was right,” the human uttered. “Eion Poison isn’t your regular type of toxin. It’s an energy-based venom. When it is injected inside the body, it will spread through the blood vessels and burn through them to carbonize the nerves and muscle tissues. As far as I know, the only way to stop it is to use another source of energy to counter it. Magnetic fields can do the trick usually."
    

    
       
    

    
      As Rakna continued to talk, the wolf was losing more and more strength and awareness. It barely could listen to what was being said much less understand it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “But evidently, there was something that was protecting you from it,” Rakna squinted. “That thing was probably your magic power; your mana. But you went ahead and expended all of it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He sneered and approached the wolf with Sonata in hand. No matter how much it struggled, its body wasn’t responding in the slightest. Rakna stopped in front of it and lifted Sonata.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You were fucking annoying. I’ll give you that.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The azure blade of Sonata pierced the head of the wolf and that was it.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Lv.10 Nine-Tailed Wolf
       killed.
    

    
      Congratulations!
       You killed a creature two times your level! The experience has been doubled!
    

    
      Congratulations!
       You killed a Legendary Rank creature! The experience has been tripled!
    

    
      Congratulations!
       You killed a Legendary Rank creature! You acquired a new title!
    

    
      Congratulations! 
      Your reward for the Initiation was increased by 9000 Talys!
    

    
      Level up!
    

    
      +1
       Free Point.
    

    
      Current progress: 57/60
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked at the notification before collapsing on the ground without warning. His eyes and expression returned to normal. He started panting heavily and Pronos slithered toward him. He glanced at him and before he could say anything, his injuries’ toll finally overwhelmed him. The last thing he heard before fainting was Alexa trying to say something to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s consciousness was waning. He wasn’t sure of what was happening to him but after he killed the nine-tailed wolf and fainted, he would suddenly wake up every few minutes or so. But he could never open his eyes or even hear anything other than the mechanical voice of the System telling him the time remaining before the Initiation was over and asking if he wanted to leave.
    

    
       
    

    
      His mind had been sunk and pulled back more than a dozen times, and the longer the countdown continued, the more he was sure that the System was nonstop asking him if he wanted to leave because he would probably die before the timer reached zero.
    

    
       
    

    
      He wanted to answer but he couldn’t do anything. He couldn’t speak nor could he even think clearly. It was then that he felt something reacting deep inside him. His heart began to beat faster and louder and for the first time, the System said something else other than the time left.
    

    
       
    

    
      || Anomaly detected. ||
    

    
       
    

    
      Another one. This time, even Rakna himself knew it wasn’t referring to what happened against the wolf.
    

    
       
    

    
      || The Host’s critical state has triggered a change. Congratulations, Rakna Xiorra, your innate Nirvana Skill, The Harvester, has been awakened. ||
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos was continuously attempting to wake his owner up since he had fainted. Alexa, which he shared with Rakna as their personal AI, had told him what would happen if he couldn’t wake up.
    

    
       
    

    
      There was an hour left on the clock when Pronos finally saw movement from Rakna. He was happy and relieved. Rakna slowly stood up but, strangely, his eyes had yet to open and there was no indication that he was aware of his surroundings. Pronos hissed softly in worry and watched perplexed as his owner walked to the corpse of the wolf.
    

    
       
    

    
      The little snake was dumbfounded when Rakna spear-handed the beast’s carcass and ripped out its heart along with a few pieces of organs. He was even more lost and shocked when Rakna started eating it.
    

    
       
    

    
      || The Harvester has been activated. The heart has been assimilated. Core gene established; 
      Nine-Tailed Werewolf
      . ||
    

    
       
    

    
      These words resounded in Rakna’s head but he couldn’t hear them because what was moving his body was nothing more than instinct.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos watched stunned as his owner yelled like a genuine beast after eating the heart before collapsing again. Then, something even more shocking befell Rakna’s body and the little snake was now questioning his sanity.
    

    
       
    

    
      An hour later, a global message from the System was communicated to every Host currently going through the Initiation.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      || 
      Pay Attention! This is a Global Missive! We repeat! This is a Global Missive!
       ||
    

    
      || The initiation period is officially over. The number of survivors from the original 
      29 864
       of this batch is 
      15 298
      . Congratulations to all of you! ||
    

    
      || Within forty-eight hours, the System will give out the tutorial mission. ||
    

    
      || 
      S
      u
      r
      v
      i
      v
      e
       
      w
      e
      l
      l, 
      H
      o
      s
      t
      s
      . ||
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

  
    Chapter 7: Wolfy

    
      When Rakna woke up, the first thing he saw was a spinning fan hanging from a white ceiling. He blinked several times until he suddenly felt something hitting his face.
    

    
       
    

    
      He grunted and picked up whatever was obstructing his view. He was met with the bright blue eyes of Pronos who was staring at him in what seemed to be glee and relief.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled. He sat up and looked around before expressing his insightful reaction, “What?”
    

    
       
    

    
      For the lack of a better description, he was sitting in the middle of a convenience store. He was currently in an aisle filled with nothing but… blankets.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…who the hell has an aisle dedicated to blankets?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is that really your first question?” An unfamiliar voice then sounded from behind and a smell of lilac and sulfur invaded his nose. Rakna’s eyes narrowed and he quickly stood up to face whoever it was. He noticed at the same time that his left arm had somehow been regenerated but he ignored it for now. He grabbed his scarf which was lying on the ground next to him and squinted.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he took a look at what was behind him, his scowl got even deeper. In front of him stood a woman as tall as he was. His eyes scanned her from bottom to top. She wore a one-piece vermillion dress and as his sight drifted upward, the more rapt he became. Her figure was undoubtedly one of the best he had ever seen and he was forced to admit that her cup size was almost as impressive as Flavia’s.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he reached her face, he recognized a sense of exasperation and curiosity in her expression. She had long red hair with a shade so vibrant that he thought he was looking at motionless flames. Golden, sharp eyes with a bright yellow tint around the pupils, fair skin, and glossy lips.
    

    
       
    

    
      If this was all of it, Rakna would have concluded his observation with just her being beautiful. But what his eyes caught afterward stunned him. On her cheeks, there were some very faint but noticeable whiskers. On top of her head, there was a pair of vulpine ears and freely moving behind her were nine fox tails.
    

    
       
    

    
      His expression was as cold as always but the corner of his lips was twitching as he took in her features. He had just dealt with a nine-tailed wolf and now he was confronted with this?
    

    
       
    

    
      “What’s wrong, puppy? The view is too much for you?” She grinned at him and spoke with a voice promising endless teasing.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna breathed in and relaxed. “All right… I have a few questions.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, shoot. I’m here for that anyway.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why is this aisle dedicated to blankets?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…are we really doing this?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “This place is big,” the fox woman deadpanned. “Way bigger than you can see. Consequently, the variety of items is very large as well, same for their quantity. Which results in this kind of situation; where a certain product simply can’t be in only a single shelf but at least an entire aisle.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uh, makes more sense than I expected,” Rakna commented and Pronos climbed his shoulder.
    

    
       
    

    
      The woman glanced at the little snake for a second before focusing on Rakna again. “So? What are the other questions?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “If I stay in the logic of a game, this should be a shop where we can use that currency the System gave me. A safe zone at that. You’re probably the caretaker or something similar.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The fox woman’s eye twitched once. “Yes, smart kid. You could just ask me though.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Also, from what I’ve gathered, you’re supposedly here to assist me in understanding the situation. You said ‘I’m here for that’ earlier. The question would be whether you’re an actual being made by the System solely for this shop or if you’re a Host yourself, commanded to do this.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Her smile became crooked as he continued.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re probably the latter considering the fact that it would be weird to make something as fancy as a nine-tailed fox to manage this place. So, my question is… what’s your name, I guess?”
    

    
       
    

    
      She stared at him with a blank look. “Are you always like this?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Like what?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Insufferably critical.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…maybe.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The fox woman face-palmed and sighed. “I feel bad for your AI. And you could at least say thank you. I’m the one who healed you when you came in here and I’m working overtime because of that too. What did you do to lose a damn arm? Did the Kobold Rider’s mount get you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm? Does that mean that every Host has the same enemies during the initiation?”
    

    
       
    

    
      She groaned in response. “Yes, smartass, at least for your batch. Did someone ever tell you that you’re a rude kid, puppy? Where did all those cute boys who stutter when they see me go?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What? You’re into kids?” Rakna quipped with his usual tone and pulled out a cigarette.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m not and no smoking here,” she uttered and it disappeared while it still was in his hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna frowned as he looked at his empty hand and had to push down the urge to use 
      Appraisal
       on that woman. He knew it would be a bad idea. He sighed and put Sonata around his neck. “Fine. Let’s stop clowning. I’m Rakna Xiorra. The little guy on my shoulder is Pronos. What about you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The vixen snorted. “Finally. I still haven’t heard my thanks but I guess it’ll do. The name’s Kaelith Yahkshasa. Be sure to remember it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yahkshasa? You have something to do with yakshas?” 
    

    
       
    

    
      “Looks like you’re uselessly knowledgeable too, huh?” She raised an eyebrow. “To answer your question, it’s no. Yahkshasa is the family name of the fox branch of the nine-tailed clan. It just sounds the same but we have nothing to do with those holier-than-thou spirits.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “The nine-tailed clan?” Rakna muttered as he remembered what he had seen on the status of the wolf he killed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, you should know about it, right, puppy?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Will you stop calling me a puppy?” He retorted. “Why are you calling me that anyway?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why, you say… Haven’t you taken a look at yourself?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What do you-?” He was interrupted by Pronos hissing in his ear. The little snake had a weird look on his face as he pointed somewhere with his tail.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna followed it and froze when his eyes fell on something that was located around his lower back. He stayed stunned for quite a while until it finally registered in his brain what he was looking at. Now that he focused on it, he could also feel it like any other limb and when he tried to control it, it abruptly started shaking.
    

    
       
    

    
      He slowly grabbed it and gawked at the dark blue and very fluffy… tail. A wolf tail to be exact, in all its splendor, directly coming from the spot above his tailbone. It had even pierced through his clothes to grow.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna then came to a realization and hesitatingly put his hand on his head just to feel two very unfamiliar additions that tickled every time he touched them.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Wha… how?’
        His mind was in turmoil.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re okay? You look as if it’s the first time you’ve ever seen your own tail,” Kaelith tilted her head in pure confusion. It looked like she didn’t even humor the possibility of him being human originally.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m not okay. There are too many things wrong right now for me to be okay,” he said impassively and she was even more perplexed. “And wait… that still doesn’t explain why you call me a puppy. At least, use wolfy.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…has someone ever told you that you have a weird sense of priorities?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What a weird brat I’ve been assigned to…” She shook her head and turned around. “We’ve been getting sidetracked for too long already. Follow me. It’s unpleasant to keep standing, no?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna squinted his purple eyes which, unknown to him, had gained a more bestial look. He started following her while silently ordering his status to appear.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Host
      : Rakna Xiorra
    

    
      Age
      : 17 | 
      Level
      : 6 (57/60)
    

    
      Race
      : Nine-Tailed Werewolf | 
      Title
      : Legendary Slayer
    

    
      Potential
      : S+
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 1.9 -> 4 | 
      END
      : 2.5 -> 3
    

    
      SPD
      : 2 -> 9 | 
      DEX
      : 4 -> 8
    

    
      INT
      : 3.6 -> 4 | 
      LCK
      : 9
    

    
       
    

    
      Available Attribute Points: 1
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 27/27 | 
      MP
      : 40/40
    

    
      SWI
      : 26 | 
      AGI
      : 25
    

    
      SEN
      : 72 | 
      ATC
      : 37
    

    
      ATT
      : 34.5 | 
      DEF
      : 13
    

    
      MA:
       12 | 
      MR:
       0.28/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      - 
      Polearm-Mastery
       
      (Lv.8): 
      +16% Attack when wielding polearms.
    

    
      - 
      Taekwondo
       
      (Lv.7): 
      +14% …
    

    
      - 
      Dagger-Mastery
       
      (Lv.7): 
      +14% ...
    

    
      - 
      Cooking
       
      (Lv.6): 
      +60% …
    

    
      …
    

    
       
    

    
      Magic Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Unawakened.
    

    
       
    

    
      Cognitive Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Pain-Resistance
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Fear-Resistance
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Eye of the Mind
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Fatigue Resistance 
      (Lv. 7)
    

    
       
    

    
      Spontaneous Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Appraisal 
      (Lv.3)
    

    
      - 
      Claws 
      (
      Lv.1
      ): Extend and retract claws at will. +10% Attack.
    

    
       
    

    
      Nirvana Skills:
    

    
      - 
      The Harvester:
       An exceptionally rare type of skill; Assimilation. The Host has the ability to acquire a being’s trait by devouring their heart. The first heart consumed by the Host will determine the core genome and alter the Host’s race.
    

    
       
    

    
      Current Number of Traits Assimilated: 
      1/4
    

    
       
    

    
      1St Trait
       (
      Core Genome
      ): Nine-Tailed Wolf. One Tail Unlocked. Next Tail: Lv.6/Lv.10.
    

    
      Currently Attuned Abilities: 
      Smell of the Wolf God
      , 
      Claws
      , 
      Shape Shift
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
      - 
      Eion Auto-Sustainable Nanomachines
      : Automatically kills foreign organisms and allows rapid improvement in body strength as well as the use of more muscle cells.
    

    
      - 
      ???
      : An alternative mind that changes the Host’s behavior. The change is so drastic that the body itself has to follow. When this trait is activated, strength and endurance are swapped with speed and dexterity and for a minute, the metabolism stops bleeding and accelerates healing.
    

    
      - 
      Shape Shift
      : A skill exclusive to the Nine-Tailed Werewolf. Grants the ability to shift between three forms; Wolf (+70% speed), Werewolf (all attributes +50%), Therian.
    

    
      - 
      Smell of the Wolf God 
      (Incomplete): 
      +100% to Senses and the Host gains the ability to recognize auras through smell.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      It was a lot to take in. Even for Rakna. First of all, he wasn’t human anymore. It’s not like he was the kind of person to become depressed because he couldn’t be called as such anymore but the suddenness of it was unsettling.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then quickly went through the new skills he had gotten, purposefully skipping the Nirvana Skill to came back to it later. To start off, the ability to smell auras was probably the reason why Kaelith smelled like lilac and sulfur to him. He also discreetly tried the 
      Claws
       skill and his nails sharpened and grew in length before returning to normal at his command. He thought it was pretty handy but what caught his attention the most before that were the other two new Unique Traits.
    

    
       
    

    
      For the unnamed one, he knew where it came from but its effect gave him a big surprise. That explained how he had suddenly been able to nearly overpower the wolf and survive the magic it launched head-on.
    

    
       
    

    
      The second one, 
      Shape Shift
      , was very interesting. From his understanding, the Therian form was his current one; the default one. The Wolf form was probably just a regular quadrupedal one. As for the Werewolf, it was self-explanatory.
    

    
       
    

    
      After going over that, Rakna fully focused on his Nirvana Skill; 
      The Harvester
      . It was an ability that allowed him to scavenge the hearts of creatures and appropriate their traits for himself.
    

    
       
    

    
      The fact that he outright became a werewolf was most likely due to the ‘Core Genome’. By taking in the heart of a wolf, he went from human to werewolf; a mix of the two. It seemed that he also had to unlock the nine tails by leveling up.
    

    
       
    

    
      And finally, there was the ‘1 out of 4 traits assimilated’ note. Since the first was the Nine-Tailed Wolf, it meant that he could absorb the traits of three other beings. He had no idea if that number would increase in the future or not though.
    

    
       
    

    
      As Rakna was thinking that, Kaelith had arrived at her destination. It was an open area in the middle of numerous aisles of different nature. There was a sort of desk in the center and two couches placed opposite of each other next to it.
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith sat on one of them and motioned Rakna to sit on the other. He complied silently whilst closing the System window. He still wanted to check the title he had gotten, but it would have to wait for now.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well then, wolfy, get comfortable. I’m going to tell you what you need to know for now.”
    

  
    Chapter 8: Learning

    
      “Firstly, I need to explain what this place is,” Kaelith began by spreading her arms open, waving at the many aisles around them. “This, as you’ve already guessed, is a shop. You can pretty much buy anything here as long as you have enough Talys. Though, of course, high-end and one-off items are a lot rarer. They usually aren’t sold by the shop itself but by other Hosts.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Like an auction?” Rakna inquired and she nodded.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, that’s accurate. In any case, if you want to buy something, you can look through the catalog from the System. If you want something really specific and you can’t find it, ask your AI for help.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Next, it concerns your little friend right there,” Kaelith pointed at Pronos who was relaxing in Rakna’s scarf. “What you have to know is that contracted pets are mostly graded and managed by the System just like any regular Host but they have a very special privilege which is evolution.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Evolution?” Rakna glanced at his small companion. “So, you’re saying he could evolve to become stronger? Become bigger or a different type of snake altogether?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Pretty much. When a contracted pet reaches level hundred, they will be prompted to choose a path of evolution that tallies their status. After that, most pets don’t get to evolve again unless they have potential higher than B,” Kaelith explained and took a sip of tea from a cup as if it had always been in her hand. Rakna scowled at it since he hadn’t seen her pick it up at all.
    

    
       
    

    
      “In fact, this isn’t something I tell everyone who is assigned to me,” she continued. “The reason for that is simply that it’s the first time I’ve seen a brand-new Host finish the Initiation with a pet tagging along. And from what I can see, that little one isn’t some mundane creature...” She leveled a probing stare at Pronos who hid his head inside the scarf in response.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed and leaned against the couch. “Let me smoke and I’ll tell you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The vixen raised an eyebrow and waved her hand dismissively with a sigh. Rakna took that as permission and lit up a cigarette with 
      Obsidian’s Smoke
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s a Utility Item,” she remarked and if she was surprised, she didn’t show it. “That can only mean one thing; you’re the one who finished the mission first. Is that why you lost your arm? Did you rush it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna inhaled and huffed a cloud of smoke. He didn’t refute her conjecture since self-delusion was always the best way to hide something from others. He didn’t know this woman and although his situation was a completely new experience to him, he preferred keeping his secrets.
    

    
       
    

    
      “To answer your previous question, Pronos is an experimental subject from my planet. He escaped the lab and got dragged by the System at the same time as me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith nodded at his words, thinking that it made sense, then her nose twitched when the smoke got close to her and her eyes became calculative.
    

    
       
    

    
      “This isn’t nicotine. This feels like… medicine? What are you using that for?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s just for a little problem of mine,” Rakna shrugged.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…” Kaelith squinted. She was frankly mystified by the boy in front of her. “What are you, wolfy? You’re quite abnormal, to say the least. Especially your eyes. They’re not what I would typically see on a kid being kidnapped by a game-like entity. Those… I’ve seen them before on the faces of old and battered warriors; pitiable and broken men.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna didn’t say anything and a weighty atmosphere settled between them. It took a few minutes for Kaelith to relent and shake her head. But as she was about to move on, Rakna whispered one word, “Inaccurate.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Her eyes widened. “Sorry?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Inaccurate. I didn’t break, foxy. I shattered into pieces. Unfortunately, when I glued them back together, they couldn’t function properly anymore. I guess I shouldn’t have skipped maintenance.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith was too confused to even say anything about the way he had called her.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s get this over with already,” he uttered indifferently, jolting her out of her thoughts. “Tell me the rest of what I need to know. There are people I’m worried about out there.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Her expression twitched. 
      ‘Then at least act like you do,’
       she retorted internally. “Fine. The last thing I want to inform you of is where you are currently.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Where, huh? I guess you don’t specifically mean this shop this time. What, is this another world or something?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes and no. This is within the System, no more, no less.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna frowned. “I’m not sure I follow.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Of course, what you’ll see out there will probably make you think as if you were in another world but there’s a very important nuance. The trials you’ll be going through in the future, the places you will be going to, the people you’ll meet other than the Hosts… keep in mind that all of them are from the System or are the System itself.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Take your initiation for example. Thousands and thousands of different Hosts went through it at the same time. Every single one of them was scattered across the same number of artificial dimensions created by the System.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s pupils dilated ever so slightly at this.
    

    
       
    

    
      “As you’ve realized, it’s a feat worthy of the mightiest beings is nothing short of monstrous. No one knows what the System is, much less the one who made it if there is such a being. Hosts are thrown into this… 
      realm 
      out of nowhere and forced to go through all kinds of hardships. The System is old, you know? After thousands of years, the Hosts even have made civilizations after being robbed of their original home. Some even decided to live a normal life here, but none of them truly feel free, as if they were in a prison.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna was grimly listening and Pronos was very attentive as well. To say that they grasped the entirety of what she said would be a lie. But they knew they were about to be thrown into a very chaotic life.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m sure you can’t fully understand what I mean without experiencing it yourself. You will learn in time, trust me. Considering how smart you appear; I believe you can deduce what I’m coming to. Once you leave this shop, you will enter what some call the Zeroth Plateau, the Tutorial. After that, you’ll be allowed into the First Plateau, also called the Seedling Ground.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Are you insinuating that this System has a tower dynamic going on? The more we go up, the closer we get to… whatever goal it might have presented us?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith chuckled. “You can see it like that. But, honestly, no one calls this a tower. We have never gone up per se. Although the official designation is ‘Plateau’, people call them in different ways; Floors, Stratos, Levels, Grounds… When a Host is ready to leave for a new one, they are given the choice to move on or to remain living in the Plateau they’re in for the rest of their life.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna rubbed his eyes, trying to calmly sort the intake of information that was slowly giving him a headache. “How many plateaus? And if you’re given a choice, what’s the point? Is there an ultimate floor with a reward?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Beats me,” Kaelith replied humorously and laughed when she saw Rakna’s expression become even more blank. “I’m not lying. We don’t know how many plateaus there are. We also have no idea of what lies at the end of the road or if there even is one.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What’s the point then? Without a goal, why does this System exist? Why would people even try to conquer it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith closed her eyes. “I told you that we could choose.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, and?” 
    

    
       
    

    
      “Did you think that there wasn’t a price to that choice?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The corner of his eyes twitched as he discerned the implications of that. “What kind of punishment do you get?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith smirked. “I’ll admit that you have an uncanny ability to perceive the truth, wolfy,” she said and he grunted which only made her smile wider. “You’re right, there are consequences. If you decide to stay on a plateau, the System abandons you and takes away your strength and privileges. People will mistreat you, even abuse you if they want. Within the System, weakness is the worst sin.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scoffed. “If weakness is a sin, what the hell do they take strength for?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith let out a chuckle filled with bitterness. “Indeed. Weakness stems from strength and the strong trample the weak because of their very own feebleness. What a messed-up world we live in, eh, wolfy?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What about the opposite?” Rakna changed the subject. “You said that the System tells the Host when they’re ready to go to the next plateau. If that is true, then someone could just enter a floor, do nothing and the System would never call them out. From what I’ve seen and just heard, this System seems pretty sadistic and there’s no way that it doesn’t have a measure against indolent people.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Once again, you’re spot on. When a Host accepts the System’s prompt to enter the next level, they have the right to come back to any plateau they’ve been to before and they are free to do whatever they want. But they also have three years to achieve the necessary conditions, which are provided mind you, to go to the next stage or they will be stripped of their strength. It isn’t as radical though. They won’t lose their system, they will just go back to level 1 and most of their abilities will be sealed, which is still a death sentence in itself but not without a chance of recovery.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Three years? That sounds like plenty of time to me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith grinned. “That’s the thing. Sometimes, getting to the next plateau is hard. And when you’re not competent enough, three years is far from enough. And when Hosts get desperate, they tend to gamble their life. That’s why most Hosts never ‘graduate’ until the very last second of their three-year period so that they can train and prepare as much as they can for the following three years. And this repeats itself over and over again. It has been exactly 3462 years since it started. The oldest and strongest Hosts are close to reaching the 1000th floor last I heard.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna took in her words very silently. He rested his elbows on his knees and joined his hands together. Kaelith watched him with hints of amusement and bemusement at his contemplative posture.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Bullshit,” was what he said after minutes of silence. Kaelith almost choked on her tea.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s what you conclude this conversation with?!” She had expected something more… eloquent after all that musing.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah,” Rakna replied uncaringly. “I don’t have the patience to climb a thousand floors under the constant pressure that I’m being forced to do so.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith tilted her head and one of her fox ears stood straight while the other folded. “Would you have preferred to stay on your home planet, living a dreary life?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shrugged. “I don’t care that much either away. But, since I’m here, I swear I’m gonna give a piece of my mind to the one at the origin of this System.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, you’re one of those, huh? You seek retribution against whoever took you away. There are many like you. Most died or lost their powers already.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re saying that as if I gave a damn about the people before me, foxy.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Her eyebrow shot up.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Those that walked before me are nothing but corpses that I have to walk over,” he uttered in a detached tone. “This is what my uncle taught me long ago. You never follow examples; you make your own.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm, I see. You have an interesting uncle.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You have no idea.” Rakna’s eyes flashed with an unusual light and Kaelith was a bit surprised. She recognized respect in his look as well as unbreakable trust. A definite contrast to his countenance.
    

    
       
    

    
      “If he were the one in my place right now… this System’s end would have been a matter of time. A very short time on top of that. I’m sure of it. The Initiation? He would have completed that in less than three minutes, barehanded and unscathed.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, if your uncle is a fully grown therian, it’s-”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Human,” Rakna interrupted.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “My uncle is human. He was an old man over a hundred years old capable of lifting tons and versed in the art of war unlike any other. I still remember to this day how he would train me with the spear by making me attack him until he would either take a step back or stop catching the blade with his 
      fingers
      .”
    

    
       
    

    
      At that point, if Kaelith wasn’t impressed, it would be a lie. She knew that the world he came from had no magic. From his description, that human was ungodly powerful. As she thought that, she finally noticed the elephant in the room.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait… how are you a therian? Your world shouldn’t have any.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stiffened. “Let’s just say that… I’m a very special case.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith stared at him as if she was trying to tear a hole in his person.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That aside, why don’t you recommend me something to buy? You’re the shopkeeper here and I don’t want to go through an entire catalog to try and find something that catches my eye.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The vixen looked at him suspiciously and slowly waved her hand. At her gesture, a System window immediately appeared in front of Rakna.
    

  
    Chapter 9: Ireful Shell

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
         ⦓ 
      Equipment
       ⦔   -   ⦓ 
      Auxiliary
       ⦔   -   ⦓ 
      Consumable
       ⦔
    

    
          ⦓ 
      Skills
       ⦔    -   ⦓ 
      Vendue
       ⦔
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna went over each word in his sight before throwing an inquisitive look at Kaelith.
    

    
       
    

    
      She snickered and began, “Firstly, you have three different types of items you can buy. Equipment refers to weapons and armor. Auxiliary Items are what we call Magical Objects. For instance, magic pendants, rings, etcetera. More often than not, they have special effects that can either boost your stats or even give you a new skill. Attribute boosts are a lot rarer than stat boosts by the way. Any Item or Skill that can increase the root attributes is very sought after.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna immediately thought of his shapeshift trait but he of course didn’t mention it and Kaelith continued her explanation.
    

    
       
    

    
      “As for Consumables, they’re what you would expect. Food, potions, pills, scrolls… you get the idea. Now, following with the second line on the window you’re seeing right now; there’s ‘Skills’ and ‘Vendue’. The former is self-explanatory. You can buy skills from the shop but I warn you; they’re very expensive most of the time. Well, except Nirvana Skills, of course. There’s none there.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna reacted to that. “What are Nirvana Skills?” He had seen the Nine-Tailed Wolf’s Tailed Pearl and he himself had one. But he wasn’t aware of what it was actually.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, it’s normal you don’t know. Nirvana Skills are called as such because they’re transcendent in nature and, if I can say so, completely broken. They are exceptionally rare but not to the point where you would only see one every hundred years or something. I’d say that one out of ten thousand hosts have one. But it can vary honestly. Sometimes we get ten in one single batch.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled and tilted his head. Other than the fact that he had just learned that he had a very special ability, he wasn’t perturbed at all. But there was something that bothered him a little. It could have been his imagination, but he couldn’t be sure.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why would I not know about it? I could have asked my AI.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, silly, the section for them doesn’t appear on your status if you don’t have one yourself. How could you have gotten the idea to ask your AI?” She replied and he nodded absentmindedly. Once again, entirely unbothered by the fact that she had made another assumption about him.
    

    
       
    

    
      At this point, he had a feeling that if the vixen in front of him were to learn about what he had, half-willingly, hidden from her, she might get angry. Fortunately for him, she just gazed at him with eyes entirely blinded by the fact that he was ‘new’.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘This woman is amazingly clueless…’ 
      He commented inwardly and Pronos apparently understood his recent friend’s thoughts and nodded in agreement.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Anyway,” she raised her voice, unaware of the disrespectful thoughts of her guests. “To finish, you have the Vendue. It’s what I told you earlier. It’s the public auction for the Hosts to use at will.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” Rakna muttered and tapped on the equipment button. A long list of items was displayed in front of him with a basic description for each such as the name, the rarity, and the type.
    

    
       
    

    
      “If you want to filter or search for something in particular, as I said, ask your AI. Now, onto recommendations; how much do you have at the moment?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “10 000 Talys,” Rakna replied mechanically as he scrolled down the list and read each line with almost inhuman speed. Then, he noticed that Kaelith had gone silent. He glanced at her and immediately realized he might have made a mistake going by her dumbfounded expression.
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith had almost choked on her tea, again, when she had heard his current wealth. “How do you have so much?!” She shouted in shock.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What? Is it a lot?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Of course, it’s a lot! When I went through the Initiation like you, I didn’t even get a tenth of what you got! And I was one of the best from by batch as well! What did you do to get a five-figure-reward out of the bat?!”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Beats me,” he lied with an unperturbable façade. “Maybe it’s because I wandered into the forest after completing the mission and hunted more kobolds. It’s in there that I lost my arm. I lost it to a second wolf that was in there,” he said a half-truth and observed the vixen’s expression as he did so.
    

    
       
    

    
      “A second wolf? Odd,” she frowned. “You’re not the first to wander outside of the mission zone, but there should be nothing but low-level kobolds. I didn’t hear about another wolf other than the Rider Kobold’s being placed in this Initiation.”
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I knew it,’
       Rakna uttered internally; his suspicions were confirmed. 
      ‘She doesn’t know of the Nine-Tailed Wolf. Was it a mistake from the System that I crossed it?’
    

    
       
    

    
      “You either have very bad luck or the opposite considering that allowed you to get 10 000 Talys,” she added offhandedly.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Luck, huh?’
       He mused. His luck attribute was at nine and he had already tried and couldn’t increase it with free points. 
      ‘For all I know, nine might be a pretty high number,’ 
      he thought.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Whatever,” Kaelith sighed. “You’re already weird enough. Nothing should surprise me at this point.”
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘You have no idea, foxy.’
    

    
       
    

    
      “With 10 000, you’ve got a huge leeway. First things first, Recovery Potions, Healing Potions, and Mana Potions should be something to look into. There are different tiers and each one of them is more expensive than the previous but also more effective obviously. You can balance the cost-efficiency on your own.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna returned to the menu of the shop and selected Consumables this time. 
      ‘Alexa, show me the second-lowest tiered for each of those three categories,’
       he ordered internally.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Understood,] she spoke for the first time after his wakening.
    

    
       
    

    
      The AI returned a result in record time and three different prompts were presented to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Consumable/Recovery Potion
    

    
      Tier: 
      9 
      (Lowest: 10)
    

    
      Restores physical stamina and light mental stress upon consumption.
    

    
      Becomes ineffective after level 40.
    

    
      Price
      : 100 Talys
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Designation
      : Consumable/Healing Potion
    

    
      Tier: 
      9
    

    
      Heals physical wounds and minor illnesses.
    

    
      Becomes ineffective after level 40.
    

    
      Price
      : 100 Talys
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Designation
      : Consumable/Mana Potion
    

    
      Tier: 
      9
    

    
      Restores 50 MP.
    

    
      Becomes ineffective after level 40.
    

    
      Price
      : 100 Talys
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna absorbed the information and Kaelith resumed, “Of course, other than potions, a weapon and an armor of some sort is necessary. Then, even though they are expensive, you can buy some basic skills; especially with your budget. Finally, you have your magic to awaken but that’s not for me to do. It will happen on the First Plateau. Any questions?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “None,” Rakna replied calmly whilst inputting the number of potions he wanted inside some sort of cart. The fact that it was like any shopping site you could find on the net amused him a bit.
    

    
       
    

    
      In the end, he chose to buy three of each potion. Decreasing his wealth to 9 100 Talys. He glanced at a few other consumables that looked interesting but decided to pass for now.
    

    
       
    

    
      After that, he did not need a main weapon since he had Sonata but he thought that having a knife was quite useful. Blood Fang wasn’t with him anymore and his folding knife had been too damaged already by its use against the Kobolds. So, he bought a nameless one with +10 ATT but no perks.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘It’ll have to do,’ 
      he thought then considered the other recommendation; armor. His uncle had told him about this once in the past. It was when the old man had returned home with a bullet in his waist and asked him to extract it. Then, he had asked why he wouldn’t wear a plated vest.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Vests? I don’t use those. Well, my coat is made of the same stuff as your scarf, and it’s plenty capable of protecting me from blades and small-caliber bullets. But, other than that? No. Armor makes you slower. Makes you heavier. What happens when you’re slower? You get sluggish. What happens when you’re sluggish? You get less attentive. What happens when you lose attention? You get closer to death. And worst of all, if you don’t feel the ache, you cannot live.’
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘When you use something that warps the core value of a soldier putting his body and life on the front, you lose the edge that we all need. Go naked for all I care. Feel the wind around you, the blades in your flesh, the blood on your skin, and the bullet burns. And do whatever you can so that those scars never get bigger. The more time you spend like that, the more your body will learn. Learn what, you ask? To not get hurt.’
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted inwardly as he remembered the old man’s words. His uncle had always been very cryptic, and sometimes you could learn a lot from his words. But, to him, that particular speech was slightly egotistical. Most people would die on the battlefield without defense and his uncle was just one of the rare individuals with enough skill to be considered a one-man army; you could not compare.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘But… he has a point. Armor is a liability. It doesn’t ‘listen’ to you as a weapon does and you have no way to assure it does its job. It cannot protect everything as well,’ 
      Rakna thought and closed the equipment tab after merely adding new clothes to the cart since the ones he had at the moment were bloodstained and damaged, especially his left sleeve.
    

    
       
    

    
      After that, he spent around ten minutes looking through the Auxiliary Items and Skills. The former had very interesting aspects while the latter were all useful but expensive. He needed something to fill his lack of defense and he had to manage something with his remaining money.
    

    
       
    

    
      Although his newly acquired trait allowed him to get tankier, he couldn’t activate it at will. In that regard, he chose a certain skill that cost him 7 500 Talys. It was called 
      Ireful Shell
      . It basically increased his defense proportionately to the damage he took. It was a very good skill on paper but there was a reason why 7 500 was enough to buy it, otherwise, this skill would have been too strong.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Cursed Skill/Cognitive Skill
    

    
      Name
      : Ireful Shell
    

    
      Blight Tier:
       4
    

    
      Learning Requirements: 
      Level 5 <✓> 30 Atr Cap <✓> Feral Race <✓>
    

    
       
    

    
      Description:
    

    
      A responsive defensive skill. When the Host is injured, the AI will evaluate their state and choose between five different options.
    

    
      Lightly Injured, Mildly Injured, Heavily Injured, Critically Injured, Death’s Door.
    

    

    
      Respectively, the defense boosts given are 
      5%
      , 
      10%
      , 
      15%
      , 
      20%
      , and 
      50%
      . The boost disappears after twenty minutes following the last injury suffered by the Host.
    

    
      On the other hand, when this skill is learned, the Host will gradually lose their rationality as their injuries aggravate until they become berserk.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note
      : This skill is cursed. It cannot be deleted or unlearned. The curse is also susceptible to an increase in intensity if conditions are met.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      There were a few interesting things about this skill. One of them was that if he hadn’t changed race, he would’ve been unable to learn it. Then, the pros were obvious but the cons were massive.
    

    
       
    

    
      For probably everyone except Rakna, it would have been an inexcusable flaw. But for him, it was perfect. For one, he knew for a fact that he was unable to produce powerful raw emotions. It was due to a certain incident he had experienced younger, not baseless confidence. His uncle had told him that it had caused his brain to make a countermeasure.
    

    
       
    

    
      This measure was what the old man called ‘Obsidian Blood’. A split behavior that would resurface whenever his emotions reached a threshold. The cigarettes of 
      Obsidian’s Smoke
       had been made in order to suppress it and stabilize it.
    

    
       
    

    
      But Rakna didn’t want to suppress it as much as before. The strength it gave him wasn’t something he could ignore. In that way, he was hoping that 
      Ireful Shell
       would trigger 
      Obsidian Blood
       and not rob him of his sanity. It was a gamble but one worth taking.
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was thinking that, Alexa spoke up, [Acknowledged. Unnamed Trait has been updated to 
      Obsidian Blood
      .] He was a bit surprised but certainly happy that it wasn’t listed as ambiguously as ‘???’ anymore.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey, you’re finished?” Kaelith asked with a sullen look. “I already told you I’m working overtime here. I wanna go home, you know?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sent her a deadpan look. “Then why did you indulge yourself in explaining all of that? I don’t want to sound ungrateful but it’s hard to believe you gave the same explanation to everyone. Now that I think about it, how many Hosts did you have to welcome?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith pouted at his words. “If you’re grateful, then act like it. The only reason I humored you for so long was that you were slightly interesting. I usually just say hello, give them a printout with the things they have to know, and answer their questions. And to answer yours, it’s only ten. There are many temporary shopkeepers for the Initiation. It’s a sort of part-time job.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded. “As you said, this feels like a strange society. Based on what you said, it has even evolved until it could work along with the System itself,” he muttered to himself.
    

    
       
    

    
      The vixen sighed deeply. “And I will probably contract an aversion after today. Overly calm and smart people are a pain. I regret taking an interest in you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. So, you’re into shy and impressionable kids only, huh?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Her expression twisted and Rakna swore he thought he heard the sound of glass breaking before she shouted, “Fuck off, wolfy! I’m not a predator!”
    

  
    Chapter 10: Heading to Zeroth

    
      “You’re an asshole. You know that?” Kaelith huffed and Rakna shrugged.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Tell me something I don’t know,” he quipped. “By the way, do you have a recommendation for an object that would help me hide this,” he said while pointing at his tail and ears.
    

    
       
    

    
      She scowled. “You want to hide them? Well, to blend in with humans, it would be necessary but how did you do it until now?”
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Damn, woman, couldn’t you have remained clueless a bit longer?’
       Rakna uttered silently but his mouth was already moving, “Quite easily actually. I could just control my ears so they would blend in with my hair or use a hat. As for the tail, usually, I would wrap it tightly around my waist.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. Then, indeed, you truly need something. Considering how tumultuous your life is going to get, this won’t be a viable way anymore.”
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Really… I’m full of respect for this woman. She’s helping me make my lies more believable with each word coming out of her mouth,’
       Rakna once again made an unheard remark only known to Pronos who didn’t miss its sardonic tone.
    

    
       
    

    
      “How much are you willing to spend for it?” She asked.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Right back at you. How much do you think is reasonable?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, a thousand should be plenty. I even have the perfect item in mind. It’s called Ulvia’s Veil, it’s an auxiliary item.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna searched for the item in question right away and inspected its effect.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Auxiliary Item/Necklace
    

    
      Name:
       Ulvia’s Veil
    

    
      Rarity: 
      Green
    

    
       
    

    
      Effects:
    

    
      - Plus 5 Senses.
    

    
      - Gain the dependent skill, 
      Ulvia’s Illusion
      , allowing the Host to hide their appearance under a low-level illusion. The more modification is made to the Host’s original appearance by the illusion, the more easily it can be seen through.
    

    
       
    

    
      Cost:
       10 MP/hour
    

    
      Price:
       1000 Talys
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Really? It needs mana to work. With my current mana pool, I barely have enough to sustain it for four hours,” he uttered and Kaelith shrugged.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What did you expect? Most skills come at the cost of MP. Some rare ones have nothing more than a cooldown, then others need stamina among other things… You get the idea. It is what it is. Why do you care anyway? It’s not like you have many skills that consume mana since you’re new.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Do you listen to what I say, foxy? The problem is that I only can maintain it for four hours.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What about your mana regeneration?” She asked with a tilt of her head.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna was rendered speechless for the first time. His mind went through the calculation instantly, and the time he could sustain the skill was, well, as much as he wanted. His mana regeneration was already higher than the cost. He face-palmed and the air around him became gloomy.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What’s wrong? Is your regeneration factor a bit low? Don’t be sad, you’re not the only one with an unlucky number. You can use items to compensate.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…that’s not it,” he whispered but Kaelith’s sensible ears still caught his words.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What is it then?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m disappointed in myself for having needed you to notice this detail,” he replied wearisomely.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What do you take me for, brat?!” She stood up and threw her empty cup at Rakna who just tilted his head to the side to dodge it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “A clueless vixen,” he answered honestly without any change to his voice. Her expression twitched several times. She wondered if she could just kill the kid and be done with it. She exhaled and just dropped back on the couch.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Just confirm the purchase of what’s in your cart so that I can be freed from you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      If he could express emotions, Rakna would have probably laughed. The only thing hinting at his amusement was how his eyes had briefly flashed, which Kaelith noticed and only served to infuriate her more as a vein popped on her forehead.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Alexa, add Ulvia’s Veil
       
      to the cart and cash it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Understood.]
    

    
       
    

    
      A short minute after that, Rakna spotted movement from his right. He looked over the source and got slightly interested as he saw a small three-tailed fox with bright orange fur walking over while balancing three sealed boxes on the tip of its tails. It also had a bag which it carried in its mouth.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, Rakna almost leaped away from his seat when he saw a wooden table appear out of nowhere between him and Kaelith. The little fox jumped on it and put the perfectly cubic and identical boxes down, close enough to Kaelith so that she could reach them, before placing the bag near Rakna’s feet. The latter looked at it and saw that it was the clothes as well as the plain knife he had bought for 50 Talys.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thank you, Sylvie,” Kaelith smiled and patted the fox who had sat down on her lap. She then proceeded to grab the first box. A blue glow was transferred from her hand to the sealed container which briskly opened. Inside the box lay three rows of thin glass tubes. Each row had a different color; red, blue, and green.
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith pushed the box toward Rakna who raised an eyebrow. “The red ones are healing potions. The green ones are for stamina and the blue ones are for mana.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded silently and took one of the test-tube-like potions out of the box. He looked through the red liquid inside as the nine-tailed woman opened the second box. This time, when she saw what was inside, she frowned.
    

    
       
    

    
      There was a card in the box. It was lying on a red velvet fabric. The card was gray and its back depicted a spiked shield surrounded by four chains that found their origins in the corners of the object. Kaelith picked the card up and looked at the other side which was occupied by blood-red letters forming the name of the skill as well as a sort of incantation below it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “
      Ireful Shell
      …” She muttered and glanced at Rakna who had already stopped his inspection of the potions to look at her. “This is a cursed skill, wolfy. In other words, it’s dangerous. They are potent indeed and I’ve even heard of Hosts above the 500th, veterans, who fell to the temptation of these cursed abilities. Let me tell you that it didn’t end well for them. Are you sure about this?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I do not follow examples-”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You make your own,” he was interrupted by the fox woman. “Yes, I heard the first time,” she said and deftly threw the card at him. He caught it with two fingers and observed it. “That’s what you call a Skill Card. To learn what it contains, chant what’s written under the name… Be careful,” she added with a serious and almost worried tone.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna merely hummed in response and started reading the incantation, “[
      Crust of Embrace. Shield of Fury. Wall of Desperation. Forgo the Pain of Foundation and Offer Ire to Victory.
      ]”
    

    
       
    

    
      When he finished, the card turned into particles of light that entered his chest. Kaelith sighed and opened the last box, which held a sky-blue necklace, then put it on his side of the table as well.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna took a minute to inspect everything before pulling out the clothes he had bought. They were nothing more than a red and black hoodie along with black jeans. He was about to take off his ripped shirt when he saw the vixen’s eyes fixated on him.
    

    
       
    

    
      He scowled. She responded in kind and the two glared at each other until she grumbled and finally turned around. A short moment later, Rakna was finished dressing up and his scarf’s color gave a very pleasant contrast with the rest. Also, funnily enough, his clothes had been given to him with a hole for his tail.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then proceeded to grab the knife sheathed in leather but before he could put it at his belt, Kaelith spoke up, “Wait.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He looked at her and raised an eyebrow. “What is it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      She didn’t reply and merely pulled out a small silver ring from her pocket. She threw it to him who casually caught it in midair. The prompt that the System gave him after startled him.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Special Item/Spatial Ring
    

    
      Tier: 
      5
    

    
      Description:
    

    
      A ring with a separate dimension of its own, capable of storing all kinds of objects with the exception of living beings and raw energy.
    

    
      Current Capacity:
       1000 m³
    

    

    
      Note
      : A high-tier spatial tool with an advanced manipulation of the objects coming in and out.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Rejoice, wolfy. A T.5 spatial ring can hardly even be seen by anyone below the 400th Plateau.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why are you giving this to me?” He inquired. It’s not like he was unhappy with the object but it was dubious, to say the least.
    

    
       
    

    
      “There’s no need to look at me like that. That’s junk for me and I happened to have it with me. You picked my interest, I thought I might as well give you a small gift. I’m not giving you that big of an advantage anyway. Take it as a reward for entertaining me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stared at the woman in front of him for a while before sliding the ring around the middle finger of his right hand. Immediately after, the second he willed it, the potions on the table, as well as the knife in his hand, were sucked in by the tiny jewel mounted on the ornament.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Nifty,” he commented and Kaelith snickered at his underwhelming reaction. She still considered him to be quite uncouth but she couldn’t deny that she had found a liking in his personality.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, it is time to-” She was about to send Rakna away when Sylvie who was on her lap suddenly shot up and ran into the aisles of the store once again. “…did you buy something else, wolfy?” She asked in confusion.
    

    
       
    

    
      “No, but…” He muttered while glancing at Pronos who had been very focused on something until just now. The snake hissed softly to answer his master’s untold question. “I see,” Rakna uttered.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait… did your pet buy something from the store?” Kaelith asked incredulously.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Apparently.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Do… do you even know what that means?” She questioned with an irked tone that he didn’t fail to notice. “Only pets with S rank potential or above can get money for themselves and use the System shop! They are considered to be even more important than C Rank Hosts!” She shouted.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…oh.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t ‘oh’ me! Why didn’t you tell me that little guy was one?!”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You never asked?” Rakna retorted and she buried her face in her palms. She suddenly wanted to take back everything positive she had thought about this brat.
    

    
       
    

    
      It didn’t take long for Sylvie to come back with a box held by one of her tails. Kaelith groaned and did her job as she unsealed it. The only thing inside was a transparent pill releasing chemical smoke.
    

    
       
    

    
      Before the vixen could say anything, Pronos jumped from Rakna’s shoulder and happily landed on the box before dragging the pill into his mouth with his tongue and swallowing it. The little snake then put on a gratified expression as he returned to his owner.
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith watched him with a blank look until he was back on Rakna’s shoulder. “I don’t even want to explain to you what your snake just ate. Find out yourself later. Are you done this time? Will any of you buy something at the last second or can I finally send you off?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna and Pronos looked at each other and simultaneously shook their heads.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good,” Kaelith said and stood up. At the same time, Rakna quickly put Ulvia’s Veil around his neck and a flood of intuitive information about his new skill entered his mind. He activated it and his tails and ears vanished under an illusion. He nodded satisfyingly at the result and stood up as well.
    

    
       
    

    
      “When you’re out of here, you will wake up in the same place as you were during the Initiation. The only difference is that it will be the actual Tutorial Plateau this time and you will be together with the people that were transported from the same place as you,” Kaelith explained and a light shrouded Rakna’s body.
    

    
       
    

    
      He watched the light cover his body in its entirety and right before his vision turned white, he saw the fox woman waving her hand at him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “See you again, wolfy.” Those were the last words he heard from her before he disappeared from the shop. When he was gone, Kaelith didn’t know if she had to be relieved or disappointed.
    

    
       
    

    
      Relieved because of the brat’s insolence and seemingly no regard for how powerful or beautiful she was and disappointed because she hadn’t had that much fun in a long time.
    

    
       
    

    
      She smiled at herself before snapping her fingers. An oriental door then appeared in front of her as if it was a mirage. She opened it and stepped through with Sylvie following her. In only a second from her perspective, she ended up in the middle of a luxurious room.
    

    
       
    

    
      Sylvie went to the queen-sized bed and curled herself on it. Meanwhile, Kaelith turned toward the door of the room which opened to reveal a maid with fox features but only one tail.
    

    
       
    

    
      “My Lady, you have returned. Did your time as a shopkeeper go well?” She asked respectfully.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You could say that,” Kaelith answered and sat down on her bed next to her fox pet. “I met someone very interesting. At least, this whole thing wasn’t as boring as I thought it would be.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh? I wonder who could have possibly caught My Lady’s interest.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith grinned at her maid’s curiosity. “Maybe you’ll meet him in the future. He looked like a promising youth,” she chuckled and abruptly thought of something that widened her grin. “Nyla, go and inform the board that I want to be assigned as the personal shopkeeper of a certain Host until he reaches the 500th Plateau himself.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The maid was shocked by the order. “My Lady, are you sure? This mission was nothing more than the last prerequisite for you to enter the 900th Plateau. You do not need to continue, much less for a measly seedling…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “This is an order, Nyla. I’m not asking for your opinion.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, My Lady. I apologize for my impudence,” the maid bowed nervously at the cold tone of her mistress. “In that case, may I ask for the name of the concerned individual?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith smirked as she stroked Sylvie. “Rakna Xiorra.”
    

  
    Chapter 11: Scram

    
      The first thing Rakna saw after the light finally faded away was a flying figure that wrapped around him, blocking his sight once again. Pronos who was in his scarf was also suddenly pressed really tightly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Idiot! I was worried!” A voice shouted.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Flavia?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna immediately recognized the voice and struggled for a few seconds to get her off. But he was afraid to hurt her by mistake so he rapidly gave up.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…Flavia. I’m overjoyed. Really. But can you get your breasts out of my face so I can breathe?”
    

    
       
    

    
      At his words, she pulled back with a pout on her face and a mildly flushed expression. He took a deep breath and so did the little snake. He passively noticed that she also had changed clothes like him. Overall, she still had the same style but the quality of the clothing had become a lot more good-looking and her skirt was longer while being open on one side to allow more movement. She also had a pendant hanging from her neck.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s not my fault you’re so late! The Initiation ended yesterday but you weren’t there,” Flavia said while gradually calming down, knowing he was safe.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted internally. He had in fact known Flavia for nearly five years. She actually was his neighbor and when his uncle went missing, she had been the one to help him get through and settle things with society.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Well, as happy as I am to reunite…’
       He thought and looked around him. He was currently standing in the middle of the school’s yard and almost every surviving student and teacher seemed to be gathered in it, spread across the area.
    

    
       
    

    
      Some were staring at him in wonder for his late arrival, others were being condescending, thinking he had done poorly during the Initiation and the remaining ones were jealous because of him being hugged by the very popular teacher.
    

    
       
    

    
      But all that aside, there was something that confused Rakna. All of them were visibly waiting for something or, to be exact, they seemed to be waiting for him. Aside from that, most of them were looking at something in the sky. As he was about to follow their line of sight, he heard a chilling voice.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Everyone is here, finally.”
    

    
       
    

    
      His eyes widened and he quickly looked up. He spotted a silhouette floating in midair. It took his eyes a few seconds to get used to the sunlight before he could discern what it was exactly. This time, in contrast with Kaelith, he was utterly confounded by this being.
    

    
       
    

    
      The silhouette was a humanoid robot, or perhaps cyborg, standing tall at three meters. It held a cane in its hand and wore a red and yellow attire that Rakna didn’t fail to recognize as a clown outfit. From the comically big shoes to the butterfly knot and the red nose… It was a weird sight. Additionally, the robot’s mouth was a screen that displayed a full-blown grin.
    

    
       
    

    
      The clown looked back at him and the color of that very screen turned from white to purple. It whirled its cane and pointed it at him. “What took you so long? Did you fall asleep whilst hiding from the kobolds?” It asked with the obvious intention to taunt him and some of the students even snickered.
    

    
       
    

    
      The clown robot expected an outburst but what it got instead was a completely blank face, devoid of emotions, and a non-comical reply; “You could say that.” His words caught the attention and curiosity of a few individuals in the yard but the clown’s grin switched from a grin to a flat line.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What an unfunny brat you are. I prefer when you humans get upset. Your faces when you see blood is hilarious,” it exclaimed with a black-colored smirk before returning to a more pensive looking expression. “Well, I’d truly be disappointed if you actually were like them. I do have to say your kind is harder to intimidate,” it added which raised the eyebrows of many people.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna easily picked up on the hidden message in his words. This robot seemed to be someone in a similar situation to Kaelith and had obviously seen through his illusion. It probably wanted him to panic for his amusement.
    

    
       
    

    
      However, Rakna stared back with an impassive face and the clown harrumphed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Anyway, it is time.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Instantly after, everyone received a prompt from their System.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Tutorial Mission: 
      Escape
    

    
      Description
      : This is the second and last trial offered to newcomers. Those who succeed will be able to enter the Seedling Plateau and officially become a Tiered Host.
    

    
      Objective
      : Wildlands are surrounding you. Explore them, survive, and overcome the danger to find the exit of the dimension.
    

    
      Note
      : You have as much time as you require.
    

    
      Additional information
      : The three first contestants to find the exit will be granted the title ‘Crowned Seedling’.
    

    
       Default Rewards
      : Access to the 1st Plateau, 1 000 Talys.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “On this note, humans, 
      survive well
      ,” the clown uttered and disappeared with a swirl of its cane.
    

    
       
    

    
      Afterward, everyone scattered in their own groups. Rakna looked around for a few seconds before turning toward Flavia. “Well, mind filling me in? Looks like I’m the only one lost here. Who was that stupid-looking Pierrot?”
    

    
       
    

    
      She smiled wryly and reminisced a little before speaking, “Well, the only thing he said about himself yesterday was that his name is ‘Gray’ and that he’s the caretaker of our group from this batch.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Our batch, huh?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, you also were filled in in the shop about the System, right?” She asked and Rakna nodded. “From what he told us, every year, a new batch of Hosts with high potential is summoned by the System. Apparently, the current batch only concerns the Earth and we are divided into groups. I suppose our school isn’t the only place that was taken away.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see...” Rakna muttered then felt a pair of eyes on him. He looked over his shoulder and met the stare of a black-haired girl. Her red irises surprised him a bit at first but his focus then shifted to something else,
       ‘I don’t remember this girl being in our school...’
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was getting suspicious, someone’s arm abruptly wrapped around him. “Hey, buddy! You're alive after all! I was worried for a second.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna groaned as he glanced at the newcomer next to him. It was a blond teen with blue eyes and an athletic stature. He was a perfect fit for the description of the stereotypical popular kid.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Allan… so, you survived, huh?” Rakna muttered with no change in his tone. “Why didn’t you let yourself get eaten? It would have made my life easier.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Now, now, I’m sure you’re happy to see me,” the teen replied without batting an eye. He too was one of the few... acquaintances Rakna had. Allan was a special character; he was orphaned at the age of ten after a car accident and that’s around the two of them met.
    

    
       
    

    
      The blond had been the most accurate description of ‘depressed’ at the time but his encounter with Rakna had somehow turned him into the most popular guy in his school years after a few months. The truth of what happened between the two of them was a secret of theirs that even Flavia didn't know.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, jokes and you being a tsundere aside,” Allan continued and Rakna had to resist the urge to elbow him in the gut. Instead, he glanced at his old friend to see that he had a dreadfully serious expression on his face. “I’m really glad you’re alive,” the blond uttered with a grave expression and Flavia took on a saddened look.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna noticed how the mood had changed from a happy reunion to something vastly darker. Allan’s fists were also clenched and trembling. “...who?” He asked with a composed and very calm voice that made Allan smile wryly, finding relief in the fact that his friend was the same as always.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Kelly, Hurbert, Bea, and Kyle,” he listed grimly and Rakna closed his eyes. He remembered the faces attached to those names. He never truly interacted with them but he often saw them hanging around Allan.
    

    
       
    

    
      He opened his eyes and turned toward Flavia. “What about the rest of the school? How many?”
    

    
       
    

    
      She lowered her head a bit. “We haven’t properly counted the missing students yet but... I’d say around half of them are missing.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan sighed and took his arm off Rakna’s shoulders before looking at him. “What are you going to do, Rak? Whatever you decide, I’ll follow.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled at him. “Don’t trust--”
    

    
       
    

    
      “-me too much,” Allan completed while waving his hand. “Yeah, yeah, I know. You’ve told me that many times already but there wasn’t a single time where it was a bad idea."
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna grunted and Flavia giggled, noticing that the mood had brightened up a lot. “I have to agree with him,” she added. “We both know what kind of trainer you had. There is probably no one more reliable than you in this school.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’d bet on that too,” Allan laughed.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sighed internally. “For now, let’s get away from here.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia tilted her head. “What do you mean?”
    

    
       
    

    
      He was about to answer her question when a voice interrupted him, “Miss Jeina, you’re here!”
    

    
       
    

    
      He turned toward the source with a raised eyebrow. Rakna saw a group of students led by a few professors walking in their direction. The one who had called Flavia was a slim-looking teacher with a wide smile.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘That guy...'
       Rakna squinted. 
      ‘What was his name again?' 
      He thought and Allan smiled wryly since he knew perfectly what he was thinking just from his expression. After several years, the blond had learned to decipher his friend’s thoughts just by looking at his eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Mister Herts?” Flavia exclaimed in a semi-surprised voice. “Were you looking for me?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, I was,” the man nodded and stopped in front of the trio with his group following him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna and Allan’s attention immediately zeroed on the firearms they were carrying. They looked at each other and quietly stepped to the side while Flavia talked with Herts.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, is there something I can do for you?” The former inquired.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I wanted to invite you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Invite me?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, my group and I were going to explore the forest together. The more we are, the better our chances. What do you think? Would you join us? Of course, the two students over there can come as well,” Herts stated politely but neither Rakna, Allan, or even Flavia missed the obvious ill-intent hidden behind those words.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan sneakily took a look at the others behind Herts and frowned at the disgusting stares thrown at Flavia. 
      “Look at them. Do they really think that we can’t notice?”
       He whispered.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Those with borrowed power tend to misapprehend their limits,”
       Rakna replied in an equally hushed voice and Allan glanced at him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You mean their guns?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded and continued to observe the ongoing conversation between Flavia and Herts.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m quite fine, I prefer to stay with these two young men,” the latter declared. “In this situation, I believe the trust between the members of a group is more important than their number. Due to my being acquainted with the relatives of these two boys, they are probably the ones I trust the most here.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Herts’ eyes widened at the firmness in her tone. This conversation wasn’t going his way. She had clearly decided to refuse his invitation no matter what he said. His eyes got a little darker and the armed individuals behind him raised their weapons a bit, making it barely noticeable.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan clicked his tongue and was about to ask Rakna what to do when he saw that the usually cold and uninterested purple eyes were significantly more focused. Other than Allan, very few people would have realized that the teen was glaring.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Pronos,” Rakna uttered to seemingly no one but he was loud enough that everyone looked at him. He then walked toward Herts and stood a head taller than him. The teacher stepped back a little with a cautious expression.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You are… Rakna Xiorra, right? The infamous and indolent top student,” he said with a smile. “We would be happy to welcome you as--”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Shut your mouth.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Herts immediately quieted down and his expression sunk.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Unfortunately for you and me both, these two idiots have decided to follow me,” Rakna spoke evenly and Flavia made a crooked smile while Allan sighed exaggeratedly. “So, I’ll be taking over from now on. My answer to your invitation is… scram.”
    

  
    Chapter 12: S+ Potential

    
      The moment Rakna finished speaking, everyone fell silent. The people who had stayed behind instead of leaving the school grounds were also shocked. It was known to all of them that since the day before, Herts had been gathering people to join his group and several of them had bought firearms from the System’s shop.
    

    
       
    

    
      “He’s done for… who’s that dude anyway?” One boy muttered whilst watching from one of the school building’s windows.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Rakna Xiorra,” a voice answered him and the boy jumped in fright.
    

    
       
    

    
      “B-boss! You know him?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The one who had spoken was an eighteen-year-old looking boy with dirty blond hair and green eyes. He wore red and black clothes and his t-shirt exposed a large part of his upper chest which had the tattoo of a four-winged blazing bird on it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Never spoke to him,” he shrugged. “But we kind of know each other.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Um, h-how so?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “He and I are roof-sleeping buddies.”
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘The heck’s a roof-sleeping buddy?’
       The apparent subordinate sweatdropped. “Then… should we help him?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why?” He retorted with an honestly confused tone.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Y-yes, of course,” the lackey replied nervously. “He’s just a stranger after all. There’s nothing to gain by saving him.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Once again, what are you talking about?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Anyway, let’s join the rest. We’ll leave now,” the ‘boss’ said and turned around. “I wanted to deal with that teacher personally but it seems like my job is cut out. Herts’ a fool. He’s taunting a beast too much for him to handle.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The subordinate was left utterly lost as he followed his leader. 
      ‘What does the boss mean by that?’
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, from another place near the school’s wall, the black-haired woman Rakna had spotted earlier was also watching the altercation happening in the middle of the yard.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You damn kid…” Herts fumed and before he could lash out at the brat who had insulted him, a student behind him suddenly pointed his rifle at Rakna.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m done with this, teach. Let’s just kill that guy and take Miss Flavia,” he declared and grinned. “It’s not like we need their consent, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      His grin was immediately shared by everyone else. Even Herts now sported a smirk, completely forgoing his polite attitude. He raised his hand and at least ten other rifles were pointed at Rakna.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Now, kid, be smart and hand over Miss Jeina or I’ll order to shoot.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s expression became even more vacant if it was possible. In a certain way, it almost looked like he was ready to sleep.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Did you know?” He spoke up indifferently. “The saliva of mosquitoes carries something akin to anesthetics. That’s why you don’t feel anything when they bite you,” he said something that perplexed everyone.
    

    
       
    

    
      Herts frowned. “What does that have anything to do with the situation?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, can you imagine how deadly it would be if, let’s say, a snake with camouflage abilities had that peculiar trait?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Before the teacher could make head or tails of what he was saying, he heard several thuds behind him. His eyes widened to the maximum and he started sweating heavily. He didn’t want to look back but he had to. From the corner of his eyes, he saw his lackeys lying on the ground with pulsing blue veins.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wha… huh?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Scary, isn’t it?” Rakna commented. He had quickly checked Pronos’ status earlier and he found out the effect of the pill the little guy had bought.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      - 
      Anesthetic Secretion: 
      Limited to creatures capable of injecting substances through an appendage. They become capable of producing anesthetic. The higher the level, the stronger the effect and the bigger the quantity.
    

    
      A creature with an already existent ability to make poison will be able to mix the two. The efficiency depends on the type of poison.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna started walking toward Herts and the latter tensed and urgently pulled out a handgun from his back. He was about to aim it when it was suddenly snatched away. He was then kicked so hard that he blacked out for a second. He fell on his knees and saw the legs of someone standing in front of him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I hate guns,” Rakna said calmly and pulled the slide of the handgun, ejecting the bullet inside the chamber. “Do you know why?” Herts looked up slowly and shivered when he saw the purple eyes staring at him with apathy.
    

    
       
    

    
      “They give an illusion of power to fools such as you.” Another bullet was ejected with a cling. “They kill too easily; both out of malice and good.” Another. “They embody the biggest flaw of humanity.” Another. “Yet they still take pride in them.” Another. “Worst of all, they allow trash like you to hurt others.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna pulled the slide one last time and pointed it at the teacher’s forehead. “And finally, they’re annoyingly loud,” he added impassively and pressed the trigger but what followed was just the mechanical sound of the hammer and nothing more.
    

    
       
    

    
      Still, Herts fainted right away. Rakna blinked and pulled out the magazine to look inside. “You’re lucky. It seems like you’ve fired it a few times already,” he remarked and threw it away. “Good job, Pronos.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The little snake cried happily as he slithered up Rakna’s shoulder again.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That snake…” Flavia muttered then looked at the victims of the Eion poison. “Rakna, are they…?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Dead? No. At best, they’re paralyzed. Pronos didn’t inject a lethal dose. Though I am tempted to try and see if I can level up by killing fellow Hosts,” he stated and looked at the many firearms on the ground. He waved his hand and all of them were sucked inside his spatial ring. 
      ‘Better this than to let them belong to someone else,’ 
      he thought.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then looked at Flavia again to see her staring at him with a worried expression.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why are you looking at me like that?” He asked and she lowered her head. Allan glanced at her and furtively hinted his friend who scowled before relenting.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…stop with that face, Flavia. I’m not losing grasp of reality if that’s what you’re afraid of. And if it ever happens to cross your mind, this situation isn’t your fault whatsoever,” he said and she looked at him in the eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s not like I’m going to start killing people on a whim,” he continued and kicked the unconscious Herts. “Though this kind of guy definitely deserves it; he’ll probably get what he deserves sooner or later,” he said and Flavia slowly nodded.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan alternated between the two and sighed deeply. “All right, all right, stop being all gloomy. Well… except Rak. He’s just like that.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia cracked a smile and Rakna shook his head with a stoic face before pulling a cigarette and lighting it up. He closed Obsidian’s Smoke
       
      with a snap and huffed a cloud of smoke.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s move,” the moment he said that, a scream abruptly echoed throughout the entire area. Allan and Flavia looked toward the general direction of the source in surprise. It seemed to come from deep inside the forest.
    

    
       
    

    
      In contrast, Rakna moved on as if he hadn’t heard anything. He walked toward the dense and dark agglomerate of trees with his cigarette highlighting his position. Flavia and Allan looked at each other before following him as they started hearing gunshots.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      After leaving the Tutorial Stage, the cybernetic clown stepped into a dark room only for it to suddenly light up. He then sat at a circular table, which had faded into existence right in front of his eyes, where several other people were waiting.
    

    
       
    

    
      The odd thing about all of them was that their appearance wasn’t clear and merely showed their silhouette covered in thick shadows.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re late, Gray,” one of the individuals spoke up.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Unluckily, I was forced to wait for the last Host to arrive. I couldn’t do anything about it,” Gray’s mouth displayed a flat line as he shrugged.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, it’s not that bad, is it? A lot of us are actually jealous, you know?” Another one said.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Jealous?” Gray was puzzled. “How so?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, wasn’t there an S+ Potential in the group you oversee? It’s the first in a hundred years. The difference between a regular S and an S+ is more than big. How can we not be jealous?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…what?” He uttered dumbly. “I’m sorry, but I checked every single Host assigned to me and the highest I saw was S. What are you talking about?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “The download logs showed it clearly though,” a voice resounded, coming from a silhouette clearly belonging to a child.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then I am as confused as you are. I made sure to not miss any-!” Gray suddenly stopped talking as he remembered something. There was indeed one Host that he hadn’t bothered to appraise. The same one that made him wait for hours. 
      ‘There’s no way… right?’
    

    
       
    

    
      “In any case,” a booming voice echoed. This time it came from the figure that had been sitting at the very end of the table and it grabbed everyone’s attention. “The Initiation is over and the results this year are very promising. I wanted to deliberate with you ladies and gentlemen… What will this time’s Trial be?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why not just let them fight a boss like every other year?” A feminine voice asked.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Come on, Lily, we need something new. We even have an S+ this time, let’s make it interesting,” a rough and casual voice retorted. The corresponding figure then snapped his fingers. “Ah! I know! Do you remember what they did thirty years ago? Why not try that out?”
    

    
       
    

    
      One of the figures scowled. “Do you mean the Avian Trial?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah, that one.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Although the difficulty might reduce the number of admitted Hosts this year, their talent should be proportionally better. For those that don’t make it past this point… it might as well be a mercy for them,” the one at the edge of the table stated. “All right. Do we agree?” He asked and everyone nodded. “Then return to your groups and make the necessary preparations.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Following those words, the participants of this meeting immediately disappeared and Gray left to arrange the Trial.
    

  
    Chapter 13: Shadows

    
      A few minutes after the incident with Herts, Rakna’s group was already a few hundred meters away from the school. They were currently running through the forest with Rakna at the front, Allan at the back, and Flavia in between.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey, Rak, in the end, why should we venture into the forest like this? Isn’t it safer to stay on the school grounds for now?” Allan asked and Rakna glanced over his shoulder. “Or is it because of people like Herts?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s not because of that,” he replied. “In my opinion, the most dangerous place we could be right now is precisely the school.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why?” Flavia raised her voice.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I don’t know how this works but…” Rakna muttered before slowing down. The two behind him also stopped, a bit confused. “Imagine a modern building in the middle of a forest, don’t you think it makes a perfect target?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Target for what?” Allan responded with another question but Rakna didn’t even need to speak for the answer to be provided.
    

    
       
    

    
      Loud rustles in the leaves sounded from the front and at least ten figures walked out of the bushes and from behind the trees. High pitched laughs suddenly echoed and both Flavia and Allan winced.
    

    
       
    

    
      The creatures that were in front of them were small, even smaller than kobolds. But they had a considerably fiercer look. Green skin, long noses, sharp teeth, spiked weapons, and a surprisingly intimidating physique.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Are those…” Allan raised an eyebrow. “Goblins?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Looks like it,” Rakna uttered and grabbed his scarf as the goblins slowly surrounded them. More of them were coming out from their flanks and rear.
    

    
       
    

    
      The trio gradually got closer to each other until they were back-to-back, staring at the goblins who were growing in number by the second.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Shit, how many of them are going to come out?” Allan grumbled as he pulled out a pair of gloves from his pockets. He put them on and Rakna also proceeded to transform Sonata to its Guandao form. Meanwhile, Pronos sneakily landed on the ground and used his camouflage.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I understand now,” Flavia said. “This is what you meant. This entire forest is probably filled with these monsters. And all of them are probably rushing toward the school as we speak. If we had stayed there, we probably would have had to deal with hundreds if not thousands of them.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Damn…” Allan watched the goblins who were ready to attack at any moment. “I hope that no one stayed behind.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes flashed as he silently cast 
      Appraisal
      . “They’re level 5. No skills. They’re agile so be careful,” he instructed, and although they didn’t know how he knew that, both Allan and Flavia nodded without hesitation.
    

    
       
    

    
      After his words, the forest suddenly fell silent. The goblins had stopped laughing all of a sudden but their grins hadn’t disappeared. After a few seconds, all of them kicked the ground at the same time.
    

    
       
    

    
      The first goblins to reach the trio were on Rakna’s side of their formation. It was without saying that a flash of azure had instantly sent three heads flying. Smoke came out of the beheaded bodies as they dropped to the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan whistled. “Damn, you’ve become even more freaky,” he remarked as he himself dealt with his side. He grabbed one of the goblins’ head with one hand and beat it against another. The gloves he was wearing then glowed a little before he threw a punch that somehow dealt with two other monsters as if his attack had produced a shockwave.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, Flavia extended her hand and two of the goblins suddenly had their vision make a 180° turn. Before they knew what was happening, they fell to the ground with their neck broken.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna, Allan, and even the green-skinned monsters abruptly stopped to look at her in shock.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eh?” She exclaimed innocently. “Did I do something wrong?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…explanations later. Focus,” Rakna finally said and stabbed two goblins with a perfectly straight thrust. He then stopped waiting for them to come at him and charged forward. He whirled Sonata with one hand and grabbed the head of one goblin with the other. He extended his nails and all of them pierced the creature’s head. He retracted his claws as fast as he had taken them out and the goblin fell dead with five very small holes in its head.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan caught that from the corner of his eyes but didn’t comment on it. He punched one goblin in the stomach and sent it flying, knocking down a few of its brethren in the process. He then elbowed one monster coming from his side. He grasped its throat and threw it over his shoulder before stepping on its head, shattering its skull.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan’s movements couldn’t be described as fast or smooth. In one sense, they were the opposite of Rakna’s. While the latter was fast, accurate, and efficient, he was devastating. Each one of his attacks carried great force. His fists were slow but they always reached their target and made sure to crush the target.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, there was Flavia. She hadn’t moved from her spot since the beginning of the fight. All she did was look and wave her hands but goblins still fell without her even having to touch them. But it was obvious that going by her expression and stance, it was gradually tiring her.
    

    
       
    

    
      Inevitably, one goblin finally managed to get close to her. As the creature was about to swing its weapon, Rakna thought he would have to throw Sonata to help her. But Flavia’s necklace glowed and formed a spherical shield around her that blocked the goblin’s strike. She then pulled out a knife from her shirt and stabbed the green-skinned in the eye without hesitation. She then made a motion with her hand and the corpse collided with two rushing goblins.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan laughed as he kicked one goblin to the ground. “Wow, remind me to never get you angry.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t worry,” Flavia replied with a smile as she clenched her fist and broke the throat of one of the monsters. “You won’t forget.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan chuckled nervously as the three of them got close to each other again. Their surroundings were littered with corpses and covered in green blood. There was only one goblin standing and as Flavia was about to finish it off, it suddenly collapsed and Pronos revealed himself on its back.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna wasn’t surprised but it was another story for Allan and Flavia. Both of them also noticed how many of the dead goblins had bluish glowing veins.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Um… you as well, little guy, remind me to not piss you off,” Allan uttered and Pronos hissed with a smirk. “Ahem, anyway, there were quite a lot of them, huh? I just reached level 6.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia followed, “Me as well.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I reached level 7,” Rakna added and his two friends stared at him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why am I not surprised?” Allan quipped. “Though how did you do it? I’m pretty sure I killed every kobold I found but I still needed ten points to get to level 6.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I just left the school’s area and hunted other kobolds in the forest,” Rakna answered as he picked up Pronos again.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Dude, I also did that,” the blonde deadpanned and Rakna shrugged. “Meh, more importantly, what the heck was that, Flavia?” Allan turned toward his former teacher.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well…” Flavia scratched her cheek sheepishly. “I’m not sure how to explain.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I can do it for you,” Rakna stated and she looked at him confusedly. Without saying anything, he cast 
      Appraisal
       and her status appeared in front of him.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name
      : Flavia Jeina
    

    
      Age
      : 24 | 
      Level
      : 6
    

    
      Race
      : Female Human | 
      Title
      : Nil
    

    
      Potential
      : S
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 2 | 
      END
      : 3
    

    
      SPD
      : 2.2 | 
      DEX
      : 5
    

    
      INT
      : 12 | 
      LCK
      : 4
    

    
       
    

    
      Available Attribute Points: 1
    

    
       
    

    
      Equipped Items:
    

    
      - 
      Necklace of Bravery: 
      Spend 5MP to erect a shield around the user.
    

    
      Cooldown
      : 3 minutes.
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 15/15.2 | 
      MP
      : 117/120
    

    
      SWI
      : 10 | 
      AGI
      : 12.2
    

    
      SEN
      : 22.2 | 
      ATC
      : 28.2
    

    
      ATT
      : 16.7 | 
      DEF
      : 11
    

    
      MA
      : 36 | 
      MR
      : 1.08/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      - 
      Cooking
       
      (Lv.9)
    

    
      - Teaching
       
      (Lv.6)
    

    
      - 
      Judo
       
      (Lv.4)
    

    
      …
    

    
       
    

    
      Magic Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Unawakened
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      Cognitive Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Fatigue Resistance 
      (Lv.7)
    

    
      - 
      Fear Resistance
       
      (Lv.2)
    

    
      - 
      Pain Resistance
       
      (Lv.2)
    

    
       
    

    
      Spontaneous Skills:
    

    
      - None
    

    
       
    

    
      Nirvana Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Telekinesis 
      (Lv.1)
      :
       One of the most common spiritual abilities awakened as a Nirvana Skill. It has the potential to even bend spatial laws.
    

    
      Current Lift: 
      (Intelligence*5) kg.
    

    
      This is a spiritual skill fueled by psychic energy thus no mana is involved in the process. But beware, overuse is severely precarious. The range of manipulation is only limited by the Host’s imagination and control.
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
      - 
      None
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna was impressed. Not only was her potential a step below his but she also had a Nirvana Skill. From his understanding, this wasn’t anything near mediocre. Her mana regeneration was also incredibly high.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Telekinesis… that’s a very useful power. Did you awaken it during the Initiation?” Rakna asked and Flavia slowly nodded.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, but… how did you know?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I have a skill that lets me see the status of others.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh, so that’s what you used on those goblins,” Allan exclaimed. “So, basically, Flavia awakened her magic before us or something like that?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No, what she has is a Nirvana Skill. I believe it is in a completely different league compared to normal magic,” Rakna retorted.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What’s a Nirvana Skill?” Allan immediately inquired.
    

    
       
    

    
      “From what the shopkeeper told me, it’s a very rare and powerful ability that is most of the time innate to a Host,” it was Flavia who answered. “She also said that mine was quite special since it doesn’t need mana.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then what does it need?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait,” Rakna interrupted their conversation and they both looked at him. “Let’s get out of here for now. The blood may attract more enemies for all we know. Let’s find someplace safer before having this discussion. There are a few things I want to discuss too.”
    

    
       
    

    
      They nodded in agreement and the trio started running from their location, all while ignoring the occasional screams that would come from deep inside the forest. It was as if their dying voice was augmented on purpose to haunt the participants.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, a black-haired girl stared at the goblins in front of her with glowing crimson eyes. The monsters charged at her with high-pitched shouts. She watched them with a detached expression until one of them was about to hit her.
    

    
       
    

    
      The area was suddenly covered in darkness and when light returned, the goblins had been stabbed by shadow spikes; all unconditionally dead.
    

    
       
    

    
      The girl sighed and looked at the sun which was starting to set down. “Why… did that demon send me here?” She voiced a question that she was painfully aware wouldn’t be answered and vanished between the trees, leaving the dissolving shadows behind her.
    

  
    Chapter 14: First Howl

    
      As night was falling, after encountering a few more goblins, Rakna’s group had reached the section of the forest bordering the mountains and found a small cave in the cliff to settle in for the night.
    

    
       
    

    
      When they were sure that the cave wasn’t some kind of nest, Rakna spoke up. “There’s something I want to do outside. You two stay here until I come back,” he told his two companions who looked at him in confusion.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia scowled. “Where are you going? It’s not safe to go out alone… it’s getting dark too. We can come with you if it’s important.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You sounded like housewife saying tha--!” Allan was cut off by an elbow to the sides. He groaned and keeled over pathetically. Flavia cleared her throat with a faint blush and Rakna blinked at his friend wriggling on the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…don’t worry. I can take care of myself,” he declared and turned around. “It’s better you stay here. Don’t think that I didn’t notice how taxing your power was. Be sure to protect her, Allan.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sure thing…” Allan raised his hand shakily from the ground and Rakna nodded before rushing back inside the forest.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia sighed. “He’s too reckless…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Nah, more like, he just doesn’t care,” Allan straightened his back and sat up. “For as long as I have known him, he has never feared anything. You probably never saw him scared ever since you met him, did you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia could only smile helplessly. That was true. The only times she saw Rakna express anything similar to fear intensity-wise were when…
    

    
       
    

    
      “When he switches, huh?” Allan complemented her line of thought when he recognized her sour expression. “Don’t worry too much. I know the old master told us his dual personality could be dangerous for his psyche but I’m sure he can deal with it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia nodded slowly. “You’re right…”
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, Rakna was running through the dense forest with Pronos casually lying down on his head and feeling the wind. What he wanted to do by coming out was simply cut a tree or two for firewood and evaluate his current strength in a bit more detail.
    

    
       
    

    
      Once he deemed it to be far enough from the cave to not attract anyone with the noise, he chose a regular-sized tree among the many and stood in front of it.
    

    
       
    

    
      The first thing he did was cast 
      Appraisal
      . Until now, he had never used this ability on something other than humans, monsters, or items. His small experiment was to see if it produced any result on purely inanimate objects. And, as he expected, a prompt appeared in front of him. Followed by a surprising but pleasing notification.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      A 100-year-old oak tree. It shows signs of healthy development but is slightly leaning to its north side. The trunk has been infused with very minute amounts of magical energy and is relatively stronger than normal trees.
    

    
       
    

    
      Blunt Resistance Value
      : 50
    

    
      Slashing Resistance Value
      : 20
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Ding!
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Appraisal
       has leveled up. Depending on the difference between the user and the target’s level, a personal description of the person will now appear on the status.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Although Rakna was happy about his skill getting stronger, he had already run out of ideas to level it up. If he understood correctly, 
      Appraisal 
      required a different condition to be upgraded every time.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I’ll think about it later,’
       he said inwardly before pointing two of his fingers at the trunk. His claws instantly came out and pierced the tree albeit by only a few centimeters. Rakna retracted them afterward and mused. 
      ‘Well, I guess this is a reasonable piercing power. It’s enough to go easily through flesh anyway.’
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna mused about it for a bit more before going to his next test. “Pronos, take some distance,” he warned and the little snake nodded before slithering away.
    

    
       
    

    
      This time, he deactivated 
      Ulvia’s Illusion
       and his ears and tail came back. He exhaled and tapped into the throbbing sensation in his chest. His heart started beating quicker and louder.
    

    
       
    

    
      His eyes glowed and his canines grew. His bones made cracking sounds and suddenly every bird and animal in the vicinity started running away in fear.
    

    
       
    

    
      When the sun completely disappeared from the sky, the howl of a wolf resounded throughout the entire forest. The sound was low and booming; like a mix between a howl and a growl. Almost every Host heard it and shivered. When it faded away, there was a brief moment of silence before countless other howls echoed.
    

    
       
    

    
      From the depths of the forest, apparent wolf packs were responding to the call. The beasts’ singing finally stopped after several minutes and everyone was on edge.
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, Rakna exhaled as his body had returned to normal. He looked at himself and frowned at the fact that he was entirely naked. The only thing he was wearing was his scarf. What had happened was that during his transformation, he had hastily put his clothes inside his spatial ring before they could be ripped apart.
    

    
       
    

    
      “This might be annoying… I wonder if,” he muttered to himself and his ring shone for a second and his clothes returned exactly to how they were. He checked if they were placed correctly and not upturned or anything before nodding in satisfaction. 
      ‘This ring is more useful than I thought.’
    

    
       
    

    
      Ssssh!
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was getting lost in thoughts, Pronos’ hiss jolted him awake. His small partner was staring at the obscurities of the forest. It was then that he could hear noises getting closer and closer to them.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna squinted and picked up a large chunk of wood at his feet. He put it on his shoulder and picked up Pronos before letting him get inside his scarf. “Let’s leave,” he mumbled and kicked the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      Behind him, what was once a robust tree was nothing more than a lump of leaves and wood pieces with claw marks on them.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      When Rakna returned to the cave with the illusion over his wolf features, he immediately used the glaive form of Sonata to cut apart the wood. He then used Obsidian’s Smoke to light up a fire.
    

    
       
    

    
      As the trio was sitting around the fire, Allan spoke, “So? What now?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “We share information,” Rakna replied and looked at him, silently using 
      Appraisal
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name
      : Allan River
    

    
      Age
      : 18 | 
      Level
      : 6
    

    
      Race
      : Male Human | 
      Title
      : Nil
    

    
      Potential
      : S-
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 10 | 
      END
      : 7
    

    
      SPD
      : 3 | 
      DEX
      : 3.4
    

    
      INT
      : 2.4 | 
      LCK
      : 2
    

    
       
    

    
      Available Attribute Points: 1
    

    
       
    

    
      Equipped Items:
    

    
      - 
      Shock Gloves
      : A pair of enchanted gloves that are capable of generating momentum with each strike. When the momentum is strong enough, a shock wave is released. 
      Perks
      : Attack +10 and Defense +10 
      (Limited to the hands)
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 30.4 | 
      MP
      : 24/24
    

    
      SWI
      : 10.8 | 
      AGI
      : 9.8
    

    
      SEN
      : 15.8 | 
      ATC
      : 27.8
    

    
      ATT
      : 59.9 
      (49.9 + 10)
       | 
      DEF
      : 41 
      (31 + 10)
    

    
      MA
      : 7.2 | 
      MR
      : 0.10/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      - 
      Mixed Martial Arts
       
      (Lv.7)
    

    
      - 
      Drawing 
      (Lv.6)
    

    
      …
    

    
       
    

    
      Magic Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Unawakened
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      Cognitive Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Fatigue Resistance
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Pain Resistance
       
      (Lv.7)
    

    
      - 
      Fear Resistance
       
      (Lv.5)
    

    
       
    

    
      Spontaneous Skills:
    

    
      - 
      None
    

    
       
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
      - 
      Eion Auto-Sustainable Nanomachines
      : Automatically kills foreign organisms and allows rapid improvement in body strength as well as the use of more muscle cells.
    

    
      -
       
      Photographic Memory
      : A rare aptitude to instantly memorize something one has seen.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note
      : Allan River is an orphan from a young age. He considers Rakna Xiorra his irreplaceable best friend. His relationship with the latter allowed him to train under his uncle and acquire military-grade nanomachines from him. He’s usually a man with a bright personality; his past experiences have made him stronger mentally.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      What Rakna saw in his friends’ status didn’t surprise him. He knew what Allan was capable of for the most part. His potential rating was well-deserved. On the other hand, the recent addition to his 
      Appraisal
       was quite interesting. This ‘note’ could become a very useful ability in the future if it worked on strangers as well.
    

    
       
    

    
      “First of all, there’s something I want to verify,” Rakna began and they both listened to him. “Allan already told me, but did you two complete the Initiation, and if yes, did you leave the school grounds?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia answered by shaking her head. “I didn’t finish. Although I’m quite sure I could have defeated the Rider, the awakening of my telekinesis tired me too much.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded then turned toward Allan and he shrugged. “As I said, I did finish the Initiation and I did explore the forest around for an hour or so. Why?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Did you find anything out of the ordinary there?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Huh? What kind?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “A special enemy.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hmm, no… There were only kobolds no matter where I went.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see…” Rakna closed his eyes after confirming his suspicions. “All right, next is to identify our abilities. Summarized, I would say Allan is a robust damage dealer, Flavia is both a support and a rear-line mage, Pronos here is a swift and tanky assassin, and as for me, I am a fast damage dealer.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, I guess that’s pretty accurate,” Allan said with a hand on his chin. “Only you and I can fight up close. I guess we should maintain a 2:1 formation in most cases with your little pet as the wild card,” he said then looked at Flavia and his eyes lit up. “Now that I think about it, teach, how is it to use magic?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s not magic… I think,” she retorted and looked at her hands. “And I don’t know to be honest. It just feels natural. All I need to do is control my thoughts and I can snap the neck of my target…”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan chuckled wryly at her choice of words. “You said that you didn’t use mana too…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “It uses psyche instead,” Rakna answered for her. “It’s not really explained on her skill description but I think you can imagine it to be like cerebral waves. That would mean that she will get tired mentally instead of using mana.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ooh, that’s still awesome. I really want to awaken my magic now!” Allan exclaimed with palpable excitement.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia giggled at his childish behavior and Rakna shook his head with a sigh. “Apparently, you will have to wait to finish this tutorial first to do that.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan snorted. “True. In any case, what about you, Rak? We’re not like you, you know? We can’t see your status. How did you even get that skill?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “It just appeared,” Rakna shrugged. “I believe an analytical behavior is required to unlock it. If you inspect a foe’s particularities to the very last detail perceivable, you might get it. Well, I’m not sure about you, Allan, but I’m pretty sure Flavia is capable of doing it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…hey, are you insinuating I’m too dumb for it?” Allan grumbled.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Other than that, I have the proficiencies that you would expect, with spear mastery at the top. My little personal condition that you know of has also become a trait somehow and then… I too have a Nirvana Skill.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Damn, really?” Allan exclaimed dejectedly. “Am I the only one without one?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t be too disappointed,” Flavia tried to cheer him up. “My shopkeeper said it was extremely rare.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed. Additionally, you’re also an S class potential like us,” Rakna added.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You guys are not helping… It’s like I’m being told I’m doing good in life while you both are millionaires.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s… an interesting analogy,” Rakna uttered and Flavia giggled. “Anyway, let’s rest. There’s no point in going over everything today. As for my Nirvana Skill… I’ll keep it a secret for now.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Of course, you will…” Allan groused. Flavia smiled and stood up to sit against the wall of the cave next to Rakna.
    

    
       
    

    
      She closed her eyes and whispered, “You don’t mind?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna glanced at her and shook his head before also closing his eyes. Allan watched the two of them and snorted before doing the same thing.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, a few minutes later, Rakna had one regretful thought.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I should have bought a blanket.’
    

  
    Chapter 15: Wolf King

    
      The moon was halfway through its cycle when Rakna woke up. He first looked at Flavia who was leaning against his shoulder then saw his tail unhidden by the illusion. Without making a single noise, he slowly got up from his position and guided the sleeping Flavia to lie down. He took out his scarf and put it under her head so that she wouldn’t have to sleep on the hard ground. Next to her was Pronos who also hadn’t woken up.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s high dexterity had made him incredibly good at handling small movements. He could probably carry her and run a few kilometers without disturbing her sleep in the slightest. When he was done with that, he glanced at Allan, who was borderline snoring, and exited the cave.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he came out, his attention was pulled by the moon. He squinted and started thinking. If he was a werewolf now, what would the full moon do to him? He was tempted to ask Alexa but that wasn’t his current objective.
    

    
       
    

    
      Just like earlier, he once again reached for the feeling in his chest and triggered his shapeshift. His canines grew, his eyes didn’t glow this time but instead slowly became those of a wolf. Midnight fur grew on his skin and his spatial ring flickered to store his clothes. He gradually got on all fours and eight new appendages suddenly grew near his already grown tail.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna immediately felt a weird and instinctive urge to howl but held it in. It wouldn’t do any good to wake up everyone nearby. When he was done with his shapeshift, he tried to take a step forward only to fall on his side.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…nice,” he muttered, confirming at the same time that he could still speak, albeit unrecognizable.
    

    
       
    

    
      He looked at himself and raised an eyebrow. To start off, he wasn’t as big as the wolf he fought but he certainly wasn’t small either. One could say that he simply was human-sized; just a tad bigger than normal wolves.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, the second thing that bemused him was his tails. For some reason, he had now nine of them but a quick check of his status showed him that the only difference was his speed going from nine to fifteen.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Alexa, why are my tails all unlocked?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [They are not unlocked, Rakna. To be exact, they are just manifestations. I cannot affirm with confidence, but I would presume that the form you’re currently in has the full structure of the Nine-Tailed Wolf genome without a human half. So, the tails are there because it is as your current race should be but they in fact don’t carry any power.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘You’re starting to be useful. Thanks.’
    

    
       
    

    
      […you are welcome.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stood up again and tried to regain balance with his new physiology. Since his dexterity and instinct were still as good as ever, it only took him a few tries to be perfectly in tune with his limbs.
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right,” a growl-like voice came out of his mouth. He hunched forward and kicked the ground at full strength. His paws left an imprint on the soil and within the next few seconds, he had already traveled at least a hundred meters.
    

    
       
    

    
      His vision almost seemed to slow down as he jumped over the bushes and even over the branches of the trees that were at least three meters high. He continued to run for at least ten minutes before he finally put a brake on his sprint.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm,” he voiced and sat down just like any other lupine would. “This speed is very nice. The werewolf form gives me a 50% boost to everything except luck but I can’t overlook this one. The additional 20% to speed are not to be underestimated.”
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was ruminating, Rakna unconsciously lifted his paw to lick it, only to freeze halfway to stare at his leg. “…I suppose this comes with animal instincts,” he commented before opening his status and finally taking a look at the title he gained from killing the nine-tailed wolf.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Legendary Slayer
    

    
      There are very few creatures that deserve the nomination of Legendary. They are powerful, domineering, and rulers of their brethren. This title is a medal for those who have managed to subjugate such leaders of nature.
    

    
      Title Effect
      : +10% ATT, MA, and DEF against Legendary Creatures and above.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note
      : Certain titles can have effects on the relationship with dwellers of the System.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see… this probably won’t be useful in the near future,” Rakna remarked to himself. He was about to go back to the cave and sleep when his ear twitched and his nose picked up something.
    

    
       
    

    
      He stopped in his tracks then looked at his left with sharp eyes. As soon as he did so, a wolf with gray fur and a scar over one of its eyes came out from a bush. Compared to Rakna, the animal was actually quite small but it didn’t seem to be fearful. Afterward, following it, many others came out one after the other. An entire pack of wolves had abruptly appeared and the only thing they did was stare in complete silence.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna wouldn’t have been as puzzled as he was if it wasn’t for one thing. He could guess that they had looked for him after his little stunt in his werewolf form but what he couldn’t understand was their motive. He always had full trust in his instincts and this System had only served to strengthen that trust. And, right now, he knew for sure that these wolves weren’t hostile.
    

    
       
    

    
      He frowned at them and his new bestial automatisms made him growl, flashing his fangs. “What do you want?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, completely out of his expectations, every single one of these predators of nature lowered their head to him and even somewhat kneeled by bending their front legs.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was at that moment that the System made itself known.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Through meeting several conditions, you have learned a new skill; 
      Intimidation
      !
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Intimidation
       (Lv.1)
      : By flaring your magic energy, you can ethereally release the weight of your full power on your targets. Those who are weaker than you and are not higher leveled than you will be dealt a psychological blow.
    

    
      The higher the skill level, the more people will get affected and the more damage will be done to their mental.
    

    
      Cost
      : 1 MP per minute.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna was already surprised enough but another prompt appeared afterward.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      The wolves are in awe of your appearance. They revere the Nine-Tailed Wolf and have acknowledged you as their leader.
    

    
      Congratulations! You have acquired a new title; 
      Wolf King
      !
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Wolf King
    

    
      Only the mightiest of wolves can be given the designation of King. The King of Wolves can command hundreds of his brethren to die for him with but a mere grunt.
    

    
      Title Effect
      : Intimidation Skills will ignore levels when used on wolf-type beings and there is a chance for the Host to even suppress stronger foes.
    

    
      Title Skill
      : Call of Fangs
    

    
       
    

    
      Note
      : All titles can be equipped at the same time and do not need to be swapped. However, the possibility of unequipping one still exists.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna wasn’t even sure how to react. 
      ‘Is this a privilege of Nine-Tailed Creatures? It would seem likely,’
       he thought then looked at the wolves gathered in front of him. “Return to your turfs for now. I’ll call you if needed.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The pack immediately complied and disappeared into the woods. They didn’t seem to have problems understanding human speech.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sat down again as his nine tails wagged around him freely and focused on the skill given to him by the title. The System responded to him and showed him its description.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Skill/Spontaneous Skill
    

    
      Name
      : Call of Fangs
    

    
      Tier: 
      Special
    

    
      Learning Requirements: 
      Wolf King <✓>
    

    
       
    

    
      Description:
       
    

    
      When the user activates this skill, their howl will call every suitable wolf in the vicinity to come to battle. 
    

    
      When there isn’t any suitable target, the user can also summon Shadow Wolves with a level matching the quantity of mana spent on each. The Shadow Wolves’ level cannot be higher than the summoner and they cannot remain for longer than five minutes if not killed.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “…is this what they call overpowered?” Rakna uttered. “Basically, if I were to summon a level 7 shadow wolf right now, it would cost me seven mana points?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative,] Alexa answered.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. Then I guess I can only summon five of them for now. Or I could also summon forty level ones. I guess the threat of this skill depends on how strong each shadow wolf actually is…” He mumbled and then couldn’t help but yawn as his body requested him to rest. He stood up and stretched his body.
    

    
       
    

    
      He readied himself and then started sprinting back toward the cave. Since he had already gotten used to the feeling of this body, he was even faster than before. When he arrived, he didn’t enter the cave but chose a relatively close tree and jumped on a branch before lying down.
    

    
       
    

    
      He lied his head on his crossed paws as his tails waved with the wind. He was taking the occasion to sleep in wolf form and get used to it. He also didn’t want to get back inside since he would have to use an illusion to hide his features again and it would waste mana.
    

    
       
    

    
      Although he didn’t mind revealing his abilities to his two companions, he always had been taught to keep as many secrets as possible. Not out of vanity but out of vigilance.
    

    
       
    

    
      Life was like a card game. Every time you learn something new, it’s as if you drew a new card to your hand. But what would the point if you carelessly revealed it? When you have many hidden cards, you’ll notice that there will always be at least one that you can rely on to win at the very end.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Or so he said…” Rakna huffed and his ear twitched. He opened one of his purple eyes and spotted Pronos coming out of the cave half-asleep. The little snake then proceeded to go up the tree his owner was on before getting comfortable on his back.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Little guy, did you just sleepwalk so that you could use me as your bed?” Rakna didn’t get any response, proving to him that Pronos truly was asleep. He didn’t know if he should find it cute or annoying.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, before he could get some shut-eye himself, he saw two goblins slowly creeping their way toward the cave. 
      ‘These things are starting tick me off…’ 
      He muttered inwardly and he activated one of his newest skills.
    

    
       
    

    
      At that exact moment, the two goblins suddenly froze. They began to sweat and their sight gradually turned toward a certain tree; a branch to be exact. There, they saw nothing but the silhouette of nine tails forming a half-circle and a pair of daunting purple eyes as well as eerily white fangs within the darkness.
    

    
       
    

    
      They instantly threw away their weapons and ran away whilst crying in fear.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Intimidation
       has successfully affected two targets. Fear Debuff induced.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Intimidation
       has leveled up!
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted and finally went back to sleep.
    

  
    Chapter 16: Avian Trial

    
      The sun was rising and the morning fog was still present when a loud thud resounded, inducing several birds into flying away.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eh?! What?! Where am I?! Who am I?!” Allan screamed as he was jolted awake. He blinked at his surroundings and saw Flavia rubbing her eyes whilst holding Rakna’s scarf in her hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What was that sound…? Rakna?” She uttered and walked out of the cave. Allan groaned and laid down again while fumbling about ‘those damn early risers’.
    

    
       
    

    
      When Flavia was out, she yawned a bit then spotted Rakna lying down on the ground and staring at the sky with an expressionless expression. His clothes were messy and Pronos looked like he had just been through a traumatic experience.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…what happened? What was that sound?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…it was a… a boar.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “A boar?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes…. a boar. Positively a boar. Ran into the tree and then left. Very… quickly,” he replied coolly and Pronos stared at him incredulously. He stared back. 
      ‘Little guy, even I have my pride. I will never admit that I just fell from a tree while sleeping.’
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos deadpanned and Rakna responded in kind until Flavia crouched next to him. He sighed and sat up as the little snake coiled around his neck.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia smiled and handed him Sonata. “Thank you for this.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re welcome,” he said and wore his scarf again, much to the pleasure of Pronos who had gotten used to it being his little home. “Is Allan still asleep?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I think. That noise woke him up but he probably fell asleep again.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Really, he’s such a bad sleeper despite having such a high fatigue resistance,” he commented.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Really? How highs?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Maximum. So, 10, I believe. To clarify, mine is level 7 and yours is level 6.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see… does that mean these resistances are something everyone has?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Most likely. Pain, Fear, and Fatigue Resistance… These three passive skills might be the only ones available to normal humans,” he said and looked at the sky again. “That aside, while I was… resting on the grass just before, I saw something interesting.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What do you mean?” Flavia asked as she followed his line of sight. She couldn’t see much because of the fog but her attention was caught by the outlines of the mountain tops. Her eyes slowly widened as she noticed the countless small silhouettes standing on them. “Are those…?
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eagles,” Rakna finished for her. “I can use 
      Appraisal
       from here. For now, the highest level I saw was two. But there are hundreds if not thousands of them up there. And I can feel them staring at us. Or more specifically, everyone down here.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Do you think that they’re targeting us?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I can’t say… but if this entire forest is surrounded by a chain of mountains and that every single one of them has thousands of eagles perching on their peak, I don’t even want to imagine the kind of trap it would be if all of them attacked at once. Level one they may be but their number is nothing less than terrifying,” Rakna affirmed calmly and Flavia inevitably turned nervous.
    

    
       
    

    
      After a few moments of silence, a yawn was heard. “What’s going on?” Allan groggily asked as he came out of the cave.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stood up and dusted his clothes. “We were talking about the possibility of a downpour of birds,” he replied and Allan blinked.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…a what?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “There,” Flavia just pointed at the sky instead of explaining. The fog was starting to disperse and Allan easily spotted the eagles this time.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Okay…? But what do we do with that information? I don’t have an umbrella for that, you know.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted and cracked his neck. He pulled out a cigarette and lit it before walking away. “Isn’t it obvious? We’re going up.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait, what?” Allan froze. “Are you saying that you want to not only climb a mountain that is quite obviously very steep but also go and see hundreds of massive birds that may or may not attack on sight?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Very nicely summarized,” Rakna uttered as he continued to get farther away from them. “We’re going to follow this mountain wall until there’s a viable path upward. Let’s get moving.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan opened his mouth wide as his friend disappeared behind the trees. 
      ‘The guy didn’t even stop a second to wait for us…’
       He grumbled internally.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia sighed along with him. “Well, we were the ones who decided to put our lives in his hands. There’s nothing we can complain about,” she said. “Just take a look behind you,” she added before leaving to follow Rakna.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Behind?” Allan muttered and turned around. His eyes immediately widened. There were at least a dozen of spiked weapons on the ground that noticeably belonged to goblins.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna had kept watch even in his sleep. Even with his eyes closed, or his senses shut down, he still could somehow sense threats approaching, and all of them had been chased away like the first two. He also had leveled up his 
      Intimidation
       skill again during the night.
    

    
       
    

    
       Allan scratched his head and ran off to catch up.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, the group of students led by the blond-haired teen from the day before came up with the same idea as Rakna and were searching for a path. After spending the night near a river, they also had spotted the eagles on top of the mountain.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey, bro, are you sure it’s a good idea?” A young girl spoke to the leader. She possessed the same features as him and one would easily guess they were siblings if not twins. And, just like the people around her and her apparent brother, she had a tattoo of a white phoenix next to her collarbone.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, I’m sure, Leia,” her brother replied as if it was obvious.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leia scowled. “Could you at least explain why? We’ve been going in this blind since yesterday. I don’t want to die today.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I agree with her on this, Leis,” an impressively buff guy for a high schooler added as he walked to them. “I’ll still follow you no matter what happens, and I’m sure it’s the same for the gang, but I think it’s best to give us an explanation.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis sighed. “Alright… Guys! Let’s take a break. At this point, you all better listen up. I don’t wanna repeat myself if any of you has a question too.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, boss!” Everyone shouted in response and regrouped from their formation. They stood in a circle around their leader, in case a monster would appear while he was talking.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis leaned against a tree and crossed his arms. “Just think about the situation. This shitty mission we got doesn’t explain how to find the exit. At first, I thought it was simply hidden somewhere but I doubt it now.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why?” Leia asked.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Because this place is small,” Leis answered and pointed at the chain of mountains. “This entire forest is closed off and the area within isn’t actually that big. I don’t believe that there’s anything worthwhile beyond the mountains so we should be able to find the exit in a few days at most, and that’s still being pessimistic. Well, that would be true if ‘finding’ it was really all that mattered.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “For me, it sounds too easy. There must be a condition, a prerequisite or something, to further this mission. Like, for example, defeat a certain boss to open the exit, or resolve some puzzle, I really don’t know. What I know though is that those eagles up there aren’t normal and their appearance overnight only makes it even more suspicious. That’s why we’re going there, it’s our only hint so we better follow it while we can.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That makes sense… I guess,” Leia muttered.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis shrugged and signaled everyone to move again. They all nodded and formed a new formation again. Anyone would have been able to tell that their movements were very disciplined, almost as if it was an actual military march.
    

    
       
    

    
      “In any case, we’re probably not the only ones going there. Xiorra is most likely going too for one.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Xiorra? Who’s that?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis was about to answer when he saw someone emerge from behind the trees. He furrowed his eyebrows when he could discern their appearance. Long, almost wavy, black hair, crimson eyes, and a figure that couldn’t pass unnoticed.
    

    
       
    

    
      The two of them made eye contact the moment they noticed each other. Leis slowly reached for the katana at his belt without losing sight of her. “Who are you?” He inquired gravely.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What’s wrong, boss? She’s just the same as us, no?” One of the gang’s members exclaimed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “No,” the buff guy instantly refuted. He also was on guard. “I’m familiar with pretty much everyone in our school. I’ve never seen her and she hasn’t the appearance of someone easily forgettable.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Everyone gradually realized the situation as none of them even had the smallest recollection about someone as pretty as her.
    

    
       
    

    
      The girl in question clicked her tongue and a swirl of darkness manifested itself around her hand. “I have no reason to fight you. So, kindly forget about me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis looked at one of his members. He was a pretty average looking teen with short black hair but he had a few unique features such as his height and his uncanny dead-fish eyes concealed under a pair of glasses. “How is it, Dan?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Dan pushed his glasses up and scrutinized the woman. “No data. Either she has a way of countering my skill or she’s too high level. What I can say though…” He squinted and he couldn’t help but feel nervous despite himself. “Her race isn’t displayed as ‘human’.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The person in question raised an eyebrow.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then what is she?” Leis urged him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “She’s a--!”
    

    
       
    

    
      His answer was interrupted by a sudden earthquake followed by a booming sound. Leis raised his head and saw something surface on the horizon. It was right in the center of the circular area delimited by the mountains and appeared to be coming out of the earth.
    

    
       
    

    
      A short moment later, the earthquake stopped and everyone was shocked. Something had indeed emerged from underground and it stood tall, taller than even the mountains.
    

    
       
    

    
      “The heck is that…” Someone muttered and every Host scattered around the Tutorial Plateau showed similar reactions.
    

    
       
    

    
      The unknown structure was in fact a statue. A giant statue of an eagle with its wings spread out and on top of its head, there was another eagle. But this one was clearly alive. It wasn’t as big as the statue but it was easily bigger than a house.
    

    
       
    

    
      “|| The Trial has been Initiated. ||”
    

    
       
    

    
      The System’s voice echoed and the tutorial mission was updated.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Tutorial Mission: 
      Hunt & Escape
    

    
      Description
      : The Avian Trial. A hunt ceremony has been initiated. The Statue of the Eagle God is the exit and can only be opened with the souls of its descendants.
    

    
      Objective
      : Eagles will fly down and attack at sight. Once killed, they will drop a Crystallized Soul. Fifty per head are needed to open the exit.
    

    
      Time Limit: 
      12 Hours.
    

    
      Note
      : When time runs out, Hosts with less than 50 Souls will be disposed of. Stealing from fellow Hosts is permitted.
    

    
      Additional information
      : The three first contestants to go through the exit will be granted the title ‘Crowned Seedling’ and the one with the most Souls will be granted the title ‘Soul Hunter’.
    

    
       Default Rewards
      : Access to the 1st Plateau, 20 Talys Per Soul.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

  
    Chapter 17: Hunger

    
      A few minutes earlier.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan wheezed as he grabbed onto a crack in between rocks. “Hey… can we just… you know, take a break?” He said between breaths.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t exaggerate. You have seven in endurance. Flavia doesn’t complain, why would you?” Rakna deadpanned whilst climbing the mountain wall. Nothing about him hinted at the fact that he was tired expect maybe a few occasional sweat drops.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Shut up, Rak. You know dexterity is more suited for this kind of shit,” he retorted. “Also! Of course, teach isn’t complaining, she’s using her damn cheat to borderline fly!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Ever since they had started climbing the mountain almost an hour and a half ago, Flavia had been using her telekinesis to efficiently make her body lighter. Although she wasn’t at the level where she could fly yet, it basically made it easy for her body to perform any activity.
    

    
       
    

    
      “And you too, Rak! I know you can somehow extend your nails and you’re using it to literally grab on anything while I’m over here killing myself trying to find footholds! You people aren’t being considerate of ungifted people…” He complained and sighed.
    

    
       
    

    
      His eyes then coincidentally crossed Pronos who was smirking at him from his comfy spot under Sonata. A vein popped on Allan’s forehead. “You damn reptile…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Stop whining, we’re close,” Rakna muttered and half a minute later, his hand touched the top. He pulled himself up with a short shout and Flavia followed him. She even somehow sent her entire body over the ledge and very gently landed on the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked around and saw how the eagles had gotten away from him the moment he got close. But none of them had flown off. All of them were still here and he now stood in front of a literal sea of eagles gazing at him in an eerie silence.
    

    
       
    

    
      He also noticed that what laid beyond the mountains was nothing more than water. This Tutorial was actually being held on an island.
    

    
       
    

    
      Ten seconds later, Allan exhaled as he finally got his head over the ledge. “So…?” He uttered with his arms crossed on the ground. “What do we do now?” He asked with a frown.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna squinted and with a thought, his knife appeared in his hand. He flicked his wrist and it flew straight to an eagle’s head before going through it.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Lv.3 Eagle
       killed.
    

    
      Requirement for level up updated.
    

    
      Current progress:
       31/70
    

    
      You are the first to acquire a Crystallized Soul. The Avian Trial has been initiated.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Immediately afterward, the ground started shaking and Allan nearly fell off. He hastily climbed up and looked at the forest below with wide eyes. From their perspective, the appearance of the Eagle God’s Statue looked even more impressive than it already was.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, the trio also got the mission update prompt from the System and the eagles all began to flap their wings and take off. All except the closest to Rakna’s group.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna glanced at the wave of birds going down then looked back at the ones surrounding him. “I see… coming here was a trigger. And the reward for it is a bonus of easily attainable Crystallized Souls.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is that so?” Allan muttered with an obviously satiric tone and reluctantly took a stance. “Was it worth the climb though?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Who knows,” Rakna replied as Sonata transformed in his hand. Pronos jumped down and hissed at the eagles.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia waved her hand and made the first move. In the split of a second, two eagles had their neck twisted. The others then started to take altitude but before all of them could get out of range, both Rakna and Allan sliced and crushed six of them.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, the golden-eyed birds plunged back once they were high enough. Rakna narrowly dodged one aiming at his head and elbowed it while it was still in midair. Allan casually caught its own and Flavia literally forced it to crash on the ground in front of her.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I don’t wanna sound cocky but… these birds are weak,” Allan commented as he looked at the flock circling them in the sky.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t relax yet,” Rakna said as he pierced one eagle’s head with his claws. This skill of his had hit level two whilst climbing the mountain and now dealt even more damage. “I know that you’re not aware but the attributes of these birds have slowly been increasing ever since the statue appeared. Their average level has increased by one.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What? You’re kidding, right?” Allan was wide-eyed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “How fast?” Flavia inquired with a small frown. She herself had noticed that it was getting slightly harder to kill the eagles as time passed. Her telekinesis gave her an unexpectedly good sensitive feedback. The strength she needed to snap their neck had been increased by at least 2 kilos.
    

    
       
    

    
      “For now, it seems to be around 0.01 every second,” Rakna estimated as he pulled back. He grunted as another eagle brushed past him. 
      ‘A typical eagle’s optimal speed is already near 160km/h. If they keep getting faster, it’ll get too hard to dodge,’ 
      he thought.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Shit, isn’t that a bit too unfair? They’ll become invincible at this rate,” Allan uttered.
    

    
       
    

    
      “However, I don’t think it’s time-based,” Rakna added as Pronos got back on his shoulder. Although the little snake had managed to get a few kills while they were still on the ground, he couldn’t do anything else since they weren’t targeting him anymore.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What do you mean? Do you think it’s something else that makes them stronger?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Their number,” Flavia’s eyes flashed as two bloodied birds fell at her feet. “The hunt has probably started down there as well. When their number decreases, their individual strength goes up. This is probably what’s happening right now.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded. “That would be the most likely explanation.” He then looked at the circle of birds above him and suddenly thought of something. 
      ‘Alexa, can you tell me what’s the range of the spatial ring Kaelith gave me? And is it possible to store dust in it? And if yes, could I take out all of it in one go?’
    

    
      [The range is 10 meters and the answer to your two other questions is yes. There is no limit to the quantity you can store at once and the ring only needs you to imagine how much you want taken out and in what way.]”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Allan,” Rakna raised his voice immediately after. “Are your gloves charged?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Huh?” Allan was startled. He kicked the eagle near him and glanced at his glowing gloves before turning toward his friend. “Yes? Why?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Punch the ground as hard as you can. The more destruction the better.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan scowled but complied nonetheless as he prepared to deal out the strongest punch he could muster.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Flavia, support his momentum as he punches and at my signal, focus your telekinesis under my feet,” Rakna instructed and she nodded.
    

    
       
    

    
      A second after, Allan inhaled and his fist collided with the mountain top. He grimaced a bit because of the pain then his gloves released a shockwave. The stone broke apart into pieces and a cloud of dust was raised.
    

    
       
    

    
      The eagles screeched and flew up to avoid it. “Now!” Rakna shouted and felt a certain power gather around his legs. He ran right into the middle of the dust cloud and crouched before jumping as high as he could. At the same time, his ring flashed and both the rubble and the dust disappeared in an instant.
    

    
       
    

    
      The eagles watched as a human jumped high enough to get above them and before they could react, a layer of dust and rocks suddenly appeared above them. But it wasn’t over a large area, one could even say it was quite compacted. At best, this improvised ‘meteorite’ would only kill a few eagles.
    

    
       
    

    
      However, while still in midair, Rakna used his lighter to trigger Sonata a second time. The Guandao glowed and changed shape to form an azure arc. Then a blue string emerged from one tip and as if it was alive, went for the other.
    

    
       
    

    
      The string flickered and Rakna pulled it back to his shoulder. A cyan arrow flared into existence on his newly created bow. It was made of pure energy and was actively causing a full combustion with the air.
    

    
      When Flavia saw that, her face grew pale. “That’s reckless!” She shouted and ran away. “Allan, get on the ground!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna squinted and released the arrow before the cloud of dust could disperse too much. An azure trail of light was then shot and reached the cloud under a second.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia jumped behind a boulder with Allan and they covered their heads and ears as a deafening explosion resounded. The mountain’s top was struck by a powerful shockwave and the eagles, if not killed on the spot, plummeted toward the ground and died.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna grunted as the shock blew him away and Pronos clung to his neck. He rapidly dropped from the sky and could only curse when he saw that he was not going to land back on the mountain top but go straight down toward the ocean.
    

    
       
    

    
      He spun during his fall to get his momentum back under control and put Sonata back around his neck. His nails became sharper without extending, his fangs grew longer, and then his tail and ears reappeared on him as the illusion gave out.
    

    
       
    

    
      While free-falling, Rakna did his best to steer himself back toward the mountain and when he reached it, he planted his claws in the stone to break his fall. He growled unconsciously and some faint traces of fur appeared on his skin.
    

    
       
    

    
      It took him nearly a hundred meters of distance to completely stop his momentum. When he was completely safe, it was Pronos who sighed in relief for him. After that, Rakna’s features returned to normal as 
      Ulvia’s Veil
       was activated again.
    

    
       
    

    
      The semi-transformation he had just used was a certain quirk he had managed to make out the day before. He could somewhat control the process of his Werewolf transformation and stop it midway. In that case, he could retain a human figure but his power boost fell from 50% to 20%.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Rakna!”
    

    
       
    

    
      He looked up and noticed that he could still see the top and Flavia standing on the edge. He waved his hand to tell her he was fine.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Back on top of the mountain, Flavia sighed in relief while Allan sat down with a tired face.
    

    
       
    

    
      “The heck just happened?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Dust explosion,” Flavia answered. “Though it’s weird, that wasn’t combustible dust. It couldn’t have exploded unless…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Unless what?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Unless the ‘spark’ was strong enough… How hot was that arrow?” She muttered then got an idea. She went back toward the area Allan had destroyed. She touched the ground with her finger but nothing got stuck. Not even a single speck of dirt.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see… he somehow collected every small particle around here and compressed them into a small cluster. I guess if you gather dust, dirt, even the very small dead plants here and there, and then account in the abnormally hot arrow… it might be feasible.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, that arrow was probably made out of Eion, right? I saw it turn back into a scarf when he was falling. Maybe he got to upgrade Sonata with the shop or something. Eion can even combust concrete. It would make sense,” Allan remarked and Flavia tilted her head.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sonata?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan chucked. “Yep, Azure Sonata. He never told you? That’s the name of his weapon. The old master made it for him last year. It can repair itself, release heat, and change form. Damn, I was so jealous at the time.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see… Looks like there are a lot of things he doesn’t tell me,” Flavia said with a wry smile. “Even before all of this.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan blinked at her. “Well, don’t get too sad. Even I don’t know everything about him. I have no idea how he lived before getting adopted, and, heck, I don’t even know who the old master actually was or even his name! All I know is that he was a very important person, a martial master, and an old man who somehow had access to restricted Eion materials.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Trust me, you don’t want to know who he was,” a voice said and both Allan and Flavia shuddered.
    

    
       
    

    
      They looked back to see Rakna crouching next to them with a blank expression.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ha…hahaha,” Allan scratched his head sheepishly. “You climbed back up pretty fast…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Um, what you did was very impressive, you know?” Flavia also tried to change the subject.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s fine. I don’t care if you’re curious about my past or the old man. I’ll tell you one day if it ever comes to it,” he said and stood up. He then looked at the Eagle God’s Statue and the creature that was perched in its head.
    

    
       
    

    
      His eyes met the eagle’s and Rakna felt something stir inside of him. His vision blurred for a second and when he blinked, he saw red lines all over the giant eagle that all led to a specific spot in its chest; a beating heart. With each beat, Rakna felt more and more agitated.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s quickly go back,” he said and walked toward the cliff. “I’m getting… hungry.”
    

    
       
    

    
      His two friends looked at each other with a perplexed expression before following him.
    

  
    Chapter 18: Weapon Mastery

    
      Meanwhile, the encounter between Leis’ group and the black-haired girl had been interrupted because of the System message and they both had lost sight of each other quite quickly.
    

    
       
    

    
      They had been swarmed by the eagles coming from above their heads and the fact that the goblins had been alerted of their position wasn’t helping in the slightest.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis clicked his tongue as he stabbed an eagle coming from behind with a reverse grip. He turned around and slashed two goblins’ heads before returning his blade to his sheath.
    

    
       
    

    
      “We should have gone to that mountain earlier,” he muttered whilst standing back-to-back with his sister. “We would not have had to deal with the goblins and the terrain would have been much more advantageous.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed,” Dan agreed as he jumped from one tree to another with a dagger in hand. He pushed his glasses and looked at Leia who flinched a little bit.
    

    
       
    

    
      “As long as we stay in the forest, not only are goblins capable of ambushing us at any moment, but the eagles also have more blind spots to exploit and they can retreat farther up in the sky while if it was up there, the stronger winds would at least make it harder for them to navigate and also it would limit the rate of their attacks. The trees here are not enough to bother them…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Fine, fine, fine!!” Leia shouted at him. “Stop spouting smart shit, smart asses! I’m sorry I woke up late, okay?! Now focus on the damn birds!”
    

    
       
    

    
      The whole gang laughed at her words and it was that moment that everyone heard and saw the detonation occur at the top of the mountain. Rakna’s dust explosion was observable by every Host and they all saw the giant eagle at the top of the God Statue look at it as well.
    

    
       
    

    
      The buff guy of the gang whistled as he slammed a shield on an eagle. “That was flashy. I wonder who it was. Was that a bomb or something?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Maybe…” Dan mumbled while staring at it. He saw the blue flames that preceded the explosion and he only knew of one thing that could produce that kind of hue. But since he couldn’t really say if it was Eion or just a System Item, he stayed silent.
    

    
       
    

    
      “In any case, let’s hurry and find a shelter,” Leis instructed loudly. “A cave or a place with a lot of trees and no gaps would be best. If it comes to it, we can also just cut down a few trees and pile them up.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Understood!”
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      When Rakna reached the foot of the mountain, his wolf ears hidden under the illusion twitched and made him look in a certain direction where a pair of glowing eyes was looking. He squinted and waited for Flavia and Allan to land next to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What’s with that look?” The latter asked immediately after seeing him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Nothing… I’m just wondering if it works even like this,” Rakna replied much to the confusion of his companions. He then put his index finger and his thumb in his mouth and whistled very loudly. Right after, several howls echoed, but very shortly this time, unlike last night.
    

    
       
    

    
      This included the wolf that had been hiding in the bushes just next to the trio. Flavia heard it and saw it run off after it stopped howling. “Did you just…?” She was baffled.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I called for some help. Don’t mind the details,” Rakna said. “Our priority right now is to get you two 50 Crystallized Souls each. How many do you have?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uuh,” Allan checked his system prompt. “18.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “23,” Flavia followed. “What about you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “53. I already reached the quota thanks to earlier. That’s why I’ll help you hunt,” Rakna stated.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Damn, you got a lot in one go. You must be level 8, right? I barely got 7 just now,” Allan uttered.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Same here,” Flavia added and looked around. “So, how do we do this? Most of the eagles already have targets. It’ll be hard to find isolated ones. Do we just go steal others’ hunting grounds?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “We don’t need to,” Rakna declared and whistled again. But this time, he did it sporadically as if he was trying to relay a message. He was answered with more howls. “It won’t take long. We can try to find some while waiting.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan scowled.  “Waiting for what?” He asked and the expression his friend gave him at his inquiry surprised him. It was the usual aloof face he had gotten used to but his eyes seemed to be almost smiling.
    

    
       
    

    
      “The delivery.”
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Somewhere in the forest, a white rabbit was chewing a leaf when it heard footsteps approaching. It froze on the spot and turned around shivering. A second after, a literal stream of gray wolves leaped over the little animal and landed loudly before continuing their run.
    

    
       
    

    
      The leader of the pack rushed toward the sounds of the humans fighting. He could hear the shouts and the cries of the birds. The leader only had one order; bring the preys back to the King.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Awooo!” He howled and his pack concorded. They all reached the battle zone and the humans started panicking. But the leader ignored them. He was a noble level ten gray wolf. Before they even knew what was happening, he already had caught an eagle in his mouth; still alive.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, the rest of the pack disarmed the humans without killing them and proceeded to grab an eagle and bolt away.
    

    
       
    

    
      The same thing happened in several locations. The wolves assembled and formed groups to steal the prey for their King.
    

    
       
    

    
      From the sky, Gray was observing with an aggravated look. He was invisible to everyone on the ground and only the giant eagle would sometimes glance in his direction.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is that supposed to be the capability of an S+?” The cyber clown muttered. “That kid clearly is a werewolf. Some kind of noble blood as well. But why did all of these wolves submit to him so easily? There’s that weird woman too… Why are there two non-human Hosts in a human batch?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray groaned louder the more he thought about it. “In any case, the S+ is breaking the balance. As expected, that is what I should say but… at this rate, it’s going to completely invalidate the results and the System might punish me. But I have no authority over the mission stipulations…”
    

    
       
    

    
      He mused a bit while whirling his cane then came to a reasonable solution. “All right. We’ll do it this way,” he muttered and swiped his hand on his System window. A holographic keyboard then appeared and he started typing on it extremely fast.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he pressed enter, the eagles scattered across the Tutorial stage abruptly stopped attacking and headed toward the school building. Leis, who was about to strike one of them down, frowned when he saw them backtrack and fly to the school.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Weird, why’d they do that?” Leia muttered whilst shouldering a long hammer. “Dan! Any witty explanation?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I have no idea,” Dan replied with a shrug. The wolves hadn’t attacked them so they couldn’t even guess the cause of the eagles’ retreat. As a matter of fact, the leaders of the wolf packs were smart enough to recognize that gang’s threat and not target them.
    

    
       
    

    
      “But, in any case, it’s not a good sign,” he added. “They’re gathering above the school and I’m pretty sure most of the goblins from yesterday settled there.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That means if we want to continue hunting those birds, we would need to face an army of green-skinned midgets.” Leis sighed. “Has everyone reached their quota for the mission?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No. We still have members short of a few souls,” Dan informed. “If they had continued to assault for a bit longer, we would all have enough. It’s unlucky.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What do we do now, bro?” Leia asked.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis shook his head with a sigh. “Well, logically, it would be best to get close to the school and carefully pick out some preys but it might not be that simple.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why?” Leia raised an eyebrow.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Did you already forget?” Dan pushed his glasses. “There’s a certain clause in this Avian Trial.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “A clause…?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “The prompt said ‘stealing from fellow Hosts is permitted’, remember?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait, does that mean we can… kill others for their souls?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis rubbed his temples. “Let’s just do what we can. We’ll get as close as possible and see if we can hunt enough for all of us to leave. The faster we do it, the better. I may not be willing to harm fellow students but it can’t be said the same for everyone.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The gang nodded and followed him as he backtracked toward the school.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      While the Hosts were panicking or even already plotting against each other, Flavia and Allan were staring dumbfounded at the many wolves sitting in front of them, happily wagging their tails like tamed dogs, with live eagles in their mouths.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Kill them,” Rakna told them as he looked at the sky where he could see the last flock of eagles on its way toward the school. He squinted his eyes just a little bit and turned his scarf into a bow for a second time.
    

    
       
    

    
      He raised it and pulled on the string. Two arrows appeared and were knocked at once. Rakna’s mastery of the bow wasn’t that great compared to his most proficient skills, but his uncanny instinct as well as his wolf constitution sharpened every single of his observing capabilities.
    

    
       
    

    
      He aimed for no more than two seconds before releasing the string. The two energy arrows whistled through the air and Rakna casually wrapped Sonata around his neck again. When he was done, two kill notifications appeared in front of him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, unexpectedly, a special prompt followed.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Your 
      Archery
       has reached level 5! Host has accumulated a sufficient amount of level 5 proficiencies to initiate a combination.
    

    
      Will you fuse your Weapon Proficiencies?
    

    
      Y/N
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled. 
      ‘Alexa, what is the benefit of this fusion?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [You will acquire ‘Weapon Mastery’. Your weapon-related proficiencies will combine to create it and its main advantage is to be able to manipulate any possible weapon, even if you have never even touched it before in your life. The level of ‘Weapon Mastery’ will be the same as your highest proficiency. It is a useful ability, Rakna. I recommend to accept the proposal.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I see… can I do the same for my hand-to-hand combat proficiencies?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Unfortunately, the conditions for that combination have yet to be met.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Hm… I accept this fusion.’
    

    
       
    

    
      The instant he accepted, he felt something strange intruding his consciousness. It wasn’t painful and it didn’t seem like much had changed either. There wasn’t any new information in his brain however some of the comprehensive gaps for his already acquired proficiencies had been filled.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Interesting…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What is?” Allan asked while approaching him then pointed behind him with his thumb. “We’re done here. Both of us have 50 souls.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good. Let’s go back to the school for now.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Huh? Why? We have enough souls now; can’t we just leave?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna didn’t respond and just pointed at the giant eagle resting on top of the statue.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m not following you…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Those souls we’re collecting,” Rakna started. “We’re supposed to give them to that statue. But is it really normal for us to be giving an Eagle God the souls of its hunted brethren?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Are you insinuating that there’s more to this mission?” Flavia concluded.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. That giant bird is probably a boss. Or at the very least, he’s the guardian of the exit. There are high chances we need to defeat it to leave.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, why not do that then? Also, if we defeat it first, we can have the bonus titles.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shook his head. “Alexa, can I share System windows with other Hosts?” He inquired out loud and his two companions could only watch puzzled until they received a prompt asking them if they agreed to receive external data.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Accept it,” Rakna said and lit up a cigarette. He huffed a cloud of smoke that cut off his vision for a second. When it went away, Flavia and Allan were wearing fearful expressions. “Now, if you get it, let’s see if we can get some competent teammates to help us.”
    

  
    Chapter 19: Project Zeera

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name
      : Aquila
    

    
      Age
      : 68 | 
      Level
      : 20 
      (Sealed)
    

    
      Race
      : Royal Divine Eagle
    

    
      Title
      : Eagle God’s Avatar
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 20 | 
      END
      : 20
    

    
      SPD
      : 13 | 
      DEX
      : 12
    

    
      INT
      : 24 | 
      LCK
      : 5
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 85/85 | 
      MP
      : 240/240
    

    
      SWI
      : 74 | 
      AGI
      : 37
    

    
      SEN
      : 69 | 
      ATR
      : 94
    

    
      ATT
      : 115 | 
      DEF
      : 80
    

    
      MA
      : 72 | 
      MR
      : 1.2/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      -
       Flight 
      (
      Lv. Max
      )
    

    
      -
       Plunge 
      (
      Lv. Max
      )
    

    
      -
       Mana Control
       (
      Lv.7
      )
    

    
      …
    

    
       
    

    
      Magic Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Wind Magic 
      (Lv.7) 
      =>
       
      [Tempest 
      (T.8)
      ; Jade Rouse 
      (T.9)
      ; Wind Blade 
      (T.10)
      ]
    

    
      -
       
      Earth Magic 
      (Lv.4) 
      => [Quake 
      (T.9)
      ; Anchor 
      (T.10)
      ]
    

    
       
    

    
      Cognitive Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Far Sight 
      (Lv.7):
       A vision unbothered by distance or speed. It is said that this skill allows the user to catch molecular and subsonic movements from thousands of kilometers away at its highest levels.
    

    
       
    

    
      Spontaneous Skills:
    

    
      -
       Scan 
      (Lv.6):
       The most common analytic skill provided by the System. Its biggest downside is that it cannot scan higher leveled targets and is easily countered by Hosts possessing a higher-grade skill of the same nature, 
      Appraisal
       included.
    

    
      - 
      Atzpul
       
      (Lv.3):
       Rapid take-off. The time needed to take flight is reduced to nearly a second.
    

    
      Cost
      : 5 Stamina
    

    
       
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
      - 
      Divine Vision 
      (Partially Sealed)
      : The user can intermittently see a second into the future and their perception range becomes 360° at any time.
    

    
      - 
      Avatar of the Eagle God
      : Bound to the Eagle God Statue. The Avatar is also granted accelerated recovery whilst close to the statue.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note
      : Aquila is one of the Divine Envoys said to have been raised on a Secret Plateau of the System where the beings of divine nature captured by the yearly summons are rumored to live. This Aquila is merely a clone. Most of his attributes and skills are sealed or erased by the System to match the Seedling Hosts’ level.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Scary stuff,” Allan remarked as they ran through the forest.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes… this doesn’t look like something we can defeat in all honesty,” Flavia added.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, also, what are these things between brackets next to the magic skills?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Magics,” Rakna responded shortly while vaulting over a large root.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan deadpanned. “Care to be a little more specific?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “They’re ‘child abilities’. Alexa called them Sub-Magic Skills and the number between parenthesis represents their Tier. She said that these magics had their own effects as well as their own magic attack multiplicator; in short, those are spells. Before you ask, my 
      Appraisal
       is too low to look at the specifics.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “So… for all we know, that Tier 7 spell of his, ‘Tempest’, might be able to deal 300% magic damage or something?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Pretty much,” Rakna nodded impassively and Allan sweatdropped.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Dude, can we even get through his defense? At least, I know I can’t. Only the ability of my gloves would be remotely able to something.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s fine. I confirmed it before, defense is a relative value. It’s not because your attack is too low that it will do nothing. At least until a certain threshold probably. Additionally, my attack is high enough,” Rakna retorted and Allan sighed in defeat.
    

    
       
    

    
      “This is why you want allies then; I see.” Flavia nodded in understanding. “Numbers will probably give us the edge we need to fight it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded and as he circled a tree, he heard a gunshot in the distance. Pronos turned his head toward the source with a contorted face.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What’s wrong? You don’t like the sound?” Allan asked when he noticed and the little snake hissed quietly before looking ahead again.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna glanced at his pet and hummed. “He probably must have grown a dislike for it back at the research facility he was in.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Research…?” Flavia started. “Now that I think about it, before being taken here, you said you had an idea of where he came from, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. Tell me, have you two ever heard of a project called Zeera?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Zeera? Can’t say I have,” Allan shook his head. “What about you, teach?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia took a contemplating expression before answering, “I have heard of it. If I’m not wrong, it was a project believed to be as potentially focal as the successful manufacture of Eion Nuclear Heads. At least, that’s what my grandfather told me when he was still an active General in Aurora. I have no idea of what it actually entails.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded. “Zeera is an acronym for ‘Zoomorphic Eion Encroachment of Reconstructed Acid’. A mouthful, I know. Let’s say that its main goal was to use Eion to restructure DNA in such a way that it would have the same propriety as Eion Systems.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait,” Allan spoke up. “To be sure I’m understanding this right, by Eion System, you mean the reaction of Eion Stones?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Correct. As you both know, more than a hundred years ago, we discovered the very first two Eion Stones and found out they produced energy when close to each other. Since then, we’ve managed to replicate them to have unlimited energy wherever we wanted. My cigarette case, for example, has two miniatures stones to power up the lighter. The Zeera project took this concept even a step higher,” Rakna said and glanced at Pronos.
    

    
       
    

    
      “They wanted to create a biological agent capable of transforming cells into ‘Eion Poles’ and thus allow humans to borderline become superhumans with not only the ability to supply pretty much any device imaginable by touching it but also gain powers like inhuman strength, inhuman vitality, increased longevity, and Eion manipulation. It was said that the establishment of the Zeera project was the closest humans ever got to sci-fi magic.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wow… I guess that never happened then?” Allan remarked. “Unless there are super men back at home and I had no idea.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No, you’re right. It never happened. As stated in the name, the project only involved experiments on animals and although it worked a few times, the death rate was 99.9%. When it was concluded that it was impossible to better these odds, they gave up. After all, no one was really willing to try and see if they were the lucky ones. Not even mentioning the still untested potential effects it could have on humans or the ramifications of possibly having super soldiers get out of control.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. So, what you’re trying to say is that Pronos is one of those survivors?” Flavia inquired.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. As provided by the System, he’s an Eion Snake. Increased physical and mental capabilities plus a very terrifying manipulation of Eion Poison,” Rakna affirmed with an unmoved face. “That’s why he must hate gunshots. The injection would sometimes cause an animal to go berserk and they would have to be put down. He must have seen some of his fellow subjects suffer that fate.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos lowered his head and almost seemed to be crying. The trio stayed silent for a short moment for his sake.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Still, I’m still shocked, to be honest,” Allan broke the silence with a light tone. “I would have never expected something as crazy as that might have actually been possible for humans.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, are you curious to know what inspired this project?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “The inspiration… you say?” Flavia tilted her head.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. There was one man who got very close to be that sort of superhuman. That certain man got his chest blasted by an Eion System which accidentally and quite unbelievably, got stuck to his heart without killing him. It gave him inhuman physical and recovery abilities. But, to use that superpower, because of the weakened version of the system implanted, he needed an external influx of Eion that would, let’s say, kick start the engine.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Damn, that must have been a pretty scary guy.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna would have smirked if he could. “You’ve met him, Allan.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You too, Flavia. You both knew him pretty well in fact.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia’s eyes widened. “There’s no way…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “The old master was a superhuman?!” Allan exclaimed. “Holy shit, no wonder he was so damn strong for a guy over a hundred years old! I suddenly feel better about all the beatings I received…”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted and Flavia wryly smiled but inwardly, she was thinking hard. She stared at the back of her arguably favorite student and frowned.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Aurora took over 90 years ago. There is no one who doesn’t know how the organization threatened every country in the world with its monopoly over Eion nukes. But, the main factor to their success was their leader. The same man that people would call a Demon and who would appear uninvited in enemies’ bases only to leave a sea of corpses behind. Never caught; never beaten. He once survived an explosion large enough to raze an entire building.’
    

    
       
    

    
      She squinted her eyes. 
      ‘Exactly like a superhuman…’ 
      The familiar smirking face of a terrifyingly intelligent and unnaturally athletic old man popped in her head.
       ‘It can’t be… can it?’
    

    
       
    

    
      “Fire!” A shout pierced through their conversation and the trio stopped in their tracks. Several gunshots followed and one could hear the cries of goblins and eagles mixed in. At some point, even the sound of an explosion echoed through the forest.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan clicked his tongue. “Explosives too, huh? I guess the temptation was too big for mere students. Most of them probably bought firearms from the shop.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, most kids are like that,” Rakna commented.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You speak as if you weren’t one,” Flavia jested.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Does one need to be a woman to tell another that he is a man?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…sorry, I’m not sure I get what you’re trying to say.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna paused. “Never mind, that made more sense in my head… Guns aside, explosives aren’t a bad idea. I should have bought some too. Anyway, let’s head toward the fighting,” he stated and kicked the ground. At the same time, he whistled and several shadows around the forest moved.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “I hate my luck,” Leis cursed as he drew his katana and placed it back in its sheath as two goblin heads spun in the air. He then rapidly rolled on the ground to dodge a massive club swung by a massive-version of a goblin wearing leather armor.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That makes two of us,” Leia added and tried to hit the large monster with her hammer only for it to be grabbed barehanded. “Shit,” she cursed and let go of her weapon before using it as a foothold to retreat.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Watch out,” a calm voice announced and Leia looked over her shoulder with a scowl. An arrow then flew past her cheek and pierced the monster’s eye.
    

    
       
    

    
      “AAARRHHHHH!” The green-skinned creature roared in pain and dropped the hammer in his hand as it began to wildly swing its weapon, smashing unfortunate goblins and a few eagles.
    

    
       
    

    
      “The fuck, Dan!” Leia shouted at a tree where the one who shot the arrow was perched on. “You could have killed me with that!”
    

    
       
    

    
      “But I didn’t.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “How is that a valid excuse?!”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Calm down, Leilei,” the well-built man of the gang said as he lifted a shield to confront the enemy.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Shut up, Gantt! Don’t call me, Leilei!” She shouted back before rushing back toward the monster and grabbing her hammer back while it was occupied trying to get past the shield’s defense.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis also sneaked behind it and attempted to slash its neck but before his blade could reach it, the oversized goblin crouched and rammed Gantt’s shield with its shoulder.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gantt winced because of the shock that was transferred to his arm. He clicked his tongue and buried his feet in the ground. “Boss! This isn’t going anywhere!”
    

    
       
    

    
      “He’s right! This thing’s a level 10 hobgoblin, with the armor, his defense is nearly 50!”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I get it!” Leis replied and jumped back. “Forget about saving up, everyone! Fire!”
    

    
       
    

    
      At his order, the whole gang fished out the firearms they had bought and fired with an uncanny proficiency for a group of students. The hobgoblin immediately crossed its arms and crouched to protect its head and heart.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Throw the grenades!” Leis ordered and several members threw their explosives at the monster.
    

    
       
    

    
      When the explosions occurred, they heard the hobgoblin roar before it was drowned in the sound of detonations. Soon afterward, everyone had emptied their magazines and the bullets stopped.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I-is it over?” One member stuttered.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis raised an eyebrow at the cloud of smoke and after a good moment of silence, everyone started relaxing. Then, the smoke suddenly moved unnaturally and Leis shuddered. “Don’t relax! It’s not dead yet!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Even before he could finish his sentence, the hobgoblin had already started rushing toward the closest target it could find. Leia paled as she saw the burned face of the hobgoblin charging at her and tried to lift her hammer. But she would obviously not do it in time.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Leia!”
    

    
      The second the hobgoblin was in range; she closed her eyes in fear and braced for what was about to come. But nothing of the sort happened and instead, she heard the monster roar in fury.
    

    
       
    

    
      She opened her eyes again and the sight of two wolves gnawing onto the hobgoblin’s wrists was presented to her. Just after, a shadow leaped over the hobgoblin and landed on its head.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why don’t you take a nap?” She heard this shiver-inducing voice and then watched as exactly ten thin blade-like objects pierced the monster’s head with an audible sound of bones breaking and flesh being stabbed. The shadow jumped off from the hobgoblin’s head and landed on the ground at the same time as the corpse fell.
    

  
    Chapter 20: The Piano & the Puppy

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Lv.10 Hobgoblin
       killed.
    

    
      You have dealt the final blow. 100% of experience acquired.
    

    
      Requirement for level up updated.
    

    
      Current progress:
       20/80
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna flicked the blood off his claws then looked at the remaining goblins nearby. “Scram,” he uttered and triggered his 
      Intimidation
       at the same time. The green skinned monsters screeched and bolted away without looking back.
    

    
       
    

    
      He looked in the direction where they were running off to and managed to catch a glimpse of the school grounds from the gaps in the trees’ branches.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Leia! You’re okay?” Leis ran to his sister and Rakna looked at them. At the same time, Flavia and Allan arrived and walked to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Damn, man, you’re too fast,” Allan grumbled as he looked at the corpse of the hobgoblin on the ground. He glanced at its head and saw the ten small puncture marks before snickering.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m fine, I’m fine. Geez,” Leia stood up while pushing away the people next to her with a huff. Leis sighed in relief and turned toward Rakna.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thank you, Xiorra. I can’t imagine what would have happened if you didn’t intervene,” he said.
    

    
       
    

    
      “No problem.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey,” Allan raised his voice, catching everyone’s attention. “Aren’t you guys the Wing Walkers?” He inquired with a tilt of his head.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis blinked in surprise. “Yes… I’m surprised you know about us.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan shrugged. “I met that guy last year,” he pointed at one of the members behind Leis who pointed at himself in confusion. “Yeah, you. I never forget a face, or anything else for that matter. I was passing by when I heard your introduction. You all have the same tattoo as well, no need to be a genius to make the connection.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wing Walkers…?” Flavia muttered. “What is that? Some sort of organization?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “A gang,” Rakna, who had been silent until now, spoke up. “Or to be exact, they’re a bunch of military trained orphans who roam the streets to fight the crime and help citizens.”
    

    
       
    

    
      At his words, the entirety of the group in front of him stared at him wide eyed. It was as if they had just heard something impossible.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You… that’s not something that should be known to the public,” Dan uttered. “Where did you hear that?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not relevant,” Rakna replied.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You-!”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Calm down,” Leis put his hand in front of Dan. “There’s no point in fighting here. Much less caring about that kind of stuff when we’re not even sure to still be on Earth. Xiorra, I guess you were not here just to say hi and save my sister, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded. “Correct. Let’s say that I need… allies.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “For what?”
    

    
       
    

    
      He answered by pointing at Aquila perched on the statue. “To kill that thing.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait, I thought gathering these souls was precisely meant for us to leave without having to fight that eagle,” Gantt frowned. “Are you saying that it’s wrong?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Actually, we can’t say for sure,” Leis refuted with a thoughtful expression. “The mission prompt said that gathering fifty souls would open the exit. As for the failing case, those with less will die after time runs out.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed,” Rakna nodded. “From that perspective, that eagle is either a blatant threat to people who do not gather enough souls in time or a simple guardian. I lean toward the latter. The System told us that those with less than fifty souls would die; with a wording that left no debate. However, I checked that bird’s attributes.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What?” Dan was surprised. “How? I tried as well, but my scan was nullified.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna glanced at him indifferently. “Try to use it on me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “On you?” The spectacled teen scowled but nonetheless cast his skill. A prompt instantly gave him a result that startled him.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Scan Failed
      . Target possesses a higher grade of analyzing skills.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s why,” Rakna said and continued on without waiting for an answer. “In any case, Aquila, that eagle, is certainly powerful, but not enough to kill every participant without fail. Additionally, this is a hunt against its own race. The souls might be needed to get through the exit, but I don’t think the ‘Eagle God’s Avatar’ would let us go happy merry after we’ve murdered hundreds of its kin.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eh? Aren’t you overthinking it?” Leia commented. When she spoke, Rakna looked at her and she briefly blushed but covered it up with a cough. “I-I mean, this is a sort of game quest, right? I don’t think it goes that deep.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s where you’re wrong,” it was Flavia who countered her argument. “We have to take this seriously exactly because it’s not a game. This is real life. No matter how close to a game you think this is, you can’t just go off that thinking. Didn’t your shop keeper tell you? This System is full of people like us, who were suddenly abducted.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “She’s right,” Rakna followed and looked over his shoulder to stare at Aquila. “It’s very likely that the bird over there, is an actual divine being from a place like our world. Something that was not created but 
      someone 
      who was taken in by the System. This is the reason why we can’t think of this as a game.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Everyone fell silent until a member of Wing Walkers lifted his hand awkwardly. “Um, I have a small question.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm?” Rakna looked at him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Where… do these come from?” He pointed at two gray wolves who were silently sitting on the side, wagging their tails.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait, they’re the ones who stalled the hobgoblin earlier,” Leia finally remembered that just before Rakna came to kill the monster, it had been attacked by wolves.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re asking good questions,” Allan laughed. “I too have no idea.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Same here,” Flavia added and everyone turned to Rakna who casually brought his fingers to his lips and whistled for the wolves to leave.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s related to my Nirvana Skill,” he ultimately said after they had left.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Nirvana Skills, huh?” Leis repeated. “How did you awaken it? I have one, I think, but it’s marked unknown on my status and my AI isn’t giving me any definite answer.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I can’t say. Personally, mine awakened when I was about to die,” Rakna said impassively and Leis winced. “Don’t worry. I really don’t think that near death experiences are the only way to unlock them. For instance, Flavia had hers available almost immediately.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, what do you think of my suggestion?” Rakna asked. “Can I rely on your group? I believe that I can’t find anyone more competent than any of you in our school.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You might be surprised,” Leis snickered. “There are black horses everywhere after all… I met one a few moments ago in fact.” Rakna raised an eyebrow and he chuckled. “In any case, I accept your proposal. Looking forward to work with you,” he said while extending his hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Likewise, Leis Walker,” Rakna said and shook his hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis bitterly smiled. “Seems you do know something about our orphanage…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I do. Someone I know used to live there,” Rakna explained and turned toward the school grounds from where he could already smell the auras of both the goblins and the eagles thanks to his wolf senses. “I assume not all of you have gathered the quota, right? That’s why you’re here.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis nodded. “You’re right. We still lack a few souls.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Makes sense with so many people,” Allan remarked nonchalantly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, unfortunately. And I refuse to ever leave anyone behind,” Leis replied firmly. His group smiled at his words as if they didn’t expect any less from him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. You’re a good leader,” Rakna commented. “Then, let’s not waste any more time. First thing we need to do is assess the situation. Who amongst you is the fastest and stealthiest?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Dan raised his hand. “That would be me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right. You and I will go scout the school grounds to see what we can expect. Leis, are you fine with that?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis nodded. “No problem. We’ll wait for you two to come back.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “In that case, let’s go. We’ll be sure to be back in less than thirty minutes,” Rakna declared and he and Dan nodded at each other before leaping on tree branches and vanishing inside the forest.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Those two… their speed really doesn’t look human anymore,” Allan sighed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, the same could be said for any of our specializations,” Leis added as everyone sat down, preparing to wait. “This is just the tutorial, as they called it, and we’re already becoming something normal humans never could have imagined possible. I wonder how far we’ll go like this...”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Who cares… Come on,” Leia said whilst lying on the ground with her hands behind her back. “Do you really need to get existential for nothing?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis snorted. “I guess not…” He then looked at Allan and Flavia. The former was leaning against a tree and the latter was sitting on a rock with her legs folded. “What about you two? What is your opinion on all this? Personally, I still haven’t taken the time to properly think about what we’re going through.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan glanced back with one eye and shrugged. “What is there to think about? Whether it’s this thing in our heads, the midget monsters in the school, that big bird over there, or the fact that we can now crush stone barehanded or run faster than a car, what kind of conclusion do you expect to reach? The only thing we can and should do is just continue living our life like we always did.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t you think that your words are a bit too callous?” Gantt uttered while planting his shield in the ground. “Some people have family and friends back on Earth. While we indeed are orphans as Xiorra stated, there are still things we care about. And don’t get me started on the fact that there are thousands of people dying because of this. Half of our school is missing and I’m not optimistic enough to think that they were safely returned to Earth.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan sighed and spread his arms with a shrug. “I understand what you’re saying but those feelings are misplaced at best. What are you even debating? If this situation is a good thing or not? I’m pretty sure the answer to that is already pretty damn evident. Of course, it’s a bad thing. Now the question is, are you willing to just take it like a man, or whine about the fact that you survived?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gantt frowned but didn’t reply.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia let out a breath. “Stop that, Allan... You’re being a too insensitive.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Tch… can’t blame me. Being considerate is not something I learned to do.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis closed his eyes for a moment then turned to Flavia. “What about you, Miss Jeina? As a teacher, I was curious to know what you thought about a bunch of students thrown into a game of death and life.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I don’t know if this is appropriate to say but… I believe that I practically lost every relation to the job of teacher the moment we woke up here,” she said and looked at the sky. “Both my father and grandfather are military men. My grandpa even participated in the battles of the cold war that made Aurora take over the world. I was taught since young about values that were different from others… I guess?” She scratched her cheek with a wry smile.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What I’m trying to say is, you and I both know that this became a survival game the very second that we heard a voice speak in our minds. So, please, don’t give me too much credit as a ‘teacher’. Because instead of trying to help my students, I decided to go along with the two persons I trusted the most and whom I was sure would give me the best odds of survival.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Following the fading sound of her last word, a comfortable silence installed itself and Leis sighed again. “I see… I was often told to be mature for my age but it seems I still have ways to go. Just take Xiorra, for example. I’m sure that he didn’t even flinch when he saw the kobolds.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia chuckled softly. “You’re plenty mature, Leis. Rakna is a special case you could say.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan snickered. “True. You wanna know my assumption on what Rak thinks about this mess?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis blinked and Leia turned her head in interest. “What is it? Shoot,” she uttered and the rest of the gang shared her curiosity.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan cackled. “I have a question for you, what time was it when the school was taken away?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Time?” Leis scowled. “You mean… around 2pm?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, exactly. Right after lunch break,” Allan smirked.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia quickly realized what he was coming at and couldn’t hold back her smile.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Usually, Rak sleeps on the roof between 1pm to 5 pm. It’s his personal ritual. You can be sure that he hates being interrupted.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait… you’re not saying…” Leis was baffled.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yep, from how I see it, Rak is probably going through this game so diligently because he’s pissed to not be able to have his daily nap and wants to complain to whoever’s responsible.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You can’t be serious…” Gantt muttered.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m afraid he is,” Flavia quipped. “Rakna hates anything that breaks his ‘internal peace’, so speak.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “He also has a very weird sense or priorities. Imagine; what if you were walking on the street and saw a piano about to fall on a puppy? What would you think first?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “To save the puppy?” Leia said.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That would be the most normal thing to do. But Rakna isn’t like that. He wouldn’t even need to think to rush to save the puppy but on the other hand, his head would filled with but only one concern: ‘Where does this piano come from?’”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan’s laugh soon resounded over the silence caused by the Wing Walkers while Rakna suddenly sneezed for some reason.
    

  
    Chapter 21: Discussion & Planning

    
      Rakna rubbed his nose with an invisible frown as he stood on top of a tree.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Am I supposed to say that someone is badmouthing me now?” He muttered and Pronos blinked in confusion from his spot in his scarf.
    

    
       
    

    
      [I believe that is merely a superstition,] Alexa interjected and Rakna was mildly surprised.
    

    
       
    

    
      “How interesting,” he casually said while jumping to another tree, all while inspecting the school grounds to his right. He was currently circling the school from one side while Dan was checking the other. He landed on a branch in a feral manner that probably himself wasn’t aware of.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Tell me, Alexa, what are you exactly?” He decided to chat with his virtual guide as he analyzed the goblins and eagles swarming the school.
    

    
       
    

    
      […As I have said previously, I am an Artificial Intelligence tasked to-]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Spare me that.” She was quickly interrupted. “All right. In that case, answer this; are you an AI connected to a server or are you independent?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [I do not understand your query.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sighed and swiftly hid behind the tree he was on when a goblin turned his way. He did it with a calm and completely carefree expression. “Let me rephrase then. You stated that you were a personal AI, correct?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then, am I safe to assume that you only respond to me?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Yes.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Okay, so you should be able to tell me. Where does your source code reside? Inside my head or within an external server that people may be able to alter?”
    

    
       
    

    
      This time, Alexa took some time to answer and Rakna patiently waited, still hopping from one tree to another.
    

    
       
    

    
      […I think I understand what you wish to know, Rakna.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh? Tell me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [You are worried that the System might have a way to monitor, spy, or harm you through me.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re half correct.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Half?]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Answer my question first.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [I am, as you put it, independent. Where I reside is, technically speaking, within your brain. I am connected to a server indeed. However, it’s a one-way road where I only receive information but not the opposite. For instance, 
      Appraisal
       functions in a peer to peer setting where a request is sent to the server in order to verify the validity of the scan and see if the target of said appraisal is susceptible to it.]
    

    
       
    

    
      [If not, nothing is sent, if yes, the target will give you a result and not the server itself. Therefore, you do not need to worry about secrecy. The System forbids such things so that no Host can take advantage of it, unfairly, at least.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” Rakna blandly responded and spotted Dan a few dozens of meters away from him. He made a hand sign in his direction and the spectacled teen scowled.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Rally point?’
       He thought. 
      ‘He even knows our hand signs…’
       He was suspicious of Rakna’s identity but he felt that it wasn’t important in this situation. He turned around and made a circle with his index and thumb and flashed it over his shoulder; the regular military hand sign for ‘I understand’.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna watched him go back from the way he came and he did the same shortly afterward. On the way back, Alexa spoke again, [Rakna, may I enquire why I was only half correct?]
    

    
       
    

    
      If he could smile, Rakna probably would have done it at her words. What Alexa didn’t know was that this question of hers had consolidated his thoughts.
    

    
       
    

    
      “The answer to that, Alexa, lies in what you just asked me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      […?]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Also, feel free to speak whenever you want in the future,” he added. “If you ever believe that I’m doing something wrong, or if you ever think that there’s a better way, or even if you just want to join in the conversation for fun, do it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Even for a high-class AI like her, that was too much to interpret and she fell silent out of pure confusion. A minute later, just about when Rakna and Dan were going to reassemble with the others, she instead chose to retort about something her Host had said.
    

    
       
    

    
      [I do not join conversations for fun.]
    

    
       
    

    
      The corner of Rakna’s lips raised a little. If anyone he knew was there at that moment, no existing word would have been able to describe their shock.
    

    
       
    

    
      “We’ll see, Alexa. We’ll see…”
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Twenty minutes after they had left for their scouting, Rakna and Dan landed back where the rest of the group was.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re back,” Leis stood up. “How did it go?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The two scouts looked at each other and nodded as if they had an agreement. Dan stepped forward and started reporting what he had seen, “To be honest, there wasn’t a lot that was noteworthy. At least from the outside. First of all, the eagles seem to be… sleeping. They are scattered all over the roofs of the different buildings. As for the goblins, most of them seem to be resting but there are few groups that go out into the forest from time to time. I’d guess; to hunt or patrol.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “But that’s not really important. The crucial part is that I spotted at least five hobgoblins like the one we fought earlier,” Dan added and Leia grimaced. She wasn’t the only one uncomfortable with the notion of fighting against five of those monsters. “What about you, Xiorra? Anything to add?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna closed his eyes from his seat next to Flavia and mused. “Your findings are basically the same as mine,” he said. “Though, that’s only for the outside.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What?” Dan was puzzled.
    

    
       
    

    
      “From what I smelled, there aren’t a lot of goblins inside the buildings, but there are at least two more hobgoblins as well as an even stronger monster,” Rakna declared without missing a beat.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Smelled… you say?” Leis made a weird expression.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded unperturbed. He pointed at his nose. “I can smell living things and the intensity of the smell is indicative of their strength. This ability is also a byproduct of my Nirvana Skill.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “This skill of yours is confusing me more and more…” Allan uttered. “You extend your nails, control wolves, smell people… Are you turning into a werewolf or something?” He jested but the lack of reaction from Rakna made him sweat.
    

    
       
    

    
      “In any case,” Rakna continued. “We have to plan this out. To start off, we need to decide if we just want to collect the souls we need or clear the entire area.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Isn’t that obvious?” Gantt said. “We just want to reach the quota. No need to take more risks.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait, Gantt, he raises a good point,” Leis raised his voice and his gang looked at him. “It certainly has its risks, but if we clear the area, we can both increase our level and gather a large number of souls. Regarding our level, I’m sure it will be a huge help to fight Aquila. As for the souls, remember that the mission prompt said we would receive a proportionate amount of Talys, as well as a title if one possesses the most souls. It has quite a lot of advantages.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gantt furrowed his eyebrows and looked down pensively. “It’s true that if you put it like that, it might be worth the risk.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “So? What’s your choice?” Rakna asked again and Leis resolved himself.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Okay, I’m in. Let’s clear them out.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good, then let’s talk about the attack,” Rakna stated then started drawing something on the ground with a twig. In just a few seconds, he had drawn a very rough map of the school and their group’s relative position to it. He circled one of the buildings, “The strong presence I smelled is in here. I would bet that it’s the goblins’ leader.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s a reasonable guess,” Dan commented. “But what do you want to do about it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ll go kill it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wha…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ll go there alone and kill the leader. I’ll try to do it as fast as possible and attract the attention to me so that you can raid them while they’re distracted and in disarray. However, their number is nothing to scoff at. No matter how skilled you are, it will be hard to kill them all without casualties.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I assume you have a proposal for that?” Leis questioned.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded calmly. “After, or while I’m fighting the leader if it happens to be stronger than what I expected, you will rush in and concentrate your efforts into getting to the gymnasium before they swarm you. Once you occupy it, you will have the best terrain to retaliate. The gym only has two entrances and it’s easy for you to defend them. It’s also our best counter to the eagles. The roof of the gym is half composed of glass panels. Open them, and you can safely shoot them from there.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Everyone was speechless. It did sound like it was the most effective strategy they had. Occupying the gym would render useless both the enemy’s numerical advantage as well as the eagles’ overwhelming airborne threat. But…
    

    
       
    

    
      “But this plan has a big flaw,” Dan remarked. “Which is you. What if you can’t get their attention? Or what if the leader kills you? If that happens, there’s no way we can occupy the gym.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t worry about that,” Rakna calmly responded and stood up. “I’m confident enough that I can flee if I have to. Additionally, let’s say that I have an army of my own. Though, the choice to follow this plan through is yours, Leis Walker.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis closed his eyes and pondered. “All right… We’ll do as you said. But I will only go in when I’m sure that you have caught their attention. Otherwise, I’m sorry to say that I won’t do anything. We don’t have anything to lose here. You’re taking the most risk so I can’t complain.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded and turned toward Flavia and Allan. “I can guess your answer but what about you two?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Obviously, I’m in,” Allan shrugged.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I as well,” Flavia followed. “But I think that at least the two of us should go with you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shook his head. “No need. As I said, if I ever need to run, I can. But if I bring more people with me, it’s another story. I would have to cover you and things would get a lot harder.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia bit her lip and ultimately sighed with a lowered head. “Fine… But you better return to us alive.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No worry. I don’t intend to die any soon,” he stated and looked at everyone. “You all will enter from the front while I will infiltrate from the back. The timing of your entrance will probably be obvious enough but I believe it’ll be time in about twenty minutes. Clear?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis snorted and he and his gang replied with one word; ““Roger!””
    

  
    Chapter 22: First Times

    
      Rakna zoomed through the forest, shaking leaves and bushes as he passed by. His speed was so high that only a shadow could be seen. He currently was enjoying the feeling of the wind on his fur and the uncanny but pleasant control he had over his nine tails.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was without saying that he had chosen to transform into a wolf to get to his location faster. With a seventy percent increase to his speed, he quickly reached the perfect vantage point behind one of the school buildings. To put things into perspective, he was to the west of the grounds while Leis’ group was to the east; where the gate was.
    

    
       
    

    
      When Rakna landed on a tree to look at his target, one could now see that Sonata was still on him even in this form, and Pronos was latched around his neck to not be ejected when he sprinted.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘The guard is higher than I expected,’
       he commented inwardly as he spotted the goblins walking on the periphery of the school grounds.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was necessary to mention that the building in front of Rakna at the moment wasn’t facing him. In other words, there weren’t any doors leading to the west. So, it was only natural to think that there would be fewer monsters here.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Pronos, the usual,” he spoke with the distorted voice he had in this form. Pronos hissed to show he understood and jumped down before blending in with his surroundings.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, Rakna squinted and lay prone on the tree branch, waiting for the right moment. At the same time, a prompt came from the System.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Through executing a specific action and meeting several conditions, you have learned a new skill; 
      Stealth
      .
    

    
      ---
    

    
      -
       Stealth 
      (Lv.1)
      : A rudimentary skill for those seeking to become dwellers of the shadows. Once entering stealth state, while immobile, the Host will become 50% less perceptible to other living creatures. The effect will be halved when moving.
    

    
      Cost
      : 1 MP per min
    

    
      Note:
       The true effectiveness of this skill depends severely on the environment and the effects may vary depending on the difference between the senses value of the user and the one looking.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Would you look at that,’ 
      Rakna jested internally and immediately activated this skill. He then felt as if his entire body was placed under water. It felt strangely comfortable. While in this state, he watched as the first goblin fell on the ground due to Pronos’ poison.
    

    
       
    

    
      One thing Rakna had been wondering about was why the Eion poison worked almost instantly for most creatures although they evidently had mana like the nine-tailed wolf he fought. 
      ‘It probably has more to do with how much mana one has than just merely possessing some,’
       he concluded.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I wonder if…” Rakna mumbled as he looked at Pronos slithering toward its next target. He first opened his contracted pet’s status and used 
      Appraisal
       on the Eion Poison trait.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      -
       Eion Poison
      : This poison is also known as the Blue Molten Worm.
    

    
      When it infiltrates the body system, the rate and scale of the propagation entirely depend on the quantity injected and the initial dilution of the poison formula. The more Eion energy is put into it, the deadlier it is. It has no antidote; it can only be suppressed or extracted. However, it only stays in the body for three hours before disappearing without a trace.
    

    
      Cost
      : Variable. The more mana is channeled into the poison, the more potent it is.
    

    
      Note:
       For the poison to work, the victim’s remaining mana has to be lower than the user’s maximum mana. However, the rate of propagation, as well as the damage done by the poison, will depend on the difference between the victim’s defense value and the actual quantity of mana infused in the poison by the user as well as the specific amount of mana left in the victim.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have discovered you’re able to analyze System components; 
      Appraisal
       has leveled up!
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted. He should have tried this sooner. This gave him a considerably clearer view of the possible applications of this poison in a fight and as a bonus, 
      Appraisal 
      had leveled up. Based on this information, he could tell for instance that Pronos must have had used around 30 MP on the Nine-Tailed Wolf.
    

    
       
    

    
      The wolf had 26 of defense and its Nirvana Skill had siphoned the entirety of its mana. These two facts, coupled with the quantity of mana used by Pronos, were probably the reason why the poison had acted so fast on its entire left side. It had been paralyzed in literally a second after it had been forced to use the rest of its mana.
    

    
       
    

    
      As Rakna was thinking that, he heard one goblin make a confused noise. After three of them had fallen to Pronos, it was finally time for one of them to notice.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Now,’ 
      Rakna jumped down from the tree and accelerated in record time. His sudden appearance was noticed by the many goblins in the area but before they could even croak, Rakna opened his eyes wide and activated his 
      Intimidation
       skill.
    

    
       
    

    
      All of the goblins that were looking at him suddenly froze in fear and before they could process what was happening, he leaped on the closest goblin. He made it fall on the ground before ripping his throat apart with his fangs.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Lv.5 Lesser Goblin
       killed.
    

    
      Requirement for level up updated.
    

    
      Current progress: 22/80
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna didn’t waste time and immediately targeted another goblin and Pronos similarly discarded any intention to camouflage himself and rushed from one goblin to another.
    

    
       
    

    
      With the two of them, in less than ten seconds, ten goblins had fallen. After that small time period, the goblins finally ran away once the daze they had been put into by the intimidation was over.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s time,” Rakna uttered and lowered his head for a second before howling to the sky. His call got an immediate result as several howls responded to it.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      From their hiding point, Leis’ group heard these calls and immediately made the connection.
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, that’s what he meant by army,” Flavia whispered, seemingly to no one but everyone agreed with her.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I had no idea there were so many wolves in this forest,” Leis commented. “They probably were meant to be a secondary threat after goblins. It’s quite lucky that we had someone with the ability to command them,” he said and his group nodded.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, Rakna calmly sat as a massive group of gray wolves gathered behind him. After only a few minutes, their number had already reached the fifties.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was then that Rakna growled out one word, “Attack.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The entire pack of wolves rushed past him the second he gave out his order. They spread out into two groups and circled the building in front of them. Not even a second later, goblins’ shouts and cries of pain could be heard.
    

    
       
    

    
      Now that the diversion had been taken care of, Rakna looked up and saw a shadow behind one of the windows of the last floor. He stood up and waved his nine tails before kicking the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      He jumped toward the closest window and used the ledge to propel himself to another one higher. He repeated the same action twice before using his claws to break the lock of a window on the last floor.
    

    
       
    

    
      He leaped inside and silently landed on the ground. He scanned the room before sniffing the air. He growled a little bit, more out of instinct than anything, and slowly returned to his human form. Or rather, therian form would be more accurate.
    

    
       
    

    
      He used his spatial ring to wear his clothes and promptly transformed Sonata. When he was done, as if on cue, Pronos came in through the opened window and climbed his shoulder again.
    

    
       
    

    
      However, Rakna remained still even after a minute. As Pronos was gradually growing confused at his master in title’s actions, the latter finally moved and it was right on time when a crack appeared on the wall to his left before being destroyed by a large fist which he dodged by leaning backward.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna glanced at his assailant through the cracks and a pair of yellow eyes stared back. He gripped Sonata and tried to sever the arm in front of him with a rapid swing but the opponent quickly pulled back and made the rest of the wall to collapse.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna then stood face to face with the monster who was supposedly leading the army of goblins outside. This creature was bigger than even the hobgoblins. It was as tall as the ceiling was high and vastly larger than its brethren. It wore leather and metal armor and held a large scimitar in its right hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      Wordlessly, Rakna used 
      Appraisal
       and a transparent System window appeared in front of him.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name
      : None
    

    
      Age
      : 2 | 
      Level
      : 13
    

    
      Race
      : Orc
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 13 | 
      END
      : 12
    

    
      SPD
      : 4 | 
      DEX
      : 5
    

    
      INT
      : 2 | 
      LCK
      : 1
    

    
       
    

    
      Weapon:
    

    
      -
       Steel Two-Handed Sabre
      : +30 Attack
    

    
       
    

    
      Armor:
    

    
      -
       Plated Leather Armor
      : +30 Defense
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 46/46 | 
      MP
      : 20/20
    

    
      SWI
      : 12 | 
      AGI
      : 14
    

    
      SEN
      : 23 | 
      ATC
      : 37
    

    
      ATT
      : 97 
      (67 + 30)
       | 
      DEF
      : 79 
      (49 + 30)
    

    
      MA
      : 6 | 
      MR
      : 0.04/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      - 
      Greatsword-Mastery 
      (Lv.4)
    

    
      - 
      Green
       
      Skin
       
      Martial
       
      Technique
       
      (Lv.3)
    

    
       
    

    
      Magic Skills:
    

    
      - 
      None
    

    
       
    

    
      Cognitive Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Leadership
       
      (Lv.1)
    

    
       
    

    
      Spontaneous Skills:
    

    
      - 
      None
    

    
       
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
      - 
      Minor Regeneration
      : Wounds heal a bit faster. A far cry from true regeneration.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note
      : The chieftain of a nameless tribe of goblins. It has learned the fighting techniques from the long ancestry of the Green Skin lineage.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Slow but strong. Mediocre dexterity but very tough. Decent sword proficiency…’ 
      Rakna singled out the most important points in an instant and made a decision. “Pronos, this one has too much defense for your poison. Go deal with the two hobgoblins downstairs. You should be able to.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The little snake looked at him a bit unsurely at first before slowly nodding and slithering out of the room. The Orc looked at him leave without doing anything. In fact, this monster seemed very relaxed in contrast to the goblins and the hobgoblins.
    

    
       
    

    
      “How nice of you to let him go,” Rakna uttered without truly meaning anything but the Orc turned back toward him and flashed a grin.
    

    
       
    

    
      “A Duel, is An Orc’s, Style,” it spoke with a low toned voice and Rakna’s eyes widened slightly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Interesting… you’re the first monster that I hear speak human speech.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “And You, Are My First Battle,” it said and gripped its sword with both hands. “Entertain Me, Beast Man.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna whirled Sonata with an unreadable expression and took a stance with the blade of his weapon pointing forward. “Gladly, Orc.”
    

  
    Chapter 23: Raid

    
      A steel saber clashed against an azure blade. Rakna winced slightly at the power behind the strike and deflected the Orc’s weapon instead of facing it. He then tried to kick the hands of his opponent to make it lose its weapon but it was parried remarkably well for a creature with that look.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna tried to pull back but it wasn’t in time as the Orc punched forward with its free hand. He grunted and bent his body with inhuman agility to dodge. The fist grazed his nose and after almost making a ninety-degree angle with his body, Rakna let himself fall and caught himself by slamming a hand on the floor. While he was still in that position, the Orc swung its saber and he put all of his strength in his arm to propel himself up and avoid it.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he landed, the two fighters looked at each other again. This small bout was short-lived but the two of them were now aware of the other’s strength.
    

    
       
    

    
      After a few seconds, Rakna’s eyes narrowed and he kicked the ground whilst giving a command to Alexa. 
      ‘Two to dexterity, one to speed.’ 
      The change in his body happened instantly and profiting from that, he used it to increase his speed mid-sprint.
    

    
       
    

    
      He reached the Orc in a burst of speed that the latter didn’t expect. The monster’s eyes narrowed and quickly decided to counter with a punch rather than its sword. It was too late to raise its saber since Rakna was in its close space.
    

    
       
    

    
      Azure Sonata was thrust toward the Orc’s chest and Rakna expected it to do a lot of different things to dodge or block it, and it chose the one he preferred the least.
    

    
       
    

    
      The chieftain stepped forward and let Sonata pierce its body, carefully making sure that it would not hit any vitals. It then followed with a punch that Rakna was forced to dodge by letting go of his spear and retreat. Unfortunately for him, the Orc wasn’t done and then followed by hacking with its saber at full force.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna extended his claws and used them to stick to the ground. He used this to launch himself to the side just before the two-handed sword struck the ground and caused the first environmental damage of the fight.
    

    
       
    

    
      The floor cracked and quite rapidly broke apart across the entire room but the good foundations of the building made it so that it wouldn’t collapse. However, that also meant Rakna lost his footing for a second and that was enough for the Orc to deal out an unavoidable kick.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna managed to diminish the impact by pushing himself away from the creature’s leg but he was still sent crashing on the wall. The concrete wall fissured and the shape of his body was carved into it. He groaned and stood back on his feet as he watched the Orc pull out Sonata from its chest.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, Alexa spoke into his mind, [You have been diagnosticated Lightly Injured. 
      Ireful Shell
       has been activated, Rakna.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna briefly opened his status window to see his defense go up by quite literally .65. He didn’t know if he should be amused or upset. 
      ‘Defense isn’t for the current me anyway…’
       He thought then furrowed his eyebrows. 
      ‘This…’ 
      He was starting to feel and hear something in the back of his mind.
    

    
       
    

    
      After a few seconds, it became clear. He gradually felt like ripping apart the Orc in front of him as a voice, or rather, a whisper talked to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      <KilL. DeSTrOy. SpiLl. JoIN mE!>
    

    
       
    

    
      If it had been anyone else, they would have probably already lost half of their mental sanity. But to Rakna, it felt like an annoying bug at worst. He closed his eyes and tuned it out by just focusing a little bit.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then stood straight and stared at the Orc who was inspecting Sonata with a curious eye. Rakna didn’t seem too bothered that his weapon was in another’s hands. “I would drop that weapon if I were you,” he said. But it didn’t sound like a threat. It was more of a… warning.
    

    
       
    

    
      The Orc looked back. “That Is for Me to Decide, Beast Man.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” Rakna replied impassively. “Then, have fun.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Before the green-skinned monster could understand his words, Sonata began to glow and fume because of what appeared to be a rapid release of heat. The Orc abruptly felt a burning pain and grimaced. A weak current of electricity was generated by the spear and its hand contracted against its will.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What Is… This?!” It roared out and Sonata released a final burst of Eion energy. It almost was as if a small bomb had detonated and Rakna was forced to cover his eyes for a second. When the flash of light was over, he saw Sonata resting on the floor as a scarf while the Orc’s arm had been fried and was now hanging limp at its side.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s why I told you to let go. The old man made Sonata so that it would only answer to my finger prints or DNA,” Rakna indifferently explained and the Orc glared at him.
    

    
       
    

    
      The chieftain couldn’t use its right arm anymore, but, without his weapon, its opponent wouldn’t be able to get the upper hand. At least, that’s what it believed.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna took an unarmed stance and for the first time since he was summoned by the System, he truly stirred his reserves of mana. “Round two, big guy. [
      Call of Fangs
      ].”
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      A few moments earlier; the wolves started advancing into the goblins’ forces. They were definitely strong compared to the green skinned monsters, but the sheer numerical difference didn’t allow them to make substantial harm. However, the wolves did end up becoming a solid distraction, just like Rakna expected it to.
    

    
       
    

    
      Dan looked at the gate of the school with a careful eye. “It should be fine now. Xiorra has managed to attract at least 80% of them.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis nodded and turned toward everyone. “It’s now or never! Don’t loiter and run to the gym as fast as you can. The formation is as we decided earlier!”
    

    
       
    

    
      ““Roger!””
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia and Allan stood amidst the gang with a smile. It was quite odd to be surrounded by a very obviously trained squad but it was quite a refreshing experience.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good, let’s go. Gantt, you lead the way.”
    

    
       
    

    
      When Leis finished giving his orders, Gantt began to rush toward the gate with his shield in front of him. The rest of the gang quickly followed and Allan and Flavia were the last to the go; meant to act as the rear guard.
    

    
       
    

    
      The second they entered the school grounds, a group constituted of the few remaining goblins noticed them; rapidly followed by the many eagles on the rooftops. For some reason, the avian predators didn’t seem to be interested in the wolves in the slightest. But at the sight of a group of humans, they instantly flew off in their direction.
    

    
       
    

    
      Dan clicked his tongue as he ran at the very front of their formation. “The eagles’ attention is way more focused than we expected! They will not attack directly, but it’s a matter of time. Be ready to intercept them!” He shouted to the group but more specifically, Flavia.
    

    
       
    

    
      When they were going through their strategy earlier, she had told them of her ability. Among them, she probably was their best way of dealing with the eagles after their guns.
    

    
       
    

    
      After hearing Dan’s warning, she glanced at the large birds gradually gathering together in the sky. Although it would tire her very fast, she could probably twist their neck fast enough so that they wouldn’t have the chance to attack. However, that would be a short-lived last resort.
    

    
       
    

    
      After Dan shouted, he immediately accelerated and left the others behind. He was the fastest and he was sure going to make use of that forte. He dashed past a small group of goblins and slashed the necks of three of them with a flick of his blade without slowing down in the slightest.
    

    
       
    

    
      His job was to reduce the number of enemies on the path to the gym as well as making sure they could smoothly enter said building. As for the goblins that he dodged or could not kill, Gantt would be their next opponent, who would then in turn relinquish the ones he couldn’t eliminate to Leis and Leia.
    

    
       
    

    
      After that, the rest of the group would finish off any leftovers while the people at the back of the formation defended from long and close-range sneak attacks; such as how Allan caught an arrow with his gloved hand and Flavia returned one to its sender.
    

    
       
    

    
      After two very smooth sailing minutes, they had gotten pretty close to their objective and a path littered with dead goblins laid behind them. But that was immediately broken when Dan arrived at the door of the gym.
    

    
       
    

    
      His eyes widened behind his glasses and he very quickly jumped back to dodge a spiked mace. He then watched as a hobgoblin came out of the gym through the broken door and cursed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Shit! This fucker must have taken this place for himself,” he muttered and used 
      Scan
      . The grade of his skill was vastly different compared to Rakna’s but he still got the crucial information. This hobgoblin was at the same level as the other, but he had one or two additional attributes as well as better equipment.
    

    
       
    

    
      Dan grunted and retreated whilst keeping an eye on the hob. Unluckily, it didn’t seem to be keen on chasing him. 
      ‘Bastard, he wants to stay there. Do these things have territorial tendencies?’
    

    
       
    

    
      When he returned to the main group, he didn’t need to say anything as none of them were blind enough not to see the hobgoblin as they weren’t that far. This was merely a schoolyard, after all, a high school on top of that. At best, the distance from the gate to the gym was around 500 hundred meters.
    

    
       
    

    
      If it wasn’t for the fact that they couldn’t recklessly run into hostile territory, especially as a group, they would have reached their destination a lot faster. It was also a shame that their destination wasn’t closer to the borders of the school grounds. They could have taken the same approach as Rakna had if it was the case.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, when they thought things couldn’t get any worse, the first eagle plunged in their direction. It was anticlimactically killed by Flavia with a flick of her wrist but the second soon came down, and the third, and the fourth…
    

    
       
    

    
      “No choice,” Leis groaned. “Everyone, start using your firearms. Do not mind the ammunition and just shoot. Half of you, focus on the eagles, the rest come forward and shoot the hobgoblin as we approach. Miss Jeina, we’re counting on you,” he added and accelerated with the rest of the group and the sounds of gunshots resounded.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, when Rakna uttered the name of his skill, four puddles of darkness expanded behind him and the same number of figures emerged from them.
    

    
       
    

    
      Four wolves; with midnight black fur that could probably become unseeable in the shadows, and a pair of glowing red eyes. They all growled unanimously as they appeared and stood on Rakna’s side, baring their fangs at the Orc.
    

    
       
    

    
      The chieftain grimaced at the sight but calmly raised its saber with its remaining hand. At the same time, gunshots pierced the walls and reached their ears.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s wolf ears twitched but he ignored it and focused on the status windows of his summoned wolves instead.
    

  
    Chapter 24: Darkness Reigns

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name
      : None
    

    
      Age
      : 0 | 
      Level
      : 8
    

    
      Race
      : Shadow Wolf
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 2 | 
      END
      : 1.5
    

    
      SPD
      : 5 | 
      DEX
      : 5
    

    
      INT
      : 2 | 
      LCK
      : 1
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 15/15 | 
      MP
      : 20/20
    

    
      SWI
      : 14 | 
      AGI
      : 15
    

    
      SEN
      : 13.5 | 
      ATC
      : 16.5
    

    
      ATT
      : 18.75 | 
      DEF
      : 6.5
    

    
      MA: 
      6 | 
      MR
      : 0.02/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      -
       Bite
       (
      Lv. Max
      ): +100% Attack when biting.
    

    
       
    

    
      Magic Skills:
    

    
      - 
      None
    

    
      Cognitive Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Body of Shadow: 
      The holder’s body is made of shadows. Increased damage from any light element attack, immune to dark element attacks, and highly resistant to physical attacks.
    

    
       
    

    
      Spontaneous Skills:
    

    
      -
       Shadow Meld 
      (Lv.1)
      :
       
      The user is able to jump into shadows and emerge from them at will. They cannot attack from shadows but it is no issue to spy or fast travel within.
    

    
      Cooldown: 
      2 Min
    

    
      Max Duration:
       5 Min
    

    
       
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
      - 
      Dark Sense
      : The smell of Shadow Wolves isn’t anything like a normal living being. They perceive the smell of darkness and are able to pinpoint anything releasing negative emotions.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Interesting… I’ll have to look at how their attributes are calculated later,’ 
      he thought then took out the simple knife he bought from the shop. He unsheathed it and gripped it in reverse. As for the wolves behind him, he gave them only one order, “Go wild.”
    

    
      The four shadow beasts instantly disappeared at his command, draped by a veil of darkness. The Orc blinked and panicked when it couldn’t see them anymore. But before it could do anything about it, Rakna charged. No matter what, the Orc was unable to ignore him because of his speed and could only bring up its saber to swat him away.
    

    
       
    

    
      But mid-swing, the four shadow wolves surfaced from its shadow and bit its wrist, ankles, and shoulder. The monster roared but still managed to swing its weapon, albeit slower. The shadow wolves had a decent attack but they weren’t strong enough to injure the Orc.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna eyed the incoming sword and used his knife to deflect it. The small weapon cracked and shattered but the saber successfully veered out of its course.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, Rakna grasped the Orc’s throat in an incredible display of swiftness. Not a word or a look was exchanged before his claws extended and managed to cut the creature’s carotids but not much deeper. When the Orc started gargling with its own blood, Rakna quickly used his other hand and pointed two fingers at its eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      The Orc paled and tried to raise its hand in defense after dropping its weapon but the shadow wolf on its shoulder made it freeze in pain just before the claws extended and pierced his eyes. They reached its brain and finished the chieftain off in a second.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      The skill
       Claws 
      has increased to level 3.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Lv.13 Orc
       killed. You have killed a foe 5 levels above yours!
    

    
      Requirement for level up updated.
    

    
      Current progress
      : 56/80
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna let go of the monster’s neck that dreadfully bloodied his hand and jumped back. He watched as his foe collapsed on the ground, lifeless. He flicked his hand to shake off the blood and sighed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, defense 
      is
       lower in places like the throat and the eyeballs…”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative. The value shown on the status is essentially a generalization,] Alexa confirmed his words and he sat on the floor to rest. He took a deep breath and then one of the shadow wolves came to his side and started rubbing against his cheek.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey, hey…” Rakna muttered and started stroking the wolf. He looked at the other three and fell into his thoughts. “You should have at least 3 minutes left… Do you hear the gunshots outside? Go help the people there to reach the large building to the north,” he ordered and the four beasts sank into shadows right away.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna rested for a little more afterward and stood up. He picked his scarf up and wore it before transforming into a wolf. He ran out of the room and rushed to the bottom floor of the building where Pronos should be fighting the two hobgoblins he had smelled.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he landed on the tiles of the floor after leaping over the stairs, he was met with one dead hobgoblin in the corridor. It had several distinct bite marks on its body along with the blue veins around them.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sniffed then jumped over the corpse to head to a certain classroom. When he reached it, the wall had been smashed in and behind it, he saw Pronos strangling the hobgoblin while biting its neck.
    

    
       
    

    
      The large monster tried to pry him off but after just a few seconds, because of both a lack of air as well as the Eion Poison reaching its brain, it ultimately died. Pronos stopped clinging to its neck and slumped on the splintered floor with his tongue sticking out; completely exhausted.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna praised him internally for having killed them. At least, he was confident that the little snake wouldn’t die considering his very high defense but killing the hobgoblins was, for a fact, hard for Pronos since his means of attack other than his poison were limited.
    

    
       
    

    
      He walked to the little snake and hovered his head above him. “Feeling tired?” He asked with his warped voice and Pronos almost had a heart attack before calming down at the familiar purple eyes gazing at him.
    

    
       
    

    
      The little snake hissed and waved his tail dismissively as if saying that it was a piece of cake. His master snorted and lowered his head in his direction. Pronos tilted his head before understanding the intention. He slowly but surely slithered on top of his head before snuggling under Sonata and falling asleep.
    

    
       
    

    
      Immediately after, Rakna ran out of the building, thinking that it was enough dawdling.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Back to the moment where Leis permitted the use of firearms; the eagles began their assault for good and Flavia was put under a lot of pressure. Naturally, she had help, but you didn’t need a lot of imagination to know that it was hard to hit a bird flying at full speed with a gun.
    

    
       
    

    
      So, most of it came down to her, and it was very taxing on her mind. Every second or so, her eyes and focus would go back and forth between every single bird in her vision, twisting their neck in an instant.
    

    
       
    

    
      The toll on her mind had already made her 
      Fatigue Resistance
       level up twice. If it wasn’t for Allan carrying her on his back, she would have probably been unable to even walk.
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, at the front of the formation, though still running toward the gym, they were trying to find a way to fight the hobgoblin that stood in their way.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Dan, are you sure this one is stronger than the last we fought?” Leis inquired as he sliced a goblin’s neck that had leaped in his direction.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, 100%.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis’ expression darkened. Dealing with the hobgoblin in itself wasn’t a problem, but dealing with it while avoiding casualties was another story. They couldn’t just stop to fight it or they would be overwhelmed by the goblins and the eagles. As for the second entrance of the gym, it was on the west side of the building; too risky to get to.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis looked over his shoulder to see Flavia taking out the eagles but you had to be blind not
       
      to see that she would soon hit her limit. As he was thinking, they had already reached the critical range before the hobgoblin started to attack.
    

    
       
    

    
      He stopped the group about forty meters away from the hobgoblin who was using the broken door of the building to shield himself from the bullets.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sorry, Miss Jeina. Please hold out a little longer,” he whispered and raised his hand. “Concentrate fire on the hobgoblin. Temporarily ignore the eagles and throw whatever explosives you have left at this bastard!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Within a single breath after his command, everyone had already changed their target while some who had still some explosives left had already pulled out their pin.
    

    
       
    

    
      The hobgoblin exclaimed in shock when it saw the several objects being thrown at it and made an action purely based on its instinct and stepped back a few times before crouching behind the door it was holding.
    

    
       
    

    
      The grenades exploded and black smoke shrouded the area for a few seconds. When it dispersed, the green-skinned monster stood up angrily with nothing more than a small piece of metal in its hand; the remains of the door it was holding. A few shrapnel had managed to pierce its skin but other than that, it hadn’t received much damage.
    

    
       
    

    
      The hobgoblin grabbed its spiked club and charged at the group with bloodshot eyes with a hand covering its eyes from the bullets flying its way. Its skin was incredibly thick and the bullets could only bruise it, sometimes drawing just a bit of blood.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gantt winced as he watched the scene. He prepared himself to engage the monster when he heard a voice from behind him, “You! Big guy! Shield up!”
    

    
       
    

    
      He blinked in confusion but nonetheless crouched whilst putting his shield over his head. He then felt someone step on it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thanks,” Allan said and grinned. He lowered his body to jump and Gantt was smart enough to get the clue and help him gain momentum.
    

    
       
    

    
      The blond teen soared through the air for a moment before falling toward the hobgoblin with a fist charged. His gloves glowed and when his fist hit the monster’s head, a shockwave was released and it face-planted on the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan himself was hurt by the recoil of his blow and rolled on the ground, gaining a few scratches in the process. He groaned when he finally could control his body again and hissed in pain as he held his arm.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis first thought that this was as good as done when he saw the clear path in front of him but that quickly changed when he spotted three hobgoblins running toward them from their left. And as if things couldn’t get any worse, he saw Flavia holding her head in pain from the corner of his eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’ve got to be kidding me…”
    

    
       
    

    
      The eagles promptly swarmed them and a few members of the gang were injured by their claws. They started shooting at them but one after another, the guns stopped firing and instead made a clicking sound, running out of ammunition. Then, because of the threat from above, the goblins also began to make some damage.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Damn it!” Leis shouted. “Forget about fighting back! Run to the gym!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan heard him and watched as some threw their weapon away and dashed toward the gym at full speed only to be struck in the back. He groaned as he stood up, still holding his arm. He looked to the side to see Flavia desperately trying to trigger her telekinesis.
    

    
       
    

    
      Her mind was so muddled that she couldn’t see an eagle directly aiming for her head.
    

    
       
    

    
      His eyes widened. “Flavia!”
    

    
       
    

    
      That’s when it happened.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Be Lost in Darkness. Let It Grip Your Heart
      ]
      ,
      ” a disembodied voice echoed.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan felt a chill go down his spine and the next thing he knew, countless black objects fell from the sky and stabbed every eagle and goblin around. Alan gaped at the blood raining along with the bodies it originated from.
    

    
       
    

    
      The Wing Walkers froze in shock and Leis looked at a certain silhouette that had appeared out of nowhere. Long black hair, crimson eyes, and a lithe figure wrapped in darkness.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What are you waiting for?!” She hollered with a voice containing both grace and power. “Pick up your fallen comrades and shelter yourselves!” Her hands formed two short lances of darkness and she whirled them, decapitating two eagles in the process. She exhaled and spoke, “Do not let this miserable place be your grave.”
    

  
    Chapter 25: Rolling in

    
      At the arrival of the unknown woman, everyone stepped out of their daze and quickly carried the injured toward the gym.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, said woman watched grimly as the hobgoblins approached. She glanced at the eagles and goblins that she was killing with her shadows and clicked her tongue.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘If I attack them now, I won’t be able to keep these at bay…’
       She thought and as she was wondering if she should go at it close and personal, she saw four black wolves jump out from the hobgoblins’ shadows. She watched them bite the monsters’ necks with widened eyes. She was surprised but more than anything, she was relieved that the hobgoblins could be slowed down.
    

    
       
    

    
      That left enough time for the teens behind her to enter the building and, as expected, it took barely a minute for all of them to get inside.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re the last one,” she heard a female voice behind her and looked over to see the woman who had been killing the eagles until her arrival. She still looked tired but she seemed to have recovered a bit.
    

    
       
    

    
      The woman nodded at Flavia and both of them retreated inside the gym where Allan was already being treated after his little stunt. Overall, he was fine but his arm had taken a huge toll.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What’s your name?” The woman asked Flavia as they both stood at the broken entrance, watching the goblins trying to get in. Thankfully, the eagles weren’t trying to fly in.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Flavia. Flavia Jeina.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then, Flavia, you use telekinesis, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Um, yes?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The woman mused. “Do you think you can block this hole with whatever furniture there is in this building? Even I can’t indefinitely stop them from coming. My mana is running low and I do believe your group needs rest before re-engaging.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia pondered as she opened her status. She blinked in surprise when she saw what was written on it. She had become level 9 in the midst of things, her 
      Fatigue Resistance
       was now level 9, and her Nirvana Skill had also leveled up.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      - 
      Telekinesis 
      (Lv.2)
      :
       One of the most common spiritual abilities awakened as a Nirvana Skill. It has the potential to even bend spatial laws.
    

    
      Lv.2 Perk:
       The user can now affect multiple targets simultaneously. Note that the strain increases in proportion to the number of targets.
    

    
      Current Lift: 
      (Intelligence*5) => (Intelligence*6) kg.
    

    
      Mana Consumption
      : None.
    

    
      Note
      : This is a spiritual skill fueled by psychic energy thus no mana is involved in the process. Beware, overuse is severely precarious. The range of manipulation is only limited by the Host’s imagination and control.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      She breathed in and answered, “I should be able to. I’m still a bit tired but I should be able to move a few things. Even more, if I allocate a few of my points.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The woman nodded. “Then please do so. I can only last for so long, after all.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right,” Flavia said and turned around when she remembered something. “Sorry, I forgot to ask your name.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The red-eyed beauty looked back. “…you can call me Nyx.”
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      When Rakna came out of the building, he saw that his ‘army’ was still fighting a decent number of enemies but not nearly close to what he wanted. He growled and ran past both the wolves and the monsters while barking one word, “Retreat!”
    

    
       
    

    
      The gray wolves complied and howled to order their retreat out of the fight. They hadn’t suffered a lot of casualties thanks to their higher levels and their swiftness but they couldn’t do that for an extended period of time.
    

    
       
    

    
      That’s also why they were forced to employ attrition, which was the main cause behind why some of the hobgoblins as well as a large number of goblins had stopped paying attention to them.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna ran to the gym at full speed, hoping that things hadn’t gone too wrong. When he arrived, he saw a literal sea of blood and corpses. He frowned and inspected the area to see if there were any human bodies but fortunately, there were not.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then looked at the entrance of the gym which was blocked by what seemed to be sports gear and not far from it, he spotted his shadow wolves fighting two hobgoblins, with one dead already.
    

    
       
    

    
      He huffed and ran toward them. They didn’t seem to expect it since he was easily able to cut the throat of one of them with his claws after jumping on its shoulder. The wolves then quickly took action and simultaneously bit the other who, already injured, succumbed.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Three 
      Lv.10 Hobgoblins
       killed.
    

    
      Level up!
    

    
      +1 Free Point
    

    
      Requirement for level up updated.
    

    
      Current progress: 6/90
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna landed back on the ground and grunted. “So, these wolves’ kills also count as mine. Good to know.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The shadow wolves surrounded him in excitement and he petted the four of them with one tail each. 
      ‘They’re attached to me like newborns… Well, I guess it’s what they are,’ 
      he said inwardly then focused on the remaining goblins banging on the walls of the gym. A nice thing to know, and which he already had noticed, was that he was less targeted in his wolf form.
    

    
       
    

    
      The goblins might get angry at him sometimes, but they tended not to acknowledge his presence unless provoked. As for the eagles, there wasn’t even anything to say about it. They simply didn’t even put him in their eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Anyway…” He mumbled and looked around. “Follow me,” he said to his shadow wolves and ran off toward the second entrance of the gym. When he arrived a moment later, he saw that the door wasn’t broken like the other one. But this one also seemed to be barricaded from the other side considering that there was a hobgoblin who was trying to get inside but couldn’t.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Tch,” Rakna got pretty irritated. He looked up at the glass panels of the gym’s roof but none of them were open; they hadn’t started to retaliate yet. They were probably recuperating.
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was trying to think of a way to get inside without turning into a human and fight a massive number of foes, he caught a glimpse of his shadow wolves licking their paws. It was then that an idea struck him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You four, can you use 
      Shadow Meld
       on another person?” He asked and they understood him as they tilted their head in thought before nodding. “Then help me get inside this building.”
    

    
       
    

    
      They promptly nodded and led him to a shade cast by the gym. The ground under them began to turn into something similar to a swamp. They then turned toward Rakna, waiting for him, and he carefully put a leg in the warped shadows before he felt himself fall inside.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, the members of the Wing Walkers were resting inside the gym. Fortunately for them, there were no monsters inside. It seemed like the hobgoblin from earlier had taken it as its home or something.
    

    
       
    

    
      Now, everyone was focused on sharing the few healing potions they had. Most of their Talys had gone into weapons after all; the number of potions they had wasn’t even higher than five.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, this could have been worse honestly,” Allan said whilst leaning against the wall, still holding his broken arm. Flavia, who was sitting on a chair to his right, nodded wearily with a water bottle in her hands. She then glanced at the woman standing next to her with her arms crossed and eyes closed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thank you again for your help, Nyx. You are probably the only reason why there was no casualty on our side. If you hadn’t come… we wouldn’t have been able to save the injured.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx opened one eye and shook her head. “No need to thank me. I’m not the kindest of people but most people would have done the same thing if they had both the ability and opportunity.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia smiled and nodded without saying anything.
    

    
       
    

    
      “While we’re on this topic,” Nyx continued. “Wasn’t there another person with you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan overheard that and glanced at her. “Do you mean Rakna?”
    

    
       
    

    
      She tilted her head. “Well, is he the one whom the clown from earlier passively called inhuman?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I guess, yeah.” Allan shrugged. “Now that you say that, I wonder what that meant. Why did that guy talk to Rakna like that? He said something like ‘those of your kind’, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s correct,” Nyx affirmed. “I believed him to be one of the strongest here. And if I’m not wrong, you two are acquainted with him. What happened to him?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “We can’t say,” Flavia responded. “He was the one who came up with the idea to occupy the gym and that plan relied on the fact that he would grab the attention of the goblins before killing their leader.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx scowled. “Alone?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, he went solo,” Allan said. “Though he had his contracted pet with him.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “How did he know where the leader was?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan snorted and tapped his nose. “Smell. At least, that’s what he said.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Smell? How would-!” She was interrupted by a sudden discomfort. She felt the shadows nearby suffer a change. She turned toward one corner of the gym and both Allan and Flavia imitated her since they were confused about her sudden behavior.
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx squinted her eyes and a minute later, four silhouettes jumped out from the shadows. She was in a fighting stance the second she saw them. Allan also pushed himself away from the wall and Flavia stood up.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis’ group noticed the new presence and put up their guard, but when they saw what it was, they were both confused and somewhat relieved. Although these wolves were quite ominous-looking, they had helped them earlier and, on top of that, they only knew of one person who was somehow connected to wolves.
    

    
       
    

    
      After a few seconds of cautious observation, a fifth wolf came out from the shadows but this one didn’t jump out like the others. No, instead it did a clumsy front flip and rolled on the ground until it laid on its back with its legs facing the sky.
    

    
       
    

    
      Some tried not to laugh or cry out at the cuteness. However, most of them immediately got curious about one thing; the nine tails sprawled on the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      After honestly hesitating for a good half a minute, they were taken out of their stupor when the four red-eyed wolves suddenly disappeared followed by something that startled them even more.
    

    
       
    

    
      “The five minutes have passed, huh?” It was a deep and unknown voice. But, two people oddly found some familiarity in it and they slowly made the connection; especially as they saw the blue scarf wrapped around the beast’s neck.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia covered her mouth to hide her shock and in contrast, Allan dropped his jaw unbothered of how he looked in the slightest.
    

    
       
    

    
      The nine-tailed wolf grunted and stood back on its feet. It looked around the place and blinked. It sighed and sat down. “Well, I’m happy it worked out. My bad, I didn’t attract enough attention.”
    

    
       
    

    
      There were many things going through the heads of everyone. It took them at least a full sixty seconds to properly connect the dots.
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx merely put on a thoughtful expression but the rest reacted very… ingeniously.
    

    
       
    

    
      ““What the fuck?!””
    

  
    Chapter 26: Oh…

    
      “No way… Rak, is that you?” Allan raised his voice dumbfounded and the wolf looked back at him with a blank look.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Who else would it be?” He said and slowly initiated his shapeshift. For the onlookers, it was quite a special experience to see the process of the change from lupine to human physiology.
    

    
       
    

    
      They also noticed that during the transformation, a flash of light covered Rakna’s body and when it was gone, he was already human again and fully clothed. Well, to be exact, he looked 
      humanoid
       again. He still had a tail on his back and a pair of ears on his head.
    

    
       
    

    
      He grunted and put a hand on his neck before cracking it. “This needs a little work. Going back and forth makes my body numb,” he commented as if it was normal. He turned toward Leis and fished out something from his spatial ring before throwing it to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis woke up from his daze and caught the object. When he looked at it, he saw that it was a healing potion.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s a tier 9 potion,” Rakna explained. “It’s probably better than what you have. I asked my AI and you can dilute and share it. The effects will be lessened but enough for less important injuries.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I-you… nevermind… It’s not like we need to know, do we? Thank you,” he said with an awkward smile and started telling his subordinates to give all the water they had, which mainly came from the cafeteria of the school. They had gathered some provisions before going out into the forest.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘A sensible idea,’
       Rakna thought while walking toward his friends, ignoring the very obvious stares he was receiving from everyone. 
      ‘I should have done the same… However, I don’t feel as much hunger as I should. Odd. Is it because of the heart I ate?’ 
      While he was pondering the question, he was once again hugged when he got close to Flavia.
    

    
       
    

    
      He grunted. 
      ‘This time at least, it’s not a crushing one but more a, dare I say so, normal hug. Though I doubt any hug from this woman could ever be considered normal,’
       he commented internally and waited for Flavia to slowly step back.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna then looked at her, then Allan, and ultimately found himself staring at a stranger next to them. He didn’t need to open his mouth for her to get the hint but he still asked, “And you are?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Nyx. That’s my name,” she replied very succinctly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m afraid I’m going to hear more than just that. You’re not from our school. Not a student, not a teacher, not a staff, and you certainly don’t look like a parent that was caught up because of a very unfortunately timed meeting. So, I’ll reformulate, where do you come from?”
    

    
       
    

    
      This time, silence reigned for a moment. It didn’t look like Nyx was willing to answer. Or, to be exact, considering the brief downcast expression Rakna saw on her face, she herself didn’t know how to answer.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You don’t know?” Rakna tilted his head and that caught Allan and Flavia’s attention.
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx sighed exhaustingly. “I do know what caused my presence here. Or rather, I’d say who. But I do not know exactly how I arrived here. I… fought someone and I was defeated. When I was at his mercy, he chose to seal me away for some reason. After that, it’s a complete blank. The first thing I saw when I woke up was a school, a forest behind me, a horde of kobolds around me, and a weird notification box in front of my eyes.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You were… sealed away?” Flavia slowly reiterated. “Does that mean you come from a place where magic exists?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx snorted. “Indeed, I do. But when I came to myself, most of my powers had been completely drained or extracted from my body. The only thing I have left from my prime is my shadow control that this thing called… ‘Nirvana Skill’ gives me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh, fucking hell, another one,” Allan grumbled and Nyx looked at him weirdly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see…” Rakna mused for a bit and his ears folded unconsciously. Flavia suddenly felt the urge to stroke them but did her best to restrain herself.
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, anyway, Rak. Does 
      that
       and 
      that
       mean that I was right earlier?” Allan rapidly recovered from his temporary depression and pointed at his friend’s new appendages.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm? You’re referring to your werewolf guess?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, that.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shrugged. “I’d say you’re right. My race is for a fact marked as Nine-Tailed Werewolf. I can’t say that I’m human anymore.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “But why?” Flavia inquired. “What happened?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “During the Initiation, I awakened my Nirvana Skill, and let’s say that one of its effects did this to me. I don’t mind the change. Especially since I think it saved my life.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “How come we didn’t see your tails and ears before though?” Allan followed up.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Item. Put an illusion over me. That Gray guy must have seen through it. I didn’t put it back before coming in here because I simply have no mana left. Although I can cover the cost with my mana regen, I apparently need 10 MP upfront to activate it. I could use a potion but it’d be a waste considering we have time to rest.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uh, makes sense.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna grabbed one of the pliable chairs placed against the wall and sat down on it. “So? What happened on your way here? As I said, I didn’t attract as much attention as I wanted and there are a lot more injured than I expected.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan directly sat on the ground with a sigh. “At first, it was a piece of cake. Your wolves, I think, aggroed most of them and that’s when we started going in. But the closer we got, the more goblins started coming, and eventually, the eagles went full onslaught on us.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “As planned, teach began to keep them away but we were cut off by a hobgoblin. I did manage to get rid of it pretty fast but Flavia couldn’t go on anymore and three more hobgoblins were coming in our direction.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, those,” Rakna exclaimed insouciantly. “They were entangled with my shadow wolves. They’re all dead if you’re interested.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan snorted in amusement. “Of course, they are. Anyway, we were pretty much done for. Or, well, you could say that we were almost forced to abandon a lot of people behind. But then, shadows started impaling every monster around and she appeared,” he pointed at Nyx. “She practically saved our asses. Then, your wolves stalled the hobgoblins for us and we managed to get inside in the end.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna cringed a bit internally. It was a bit too close for comfort in his opinion. It was a plan he had proposed and if it wasn’t for a powerful third party, it would have in essence failed miserably. He looked at Nyx, who was still standing still without moving, and she looked back. “Thank you for helping them. It wouldn’t have been pretty without your involvement.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What goes around comes around,” she replied offhandedly. “I do hope you will be able to return the favor one day.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia and Allan laughed lightly as they watched two similarly aloof people exchange gratitude and pleasantries. Not long after that, Leis approached their group with Leia, Gantt, and Dan in tow. The rest of the gang still resting and treating each other.
    

    
       
    

    
      Everyone sat in a circle and Nyx’s expression twitched as she was finally forced to take a seat if she did not want to stand out like a sore thumb.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thanks for the potion, Xiorra. The more serious cases are entirely out of danger now,” it was the first thing Leis said.
    

    
       
    

    
      “No problem,” Rakna responded.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sooo… what do we do now?” Leia spoke up and they looked at her. “W-what? I’m just asking. Are we going to get started on killing the damn birds or not?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, we still have time, don’t we?” Dan remarked. “The quest’s time limit is 12 hours. It started this morning and we still have around 8 hours to go. I say we rest an hour or two, then get to business. If everything goes well, I say we can wipe them out in a few hours. Though, I have to tell you; I did a quick inventory and we don’t have much firepower left. Only two grenades left, and something like 400 rounds collectively. Do we want to save them for Aquila or not?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shook his head. “Don’t bother. One of your guns has around 20 to 30 attack value. I forgot to show it to you, so I might as well do it now,” he uttered and prompted the system to share the status of Aquila with everyone around him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis breathed in sharply when he saw the numbers. “No wonder you wanted help…” He said and the three people at his side nodded. Nyx frowned at the status but other than that didn’t seem to be visibly unsettled.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shrugged. “Conclusion; no need to save rounds. But keep those two grenades. The strength of the explosion may not be enough to injure it, but the blast might come in useful. Also,” he added and waved his hand. His ring flashed and a pile of guns appeared to the side. “These are the ones I took from Herts. Serve yourself.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis widened his eyes a bit at the sudden appearance of the firearms. He glanced at the ring around Rakna’s finger but ultimately decided not to ask about it. “Thank you. It will help. You don’t want to keep some for yourself?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Long story short; I hate guns.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis’ group blinked in surprise at his response.
    

    
       
    

    
      “But… you’re fine with giving them to us?” Leia asked curiously.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I don’t like to project my moral stances onto others. You can use as many guns as you want, I won’t mind as long as you’re not using them in a way that I don’t approve,” Rakna said with a voice devoid of emotion.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see…” Leis slowly nodded. “Well, on the topic of not saving bullets, I’m okay with it. It’s not like I can ignore this thing’s monstrous defense and say that bullets will somehow be useful. It will be more worthwhile to use them on the eagles here.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “With this out of the way, I have to ask,” Rakna glanced at Nyx. “Are you willing to help us or not?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You have a weird sense of humor,” she retorted blandly. “Of course, I will. I’m already involved. It would just hurt my pride to back out now.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Great,” Leis said and stood up. “In that case, let’s resume the fighting in one hour and a half. It should be enough for everyone to recover well.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No objection here,” Rakna said and Leis’ group went back to their gang. He then took out a second healing potion which he lobbed toward Allan who caught it in wonder. He looked at it and gaped.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You had a second one?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I have three. Same thing for the two other types.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan groaned and raised his hand in surrender. “All right. I hereby swear that I will never, ever, question anything you do anymore.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You say that every month,” Rakna retorted and Flavia giggled. Even Nyx looked amused with the corner of her lips pulling slightly upward. “In any case, drink that to heal your arm. We don’t want one of our main fighters to be injured when it matters.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah, thanks.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re welcome. Now, I’m going to take a nap. It has already been too long since the last one,” Rakna said oddly seriously and Flavia flinched. “Wake me up when it’s time.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sure thing,” Allan nodded and Nyx closed her eyes in acknowledgment.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray supported his chin with his hand as he sat on top of Aquila’s head. The giant eagle didn’t seem to care about it; at least that would be the first impression if one didn’t pay attention to the faint annoyed tics.
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, those kids are ready to decimate all of the monsters even after I assembled all of them,” the robot clown spoke with his mouth displaying a flat line. “I guess you can’t fight the power of an S+ potential,” he mumbled. “Doing more than this would be too much… But he still has those wolves under his command and he hasn’t even transformed ye--! Woah!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Aquila abruptly leaned to the side and Gray panicked as he started floating in front of the eagle’s glaring eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey, hey, calm down! I’m sorry, okay? It’s not like there’s a better seat anywhere close. You’re both more comfortable and better placed than any other.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Aquila huffed and opened his mouth, “My head is most certainly not a place for you to rest and complain about your job.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Meh, semantics.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Also, lazy clown, I’m sensing more than just a werewolf down there,” the divine avatar said.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm?” Gray tapped his head with his cane. “Oh? Do you mean that girl?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I don’t know who you are referring to but there’s a divine presence in that building. Who is it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I thought you knew. Being an Envoy and all. I thought that girl was a sort of scheme from the gods in order to do… I don’t know, something?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, you don’t know either,” Aquila summarized and Gray shrugged. “How peculiar though.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What is?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Her presence is divine; that is a fact. It is also true that her divine power is very weak. However, I would call that ‘weakened’ rather than just ‘weak’. Even her soul seems to have been put under extreme harm and forcibly reduced to this state.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh? Then by how much?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…I cannot tell.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then what is there to worry about?” Gray spun on his feet to look down at the school. “Maybe she’s just the child of a god and a human. That would explain her odd power signature.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You got me wrong, clown,” Aquila scoffed. “I’m saying that I can’t tell from how high she could have fallen. In other words, her divine energy at her prime has high chances to be significantly stronger than what I can even perceive.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh...”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed, clown. Indeed…”
    

  
    Chapter 27: Nightmare

    
      .
    

    
      ..
    

    
      …
    

    
      My severed arm laid at my feet. Blood was slowly filling the pitch-black room and already went past my ankles. I raised my head and saw a mirror. My reflection stared back at me, bloodied, dead in every sense but physical.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, the glass cracked and it stared back at me with a mad grin. The blood suddenly reached over my shoulder and I gasped. My reflection started laughing and I gradually lost every feeling across my entire body.
    

    
       
    

    
      I opened my mouth to breathe and shout, but the blood rushed in and I was silenced by the gargles before clawing at my throat.
    

    
       
    

    
      “?..! R.?! Ra-!”
    

    
       
    

    
      I heard a voice calling as I helplessly sunk.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Rakna!”
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes snapped open and he immediately grabbed his throat. After he was sure that he could breathe normally, he gasped and started panting as sweat ran down his forehead. He rubbed his eyes and shook his dizziness away before looking around.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos was quite literally under his chin and seemed to be anxious for him. And if his very gloom appearance was anything to go by, the little guy’s connection with his master had unluckily made him suffer a bit from the incident as well.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia was crouched next to him with worry written all over her face. Allan was also there but in contrast, his expression expressed a certain disconsolate understanding instead of pure worry.
    

    
       
    

    
      Fortunately, the Wind Walkers were too far away to have seen his little episode but Nyx who had not moved since earlier was gazing at him with palpable sympathy cast under an appraising scowl.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Rak, you’re good?” Allan spoke up and Rakna grunted as he scooped Pronos up and put him on his shoulder. He used the wall to stand up and groaned as he staggered a bit.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia was about to help him when he raised a hand to stop her. He huffed and leaned against the wall before taking out a cigarette and lighting it. He then wiped his sweat and combed his hair with his hand. In just a few seconds, he was back to a state where it would impossible to tell that anything had happened.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m fine. It’s not the first time and it won’t be the last anyway,” he muttered and blew out a puff of smoke which, if you looked closely, had faint blue glimmers in it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Trauma?” Nyx inquired without beating around the bush. She knew that she wasn’t a very tactful person anyway and she could easily tell that the man in question was someone who wouldn’t feel offended by this simple question.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah,” he replied indifferently, as expected. He grabbed his cigarette with two fingers and showed it to her. “This thing; highly concentrated medicine. But, let’s be honest, it’s quite literally a drug in the most straightforward sense. It was mainly meant to repress my mind from breaking apart when switching from one ‘state’ to the other. But I also use it to stop the nightmares.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He continued smoking as he cracked his sore neck. “Normally, I try to never go too deep into REM sleep. That’s why I’m used to taking naps so that I don’t feel too tired. If I want to not have these nightmares, I have to sleep around 16 hours a day. I’m sure I don’t need to explain to you how it was hard for me to do in these circumstances.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx surprisingly snickered. “I can understand that.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, the four of them fell silent until Leis called them from the other side of the gym. “Everyone’s ready to start. What about you guys?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna burned through the rest of his cigarette with one inhale and threw it on the ground. He then walked away from the wall and stepped on it. “Ready,” he curtly said and unwrapped his scarf before transforming it into a bow.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ll join the people in the firing team up there. Pronos, Allan, you stay here to defend the entrance. Flavia, support every side. And, if you’re willing to, you can do the same, Nyx.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The red-eyed woman nodded calmly. “No need to worry. I will listen to your directives. I’m not a strategist myself. I will help your lady friend over here. I believe we can produce good results together.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I agree,” Flavia followed with a smile.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good to hear,” Leis said and turned around. “Guys! Its time! Get into position and prepare to open the west door first. If they ever break through the barricade to the south, split up as planned.”
    

    
       
    

    
      ““Understood!””
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna watched them spread out and followed the ones climbing the stairs placed to the side of the building to reach the glass panels. Pronos had already jumped out from his shoulder to take place on Allan’s instead.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he reached the top of the stairs, he took a panel with no one in front and opened it without hesitating. He started pulling the string of Sonata and three Eion arrows formed on it. The people next to him spectated in shock as he pulled the string back fully and released the three arrows at the same time.
    

    
       
    

    
      Each of them pierced an eagle flying in circles in the sky. Rakna hummed, “Not bad.” He looked at his hand and clenched it. It looked like after the fusion of his weaponry skills, his proficiency with the bow had indeed rocketed to a similar level as his spear mastery. Though, it wasn’t as refined as it would be if he had reached that level of mastery by himself.
    

    
       
    

    
      He had been the first one to shoot but the others couldn’t just look at him. The Wing Walkers began to shoot at the eagles in single fire mode. They would shoot every two seconds or so to save as much ammo as possible.
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, the other group had cleared the barricade and waited patiently. After a minute or so, they could say for sure that there wasn’t any monster on the other side. It had been an hour and a half since they got in here, after all. They probably had given up.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis slowly opened the door and looked from the left to the right through the gap. He nodded then opened the doors wide. He then stepped back and allowed the others to have a clear view of the outside and several goblins. “Shoot,” he ordered with a calm voice and whoever had a clear line of sight opened fire.
    

    
       
    

    
      The timing of this matched the moment when the eagle hunting team started firing as well. In just a few minutes, most goblins to the west side of the gym had been wiped out and at least a hundred eagles had been shot down.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna appraised the situation as he released another arrow that killed his thirteenth eagle. Sadly, he couldn’t shoot as many as he would like since Sonata was only able to generate an arrow every twelve seconds.
    

    
       
    

    
      “At this rate, the goblins will easily be taken care of,” he muttered to himself as he glanced at the west side through the windows. The guns were incredibly efficient to kill goblins and considering how the ones still alive were dumbly heading toward the entrance to die, they would be soon done with.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, but the eagles are another story,” a voice said and Rakna looked at his right to see Dan walk toward him with a bow in his hand. “I’m out of arrows for one and we’ll soon be out of bullets. Not only that, even though there are a lot of eagles, we could still get help from the ladies down there to slowly cull them but when the hobgoblins arrive, we’ll be in trouble,” he said and leaned against the glass panel with his arms crossed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thanks to you, at least, they probably don’t have a leader competent enough to lead them into a raid against us. But this will still be a bit annoying. It might take more time than planned.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm,” Rakna nocked another arrow and killed one eagle who had tried to plunge his way. “No need to worry,” he said and mentally commanded Sonata to turn back into a scarf; something that he was still pleasantly surprised he could do now.
    

    
       
    

    
      He still required his lighter to kickstart it when it’s a scarf, but other than that, the System would somehow hear his thoughts and change the weapon’s form in consequences.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What do you mean?” Dan scowled.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’ll see,” he walked away from the window after closing it. He looked down at the inside of the gym and spotted his two friends plus Nyx calmly waiting for their turn to step in. “Flavia, Nyx,” he said with a voice that was neither loud nor quiet but the two nonetheless heard him.
    

    
       
    

    
      When they turned their head to look at him, they each caught an object. “The green is a stamina potion. Flavia, I noticed that your stamina goes down when you use your telekinesis. It might not fully heal your mind but it should help, if just a bit. And Nyx, yours is a simple and effective mana potion. Hold onto it and use it when necessary.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “We will, thank you,” Flavia smiled and Nyx curiously looked at the liquid inside the tube in her hands.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You have my thanks as well,” she said. “Much to my embarrassment, I couldn’t buy one of these in the shop when prioritizing something else.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey, nothing for me?” Allan complained.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You have Pronos with you. That’s one of the best helps I can give you already,” Rakna said and walked back to the window where Dan was looking at him weirdly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What are you planning to do?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Simple,” he replied and opened the glass panel wide. He put one foot on the ledge and looked at the spectacled teen. “I’m going to do what I do best,” he uttered and jumped out.
    

    
       
    

    
      Dan watched in shock as he saw him transforming midair before landing on the ground outside in his wolf form. He then howled with everything he had and rushed toward one hobgoblin nearby as two Shadow
       
      Wolves appeared at his side.
    

    
       
    

    
      After that, Dan saw dozens of gray wolves come out of the forest and attack goblins on sight as a shout from a growly voice echoed through the air, “This time, it’s not attrition. It’s slaughter!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Every wolf responded with a howl and everyone back at the gym was dumbfounded, especially those who had witnessed Rakna jump out.
    

    
       
    

    
      “And there he goes,” Allan sighed then as if on cue, he started hearing clicking sounds. He looked at the entrance to see the Wing Walkers retreating whilst dropping their now empty guns. “Well, I guess it’s time for us to go in.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Agreed,” Nyx was the first to move. The crowd at the entrance made room for her and as soon as she had a view of the opened door, she released a wave of shadow spikes that killed off the closest goblins in one strike, shaving off around 10% of her mana.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Heh,” Allan snickered and ran past her, directly getting out of the building. He charged at one confounded goblin and crushed its head. At the same time, he heard a notification telling him of his successful promotion to level 9 and allocated two points to SPD and the remaining two he had saved up to STR.
    

    
       
    

    
      Following after him, Flavia came out of the gym and began to twist the neck of every eagle she saw and every goblin that came close. With her ability to target several of them, a single glance could make ten foes die instantaneously. Leis’ team composed of himself, Gantt, Dan, and Leia, who could only watch with a wry face.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Do these guys even need us?” Leia deadpanned and Gantt laughed good-naturedly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “We can’t let them do all the job now, can we?” He said and stepped out with his shield in hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis smiled helplessly as Leia scoffed and rushed out with her hammer over her shoulder. He then schooled his expression and drew his katana before his silhouette blurred in a burst of speed.
    

    
       
    

    
      Dan sighed wearily and waved his bow which then transformed into a knife attached to a string; the only item he had bought from the shop. He used the string to spin the knife around him before almost disappearing because of the speed of his movements.
    

    
       
    

    
      For the next hour, only the triumphant howls of wolves, the dying screeches of goblins, and the dull sounds of eagles hitting the ground could be heard.
    

  
    Chapter 28: Path

    
      Rakna jumped on the head of a hobgoblin while it was busy with his shadow wolves and extended his claws, which broke through the creature’s skull and spilled brain matter on the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      As the monster collapsed, Rakna casually stayed on its head and hopped off the instant prior to it touching the ground. He looked around at the handiwork of both him, his shadow wolves, and the gray wolves, and nodded in satisfaction.
    

    
       
    

    
      This time around, his little army was able to effectively hit the goblins since they were occupied with the commotion going on at the gymnasium.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna then turned toward the sky and marveled at how the eagles seemed to be dragged toward the gym as if they were being siphoned by an invisible force. All of them had their preys locked on.
    

    
       
    

    
      He closed his eyes right after and sniffed the air. He still wasn’t completely used to his new sense of smell but one thing he had noticed was that he could discern between dead and alive.
    

    
       
    

    
      For instance, goblins smelled like dirt and cabbage and when they’d die, it would turn extremely weak for a few minutes before disappearing and only leaving the stench of blood. Rakna was not sure 
      why
       they smelled like that but he thought that maybe it was just his subconscious relating what he knew and saw to something familiar…
    

    
       
    

    
      “Green…” He muttered dumbly. If it truly was that, he was mad with himself for having made a connection between goblins and a vegetable just based on color. “Anyhow, there are around two to three dozen goblins left. No hobs left…  As for the eagles,” he glanced at the sky once again and growled. “Good thing is that their level stopped increasing and capped at level 6.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He mused and at the same time, his two shadow wolves happened to finish off a few goblins which brought him a surprising prompt.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Lv.5 Goblin
       killed.
    

    
      Lv.5 Goblin
       killed.
    

    
      Level up!
    

    
      +2 Free Points!
    

    
      S+ Rank: +2 Skill Points!
    

    
      Requirement for level up updated.
    

    
      Current progress: 0/100
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Before Rakna could focus on the window, he felt a sudden rush of energy that rippled through his entire body. His eyes widened and he snarled quite loudly until it finally stopped. After the weird occurrence, he didn’t feel any different but another prompt proved him wrong.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Core Genome Updated: 
      Two Tails Unlocked. Next Tail: Lv.10/Lv.25
    

    
      Number of Skills Affected: 2
    

    
      Number of New Skills Attuned: 0
    

    
      ---
    

    
      - 
      Shape Shift: 
      A skill exclusive to the Nine-Tailed Werewolf. Grants the ability to shift between three forms; Wolf (speed
       
      +70%
       => +73%
      ), Werewolf (all attributes +50%
       => +53%
      ), Therian.
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Claws 
      (
      Lv.2
       => Lv.8
      ): Extend and retract claws at will. +20 
      => +80%
       Attack.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have taken a step closer to the Apex.
    

    
      Congratulations on reaching Level 10. You have now the right to pick a path. This choice will impact your future development, the skills you will learn, your growth, your relations…
    

    
      After analysis of the Host’s potential, 10 Paths have been singled out.
    

    
       
    

    
      Select One Path
      :
    

    
       
    

    
      +10 Magic Attack, +20 MP, +0.1 MP Regen. 
      Path of the Caster.
    

    
      <->
    

    
      +10 Defense, +10 Attack, +20 Stamina. 
      Path of the Warrior.
    

    
      <->
    

    
      +10 Swiftness, +10 Agility, +10 Senses. 
      Path of the Assassin.
    

    
      <->
    

    
      (Uncommon!)
       +30 Attack, -10 Defense, -20 MP. 
      Path of the Berserker.
    

    
      <->
    

    
      (Rare!)
       +10 Attack, +20 Magic Attack, +10 MP. 
      Path of the Magic Blade.
    

    
      <->
    

    
      (Rare!)
       +10 Magic Attack, +0.2 MP Regen. 
      Path of the Necromancer.
    

    
      <->
    

    
      (Rare!) 
      +5 Attack, +5 Defense, +5 Agility, +5 Swiftness, +5 Stamina. 
      Path of the Forger.
    

    
      <->
    

    
      (Epic!)
       +20 Attack, +20 Defense, +20 Magic Attack, +10 Stamina, +10 MP. 
      Path of the Slayer.
    

    
      <->
    

    
      (Epic!)
       +30 Defense, +20 Senses, +30 Stamina. 
      Path of the Guardian.
    

    
      <->
    

    
      (Unique!)
       +20 to All Stats, +0.2 to MP Regen. 
      Path of the Nine-Tailed Werewolf.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s expression twitched. “Let me breathe…”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Would you like me to-]
    

    
       
    

    
      “No, keep it for later. Can I put this thing on hold? If yes, do it. I need to go back to the others to see if they need help,” he said and kicked the ground. Coincidentally, his shadow wolves disappeared at the same time since their time was up which was also followed up by a System prompt.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Call of Fangs
       has increased to Lv.2
    

    
      The summoning time for the Shadow Wolves has been increased to six minutes.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna groaned and mentally dismissed the window. Most of these notifications were good things but when they arrived one after another without delay, they became quite obnoxious.
    

    
       
    

    
      It took him approximately two minutes to return to the gym whilst finishing off the goblins that were on his way. He passively noticed that his claws felt incredibly tougher and sharper compared to before.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he reached the building, he was on the opposite side of where the fighting was but instead of going around, he ran to the wall without slowing down and jumped as high as he could before landing vertically on the wall.
    

    
       
    

    
      He used his claws to stick to it and then continued his sprint. 
      ‘I have to be honest…’
       He thought as he leaped over the wall to land on the roof. 
      ‘This feeling of freedom is addictive.’
       He zoomed across the building’s length and jumped off.
    

    
       
    

    
      While in midair, he took the opportunity to grab an eagle in his maw and two others with his tails before landing perfectly in the middle of the formation made by Leis’ group and his own.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Woah!” Allan almost tripped at his appearance and he snorted before dropping the dead bird in his mouth and snapping the necks of the ones held by his tails, which were unexpectedly strong and quite maneuverable on top of being significantly longer than normal wolves.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Holy shit, where do you come from?” His blonde friend asked the question that everyone around was thinking.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I ran up the wall of the gym with my claws,” Rakna replied as if it was the most normal thing ever.
    

    
       
    

    
      The group let out a chuckle and Leia threw a side-remark with a huff, “Show off.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That, I can’t deny,” Flavia also went along with a smile. “Rakna has always been one to show off his skills. Whether it is intentional or not however is a mystery.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna humored their conversation with a grunt and turned back into a human in a second. He was getting used to the shift by now and he was confident that he could soon reach a point where he could transform mid-battle without wasting a single second.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos, who saw that his master was back, reclaimed his spot on his shoulder. For some reason, the little snake seemed to be pouting. “What’s wrong, little guy?” Rakna asked as he casually drew Sonata as a bow and shot two arrows that killed an eagle each.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I think he’s a bit miffed that there isn’t anything for him to do anymore,” Allan replied. “I’m on his side honestly. With the goblins wiped out, I can’t really do anything with Nyx and Flavia killing every eagle that targets us.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis shrugged. “Same here,” he said as his katana hung at his belt. He didn’t even need his sword to kill the eagles so it was resting in its scabbard.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Same,” Leia and Gantt both added. On the other hand, Dan didn’t really care and his weapon had a bit more range to it than the others since it was a string knife. Thus, he could occasionally steal a few kills from the two powerhouses that were Flavia and Nyx.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Understandable,” Rakna commented and turned toward the people still shooting from the glass panels. They were still not completely out of ammunition but it wouldn’t last long. 
      ‘Though, you could say this is over already,’ 
      he thought as he glanced at Flavia who, although winded, appeared to be able to go on for a little longer.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then there was Nyx who formed shadow constructs as easily as she breathed. She waved her hand and black spears and arrows would impale eagles left and right.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I haven’t used 
      Appraisal
       on her yet, have I?’ 
      He suddenly remembered and didn’t wait any further to use one of his favorite skills since he had landed in this situation.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name
      : Nyx Nocta Regysnite
    

    
      Age
      : ‘???’ | 
      Level
      : 10
    

    
      Race
      : Ascended Human 
      (Originally a ???)
    

    
      Path:
       N/A
    

    
      Titles
      : Former Goddess of the Night, Former ??? of Elysium,
    

    
      Spared by the Eternal Night God
    

    
      Potential
      : NR
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 4 | 
      END
      : 4
    

    
      SPD
      : 6 | 
      DEX
      : 9
    

    
      INT
      : 15 | 
      Luck
      : 3
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 20/27 | 
      MP
      : 95/150
    

    
      SWI
      : 42 | 
      AGI
      : 24
    

    
      SEN
      : 34 | 
      ATC
      : 41
    

    
      ATT
      : 33 | 
      DEF
      : 16
    

    
      MA
      : 45 | 
      MR
      : 1.5/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      - 
      Mana Control
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Mana Sense
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Enchant Weaving
       
      (Lv.9)
    

    
      - 
      Crafting 
      (Lv.8)
    

    
      - 
      Magic Theory
       
      (Lv.8)
    

    
      - 
      Weapon-Master
      y
       (Lv.6)
    

    
      - 
      CQC
       (Lv.6)
    

    
      …
    

    
       
    

    
      Magic Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Requires Re-Awakening
    

    
       
    

    
      Cognitive Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Fatigue Resistance 
      (Lv. Ex)
    

    
      - 
      Fear Resistance
       
      (Lv. Ex)
    

    
      - 
      Pain Resistance
       
      (Lv. Ex)
    

    
      - 
      Moon’s Blessing
       (Lv. Ex):
       ‘???’
    

    
       
    

    
      Spontaneous Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Shadow Cloak 
      (Lv.3):
       Calls forth the elements of darkness in the air and allows the user to hide in shadows or to strengthen themselves. The darker it is, the more effective this skill is.
    

    
       
    

    
      Cost
      : 10-50 MP
    

    
      Cooldown
      : 1h
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Telepathy
       (Lv.6):
       A simple skill to learn for those who already know how to shape mana within their body and mind. Allows communication between minds.
    

    
      Cost:
       Negligible. 
      Maximum Distance
      : 60km
    

    
       
    

    
      Nirvana Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Ascended
       
      Shadow Control 
      (Lv.2)
      :
       The result of a powerful seal forced the Host’s power to be erased from its initial grandeur and degraded to a single skill. Though weak compared to where it came from, it is not to be underestimated, as a Nirvana Skill’s growth is unlimited.
    

    
      Shadow Control allows the creation of physical shadow objects as well as a metaphysical manipulation of them. The strength, power, speed, or solidity of a construct depends on the mana pumped into it. Attack value will scale based on the magic attack stat and the minimum mana cost.
    

    
      Mana Consumption
      : Grandly varies. 
      Minimum Mana Cost:
       1 MP
    

    
      Note:
       To keep a shadow construct active, a constant flow of mana is required.
    

    
       
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
      - 
      Night Goddess: ‘
      ???’
    

    
      - Divine Blood:
       ‘???’
    

    
       
    

    
      Note: 
      A former powerhouse that stood at the peak of the Universe. She encountered the ‘???’ during the War of ‘???’ and was imprisoned in ‘???’ before being sealed away for ‘???’ years by the First ‘???’ until it recently was salvaged by the System. Unfortunately, Nyx’s power had already been drained and erased over time.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘…yes?’
    

  
    Chapter 29: The Trickster’s Sleeve

    
      The gears in Rakna’s brain stopped turning for a decent amount of time after checking Nyx’s status. He was jolted out of his daze by a few shouts.
    

    
       
    

    
      “They’re leaving!” Leis was one of them and he focused on the eagles again only to see them retreat into the forest. Although there were still hundreds of them, they seemed to have given up staying on the school grounds.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘It’s probably a good thing for anyone who has stayed in the forest and hasn’t reached their quota of souls,’
       he thought. Little did he know that he was one of the main reasons why Gray had decided to gather them in a single place.
    

    
       
    

    
      Ding!
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have completed a 
      Side-Objective: Overtaking!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      After strenuous efforts, you have managed to win against the invaders. There is no imminent threat remaining in your area.
    

    
      Your contribution score has been calculated at 
      48%. 
      You ranked first.
    

    
      Rewards: 
      One Random Utility Item,
       
      2 Free Attribute Points, 4800 Talys.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna read the notification and nodded satisfyingly and thanks to a quick inspection of his group, he was obviously not the only one who had gotten this.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Two Free Points, huh? So, you can earn them through quests too…” He heard Allan say and he concurred internally. It was good to know you could get those from something other than leveling.
    

    
       
    

    
      All in all, Rakna was fairly pleased with the money and points he got from this supposed side quest. As for his third reward, it appeared as a small inbox icon in the corner of his vision. He focused on it and it zoomed in to reveal a closed chest bouncing from side to side.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see… the game of the devil,” he mumbled inaudibly but Alexa didn’t fail to hear it.
    

    
       
    

    
      [The game… of the devil?]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Of course, gacha games were probably the devil’s personal creation,’
       Rakna responded with a tone that left no room to argue.
    

    
       
    

    
      […]
    

    
       
    

    
      He then sighed and ordered mentally for the System to open… this chest. And as he expected, his vision exploded in a flurry of colors before displaying one item which magically proceeded to appear in his hands in a flash of red light.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…dude, you need to stop doing that,” Allan grumbled as he saw it happen. “I’m seriously starting to believe that you use cheat codes or something. The heck is that thing?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, I’m quite curious as well,” Flavia followed and Leis’ group agreed wordlessly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Reward. I ranked first in contribution and it gave me this… I think,” Rakna shrugged and began to inspect the object he was holding. It was… a deck of cards. The standard kind; 54 cards, thirteen for each suit (hearts, clubs, spades, diamonds), plus two jokers. That didn’t explain much about its abilities so Rakna didn’t waste checking the Item’s specifics through the System.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Utility Item/Card Deck
    

    
      Name
      : The Trickster’s Sleeve
    

    
      Rarity
      : Red
    

    
      Capacity
      : 13/13 Hearts - 13/13 Clubs - 13/13 Diamonds - 13/13 Spades - 2/2 Jokers.
    

    
       
    

    
      Description:
    

    
      Said to have belonged to the Legendary Trickster, Coyote. The creator of all animals and master of the apex of supernatural trickery.
    

    
      The Trickster’s Sleeve is said to be an item made when Earth Maker and Coyote were still working together before the latter started introducing evil to the world.
    

    
       
    

    
      Effect:
    

    
      - 
      Heart Cards: 
      The cards that belong to this suit will be faithful to their appellation and heal a target. The effectiveness of the heal will depend on which card is used with the Two being the weakest and the Ace being the strongest.
    

    
      - 
      Club Cards: 
      This suit has also been called the suit of creation in the past. They can be used to build anything that the user wishes for. Their limit lies in the user’s level as well as the rank of the card used. 
      Note
      : System Items cannot be produced.
    

    
      - 
      Diamond Cards:
       The cards of infinite toughness. They were said to be capable of nullifying even the deadliest of attacks. When using one of these cards, any attack of any sort can be canceled, with the same limitations as the previous ones.
    

    
      - 
      Spade Cards: 
      Also called the blade suit. According to the myths, even Earth Maker was afraid of these specific cards as they allowed anyone who wielded them to injure even the mightiest gods. When using one of them, a target defined by the user will be dealt a random type of attack that ignores defense. Effectiveness remains as limited as the previous suits.
    

    
      - 
      Joker Cards:
       Contrary to the other cards, the jokers require a price to be employed. That price being random attributes being reduced by 1 in exception of Luck. In exchange, the user can demand anything that the other cards offer and beyond. However, the limitations remain and the jokers’ help can sometimes bring more malfortune than fortune.
    

    
       
    

    
      Cooldown:
       30 Min.
    

    
      Regeneration time for a specific card:
       As many days as its rank minus one. With Twos being one day and Aces being thirteen days.
    

    
      Joker Regeneration:
       30 Days.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note:
       The Trickster’s Sleeve is bound to its user. It will appear and disappear on command and can also be controlled mentally. To use a card, voicing its name is required. Additionally, the user is granted feedback whenever a situation can or cannot be solved by one of the cards.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna didn’t expect so much text and pretty much stayed rooted in place for several minutes in order to absorb the information.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Um… Rak?” Allan waved his hand in front of him but was met with no response. “You there? Earth to- wait, no, it’s not Earth… Plateau to Rakna?” Everyone looked at him with a blank expression. “What? You have a better idea?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “By the way, Rakna, is that… normal?” Flavia asked as she pointed at his back. He was pulled out of his thoughts for a short moment to look behind him to see two wolf tails. He hadn’t paid too much attention to them until now since he was already used to the feeling of having nine of them.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. You have seen my nine tails during my transformation, right? I unlock them in this form by leveling up,” he replied and everyone easily accepted the answer. After all they’d seen him do, this wasn’t the most surprising.
    

    
       
    

    
      […] Meanwhile, Alexa was making… noises? Akin to someone trying to open their mouth to say something but unable to form the words needed to convey their state of mind. [C-congratulations, Rakna. You acquired a Red Utility Item…]
    

    
       
    

    
      He then returned to his thoughts to talk to Alexa and Allan facepalmed. “And here I thought he was going to stop…”
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Red, huh? I guess my luck truly isn’t bad after all.’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative… I feel obliged to mention that Red equipment, in general, is very difficult to find and a Red Utility Item is several times more so.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Well, what can you tell me about my luck? Is 9 a high number or not?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [It is,] Alexa said with no further hesitation or shock in her tone. [The Luck Attribute behaves very differently from others. They function, for the lack of a better word, in powers. For instance, a Host with 2 of Luck will be two times luckier than someone with 1. In other words, Rakna, your luck is higher than the minimum value by a power of 9. Taking binary numbers as a basis, 1 luck would be equivalent to an imaginary measure of 2 while 9 of luck would be equal to 512.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Interesting…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Okay, I’m losing it,” Allan snapped and started shaking his friends’ shoulders who let himself go along with it with no change in his expression but it had managed to divert his attention again.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm? What is it? Also, stop shaking me,” he replied dully and Allan groaned. Flavia chuckled and Nyx smiled faintly. “You were asking what this was, right? It’s a special item…”
    

    
       
    

    
      After saying that, he fell back into his thoughts again and Allan rolled his eyes which then almost popped out in shock when the cards in Rakna’s hands started floating around the latter.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Neat,” the ever so indifferent teen said before snapping his fingers. The cards flashed in a crimson light before disappearing as if they were never there. Rakna looked back at the stunned onlookers and wrapped Sonata around his neck.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, now that we’ve collected enough souls and experience, let’s go back inside the gymnasium for now. I propose that we depart after resting. I believe that some of you have received a certain prompt after reaching level 10, correct?” He asked and a few nods were returned; including Nyx, Allan, and Flavia.
    

    
       
    

    
      “In that case, let’s hurry up to look through it. From what I have seen of it, it’s something we’ll have to carefully proceed with.”
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “I can’t believe this kid…” Gray muttered dumbfoundedly, once again sitting on the head of a very irked Aquila. “Do you believe this? He pulled a fucking Red Utility Item on his first try. I think it’s official, I hate this kid… I hate lucky people, but goddamn, I’m loving it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The divine eagle sighed. “Why did I have to be in the group you oversee…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, that’s a bit of a misplaced euphemism. Since, you know, you were cloned to fill the spot in every group. So, technically, there literally wasn’t a way for you not to be stuck with me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Aquila sighed again.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Back in the gym, Rakna was leaning against the wall with his eyes closed; conversing with Alexa who also was directly sending him visual input without him actually needing to ‘see’ to have his brain register the System windows.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘So, if I understand correctly, these ‘Paths’ are similar to the concept of Jobs, yes?’ 
      He asked inwardly.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative. Every Host gets this choice. However, the picks differ from one person to another. To be exact, the number and quality of choices differ. The number never goes below 3 or above 10. So, in other words, you have gotten the maximum, Rakna. That is a rare occurrence. On top of that, you have a Unique Path available to you.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘So, these things also have a concept of rarity to them?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Yes. It goes from Normal to Uncommon, Rare, Epic, and Legendary.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘What about Unique then?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Unique refers to a Path that has never existed before. To be more specific, there has never been a Nine-Tailed Werewolf in the entire history of the System.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Really?’
       Rakna scowled. 
      ‘I find it weird that it has no precedents.’
    

    
       
    

    
      [That would be correct if you solely meant either a Nine-Tailed Wolf or a Werewolf. A combination of the two has never been seen before because the former is essentially nobility and the latter can be seen as commoners if I dare say so. Nine-Tailed Creatures are noble and they are as such since birth. A Werewolf on the other hand is merely a beast in their eyes. A beast without an ounce of magical or spiritual talent.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I see… All right, then next, explain to me what a Skill Point is.’
    

    
       
    

    
      [It’s very simple. A Skill Point can increase the level of any skill. More often than not, Hosts save them as much as they can to break through a bottleneck. Usually, to increase the levels of skills with a level above 8. However, its most useful application is on a Ex skill.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Ex, huh?’
       Rakna mused. He had seen it a few times already. Most of them were just recently when he saw Nyx’s status, which he would have to think about later, but there was also Pronos’ Poison Resistance.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Yes. Ex is an abbreviation for Excelled. It signifies that a skill has gone beyond its original set limit and is now on the verge of an ascension per se. Skills that go beyond Ex once are called Ascended Skills, those that go beyond twice are called Demi-God Skills, and those that surpass their origin thrice are called Divine Skills. However, the latter is said to be inconceivably hard to attain.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘So, if I understand correctly, these points are rare.’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Correct. At level ten, most people get 1 Skill Point while Hosts with S Potential get two. Then, they receive one every hundred. There are also ways to earn them through other means that you will come to learn when reaching the First Plateau.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna had finished asking the questions that interested him and spent a few minutes mulling over it before mentally bringing a prompt into his vision. He stared at the Unique Path at the bottom of the list and slowly selected it.
    

  
    Chapter 30: Eyes of the Soul

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have selected the 
      Path of the Nine-Tailed Werewolf
      .
    

    
      The Nine-Tailed Creatures are beings of tremendous nobility and talent. They wield mystical magic unlike any other can hope to match.
    

    
      Nine-Tailed Wolves possess the power to topple mountains with their Mystic Magic. They are fast and deadly with it but lack endurance.
    

    
      However, as a Nine-Tailed Werewolf, you have become the perfect acumination of abilities to stand toe to toe against any and every opponent; without exploitable weaknesses. Your physical growth will shake the foundations of the world and your spiritual might shall never be left behind.
    

    
      From now on, your intelligence, strength, and speed will increase by 0.1 at every level. In the future, as you continue to follow the Path of the Nine-Tailed Werewolf, more power will be presented to you.
    

    
      Survive well.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      The first thing Rakna felt when that message appeared was the mildly painful change to his body as every single one of his stats increased by 20. He shook his head lightly and suddenly felt as if he was out of his body.
    

    
       
    

    
      He could pick up the smell of everyone in the gym and differentiate each one of them with no difficulty. He could even hear their heartbeats without focusing. When he opened his eyes, he had to stay still as to not lose his balance because of the dizziness caused by the feedback of his vision.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      After overcoming your limits to the extreme, 
      Eye of the Mind
       has entered Excelled state.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna rubbed his temples at this additional prompt and opened his status window, focusing only on the first half of it.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name:
       Rakna Xiorra
    

    
      Age:
       17 | 
      Level
      : 10 
      (0/100)
    

    
      Path/Race
      : Nine-Tailed Werewolf
    

    
      Titles
      : Legendary Slayer, Wolf King
    

    
      Potential
      : S+
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 4 | 
      END
      : 3
    

    
      SPD
      : 9 -> 10 | 
      DEX
      : 8 -> 10
    

    
      INT
      : 4 | 
      LCK
      : 9
    

    
       
    

    
      Available Attribute Points: 5
    

    
      Available Skill Points:
       
      2
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 27 -> 50/50 | 
      MP
      : 40 -> 60/60
    

    
      SWI
      : 26 -> 48 | 
      AGI
      : 25 -> 50
    

    
      SEN
      : 72 -> 141 | 
      ATC
      : 37 -> 40
    

    
      ATT
      : 23 -> 57.5 | 
      DEF
      : 13 -> 33
    

    
      MA:
       12 -> 32 | 
      MR:
       0.28 -> 0.48/min
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, that is certainly a sizeable increase,” Rakna commented. After he was done inspecting his stats, he took a look at his skills.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Cognitive Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Eye of the Mind
       
      (Lv. Max -> Ex)
    

    
      - 
      Pain Resistance
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Fear Resistance
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Fatigue Resistance 
      (Lv. 7)
    

    
      - 
      Ireful Shell
       
      (Lv.1)
    

    
       
    

    
      Spontaneous Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Appraisal 
      (Lv.5)
    

    
      -
       Intimidation
       (Lv.3)
    

    
      - 
      Claws 
      (
      Lv.2 -> 8
      )
    

    
      - 
      Call of Fangs 
      (Lv.1 -> 2)
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm,” Rakna stared at this window for a moment. More specifically, he looked at his skill that had reached the Excelled level. 
      ‘So, Alexa, if I understood correctly, I can use one of my Skill Points to ascend 
      Eye of the Mind
      , right?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘What would be the result?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [I’m unaware of the details, Rakna. However, I can say with certainty that a skill as rare and useful as the 
      Eye of the Mind
       would be no waste for a Skill Point.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Then, do it,’
       Rakna instructed.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Understood.]
    

    
       
    

    
      After his order, he experienced another mental interference. His vision blurred for a short second and when it came back, it was as if he could see something that he had never noticed before but couldn’t quite put his finger on it.
    

    
       
    

    
      He also felt like his entire body, from his deepest internal organs to the tips of his hair, was under his control like never before.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Eye of the Mind 
      has successfully ascended to 
      Eyes of the Soul
      .
    

    
      ---
    

    
      -
       Eyes of the Soul 
      (Lv.11):
       A skill worthy of the jealousy of even the strongest beings. Through the windows of the soul, the user will experience an attunement to his body and mind that is said to be even out of reach for Spiritual Creatures.
    

    
      With this Ascended Skill, nothing can stop you from learning even the hardest of techniques in a few hours. Even minutes sometimes. You can also never be taken by surprise as your soul will never fail to notice it and warn you of the danger.
    

    
      Secondary Effect:
       Permanent 150% increase to senses.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna almost had the urge to smile in contentment. With this new boost, not only had his senses reached a value of 160 thanks to the 3.5x multiplicator, but he could also feel something within him. Something that he could manipulate and channel, though with difficulty.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Is this… my soul?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative. There are high chances that as you get more proficient with the 
      Eyes of the Soul
      , the more you will be able to control the power of your soul.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘What would that allow me to do?’ 
      Rakna asked curiously.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Although souls cannot harm anyone physically, but they are the only thing that can harm another soul. In other words, you might one day be able to destroy someone’s soul with yours or perhaps even take control of them or possess them. These abilities are commonly called Soul Arts and are usually wielded by Soul Cultivators.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” he responded out loud before finally taking a look at his surroundings. From the looks of things, he certainly wasn’t the only one who had been deep in his thoughts. Even Allan seemed to be concentrating hard. Though, those who hadn’t reached level 10 yet in Leis’ group were merely resting.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Are you finished?” Rakna heard someone speak and turned to see Nyx leaning against the wall in the corner. He hummed and walked toward her. He took a spot next to her and started watching the others like her.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What about you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I did. The System only gave me two Paths to choose from,” she said.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. Can I ask what they were?”
    

    
       
    

    
      She glanced at him and answered, “One was Legendary and the other was Unique.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna squinted his eyes without looking at her. “I take it that they had something to do with you being a former goddess?”
    

    
       
    

    
      If she was surprised by his inquiry, she didn’t show it. “You could say that. One of the two Paths I was given was centered around the possibility of regaining my old powers as for the other one… it was something… different.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Seeing that she wasn’t going to say anything more about it, Rakna fell silent. After a few minutes, Nyx spoke again, “If you’re interested, you can always use your skill to look. Your friends told me about it earlier. I won’t be offended.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Surprisingly, Rakna grunted negatively. “I will restrain myself from doing so. It’s not in my nature to look at someone else’s secrets because I feel insecure about it. Especially when they’re allies. I looked at your status once and it’s enough for me to trust you. I will not repeat the process as long as I feel that you are not a threat to me or my peers.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx snorted with a smile. “Such a gentleman you are. Or perhaps, you have great pride…” She said and paused. “In that case, I don’t mind telling you a story or two. I myself need to get it out of my chest so I do not mind.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna glanced at her with a sharp but otherwise unexpressive look. Then, she continued, “I don’t know if you saw my titles but since you called me a former goddess, I will assume that you did.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He nodded calmly and she followed, “I’m sure that among those, you saw a… an intruder of sorts. And it couldn’t be more accurate. I was ‘Spared by the Eternal Night God’.” She scoffed. “You see, it was he who defeated me and sealed me away. I do not know for sure why but it somehow made me land in here,” she told with a wave of her hands, gesturing at their surroundings.
    

    
       
    

    
      “As for why I’m telling you this, it is because the Unique Path that I was offered was titled…” She stopped and sighed. “Titled ‘Path of Eternal Night’.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes widened a bit at this.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I can only guess but I probably unlocked it thanks to my being the former Night Goddess and also possessing a title related to the very creator of Eternal Night, also called Aeter; the perfect hybrid magic element between lightning and darkness.”
    

    
       
    

    
      When she was done telling her story, a peaceful silence settled between them. Rakna even thought that it was a pleasant kind of quietness. The sort that he had rarely experienced in the past. After a handful of seconds, he opened his mouth, “Which Path did you choose in the end?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx smiled teasingly and waved her finger. “Now, now, I won’t tell my secrets. If you want to know, I’m afraid you will have to pry into my status again,” she jested and Rakna snorted but didn’t retort.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Anyhow,” she uttered and pushed herself away from the wall. “Your friends seem to be finished with their decision,” she said and began to head back to the group. “Thank you for listening to me like that. You’re more sensitive than you look,” she added without turning around.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna gazed as she walked away and wondered if he should or should not use 
      Appraisal
      . On one hand, he intended to be faithful to his words, but this woman was a divine being before coming here. It was hard not to be inquisitive. But from what he understood of her personality, even after such a short time, there were high chances that she picked the choice that upset her; so that she could overcome it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What do you think, little guy?” Rakna whispered and Pronos popped his head out with a soft hiss to which he nodded thoughtfully. “I guess… So? Did you also have to make a choice, little guy?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos nodded and before Rakna could ask, a small System window opened in front of him with only one line in it.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯ 
      (Legendary)
       Path of the Ouroboros 
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. Congratulations,” Rakna said and Pronos smirked proudly. Then, after a few seconds, the two of them returned to their group where Allan, Flavia, and Nyx were already chatting.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, Rak! You’re here,” Allan noticed him almost instantly. “Wanna know what Path I got?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sure tell.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “The Path of the Abyss Monk!” He declared satisfyingly. “It’s an Epic one and damn its description was cool. Apparently, I can have muscles as tough as diamond in the future.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, that would be very powerful, I admit,” Rakna nodded. “Though,” he tilted his head. “Why is the name so ominous?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eh? You mean the Abyss bit? Dunno. It wasn’t specified,” he scratched his hair sheepishly. “It just, you know, sounded cool.” He laughed dryly when Rakna gave him a blank look. “Oh, come on, it’s still classified Epic. At least, I know I didn’t get something bad.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shrugged. “Perhaps so. What about you, Flavia?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia took on a troubled expression. But she also seemed… embarrassed?
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, it’s a Legendary Path called…” She finished with a very hushed voice that no one heard.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes?” Rakna’s ears twitched on top of his head and one of them perked up while the other folded.
    

    
       
    

    
      If it was another time, Flavia would have melted under the cuteness of the action, but she couldn’t help but be embarrassed when she repeated it, still whispering. However, this time, it was loud enough for Rakna to hear it thanks to his enhanced hearing.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Chaos Witch?” He repeated and Flavia nodded with a blush. He turned toward Allan who was stifling his laughter and Nyx who had a small smile on her face then back to Flavia. “What’s wrong about it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “In… the description…” She started but couldn’t finish. Instead, Allan decided to finish for her.
    

    
       
    

    
      “In the description of her Path, it stated that Chaos Witches are descendants of one of the most powerful Witches to ever exist,” he said then chuckled. “And, supposedly, they can only be women and are all said to be extremely sadistic and – pff, hahaha! – sexually frustrated.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh,” Rakna exclaimed dumbly and Flavia covered her face with her hands as Allan let out a full-blown laughter. “Well… don’t worry, I won’t treat you any differently because of your fetishes,” he affirmed with a flat tone.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s why I didn’t want to tell you!!” She shouted back with a flushed face. “And I’m not sexually frustrated!” Her voice echoed in the gym and many people tried to hide their blush.
    

  
    Chapter 31: Five Minutes

    
      After getting enough rest, the group set out into the forest, heading for the statue as the sun was starting to go down; a short while left before sunset.
    

    
       
    

    
      As the team of twenty people or so ran through the forest, Leia raised her voice, “Hey, guys, what’s the plan to fight the eagle anyway?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “We have to pin it down,” Rakna immediately replied. “If we want to deal with this as efficiently as possible, we have to stop him from taking off somehow. We could use Nyx and Flavia’s help to do that but I think a more… ‘physical’ approach is needed.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Such as?” Dan inquired and Rakna looked around for a second before signaling everyone to stop with a raised fist.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You,” he pointed at one of the members of the Wing Walkers.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Me?” The man raised an eyebrow in confusion.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What’s your name?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Bennett. Bennett Walker,” he answered.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then, Bennett, is it all right if I ask you to give me your weapon?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eh?” Bennett didn’t know what to say. He turned toward Leis who nodded at him. He then took the weapons he had attached to his back.
    

    
       
    

    
      They were a pair of small scythes connected by a chain from the handles. Some just called it Chain Blades while its more official name was Dual Kusarigama.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sure, I mean, I don’t think I can do much anyway. And I don’t want to sound cocky, but these are hard to use,” Bennett said as he handed them. “I’m the only one with these because I trained for years with it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No worry,” Rakna said and grabbed the handles of the weapon. He first judged the weight of the two blades before twirling them with ease. “I know how to use these as well,” he said and Bennett could only shrug.
    

    
       
    

    
      “So? What are you going to do with those?” Leis asked what was in everyone’s mind.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I said that we needed a way to pin it down,” Rakna replied and put the Kusarigama on the ground before pulling out his scarf, from which Pronos jumped out with a curious face.
    

    
       
    

    
      At that point, no one knew what he was doing but Rakna, on the other hand, was perfectly aware of the System window that had appeared in front of him. “Yes,” he said to apparently no one and before the onlookers could ask him about it, they suddenly watched dumbfounded as the scythes shone before merging with the scarf.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, without transforming Sonata, Rakna took a look at the description of the new form of his weapon.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Blade/Dual Chain-Blade
    

    
      Name
      : Azure Sonata
    

    
      Rarity
      : Blue
    

    
      Attack power
      : +50
    

    
      Durability
      : 100/100
    

    
       
    

    
      Perks:
    

    
      - 
      Intertwined Miniature Eion Systems
      : The weapon possesses memory of form and is able to switch from one form to another with an Eion energy influx as the trigger. Currently available: 
      Scarf, Guandao, Bow, Kusarigama.
    

    
      - 
      Eion Chain
      : By decomposing the chain into small segments of energy, it can be put under great strain and stretch for a good distance until it reaches its breaking point.
    

    
      - 
      Oscillation Blade
       (
      Bladed Forms
      ): Through oscillation, the blade becomes sharper and can generate heat.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note
      : Evolvable.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘This is even better than I expected,’
       he thought before wearing his scarf again and letting Pronos get back under it. Then, he suddenly got an idea and used 
      Appraisal
       on the ‘evolvable’ note.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Weapon
      : Azure Sonata
    

    
      Number of current evolutions: 
      2
    

    
       
    

    
      Requirements for next evolution:
    

    
      - Any weapon with a rarity of Green or higher
    

    
      - Host Level 20
    

    
       
    

    
      Note:
       Presently, Azure Sonata cannot assimilate weapons that are too dissimilar in size. Additionally, keep in mind that one type of weapon cannot be absorbed more than once.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I see, that explains why certain weapons started glowing after I reached level 10,’ 
      he commented internally and looked back at the group. “I’m done. Let’s go,” he declared and started running toward the statue again; the rest following him shortly after.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What did you do exactly?” Leis asked as he caught up to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna glanced at him for a second. “You’ll see. In any case, let’s continue the conversation we were having. First of all, I have an idea on how to pin it down to the ground but for that to happen, I also need Aquila to get low enough. There’s no way to tell for sure if he’s going to fly around us while shooting magic at us.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis nodded at that. “I agree. It will also be hard to attack it from a distance because of that defense. Our only way to hurt it is through blades.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Correct. To do that, I was planning something but I would need all of you to distract him while I prepare for it,” Rakna said.
    

    
       
    

    
      “For how long?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Five minutes at worst.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis frowned and closed his eyes in thought. He really didn’t like the idea of entrusting the lives of his team to someone he barely knew but Rakna had proven to not only be resourceful but also reliable.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Fine… five minutes. If after five minutes I judge it to be dangerous for my gang, I’ll retreat.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m okay with that,” Rakna agreed without batting an eye and stopped for a second time. He gazed at the statue in the distance and estimated the distance. “It’s around a kilometer away. Let’s split up here. You’ll reach the statue in about three minutes. That will be the cue for you to start the five-minute timer.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Also… [
      Call of Fangs
      ],” Rakna uttered and four level-ten shadow wolves emerged next to him. He crouched next to them and whispered something.
    

    
       
    

    
      The four wolves nodded then ran toward Nyx who almost jerked in surprise. They surrounded her and sat down like good dogs.
    

    
       
    

    
      The former goddess looked at Rakna inquisitively, which he returned with a snort. “They’re under your command for six minutes. In other words, you have around three minutes to fight with them. With your shadows, you should be able to do wonders.”
    

    
       
    

    
      At his words, her eyes widened before her mind started going through everything that she could do with these wolves’ ability to meld into shadows. “I’ll use them well, thank you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded at her and turned into a wolf. “Flavia, if everything goes well, I will need your help so be prepared for the signal. Don’t worry, you won’t miss it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I understand. Don’t do anything reckless,” she replied.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna paused for a second. “Well, that will be rather difficult. But I’ll try,” he said before running off at full speed, leaving behind an exasperated Flavia and a tittering Allan.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s hurry up,” Leis said to everyone. “Let’s not waste any time.”
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      While running, Rakna activated his 
      Stealth
       skill so that Aquila wouldn’t notice him. And after two minutes of running through the foliage, the skill’s level had already increased to 4. 
      ‘Is this the effect of 
      Eyes of the Soul
      ?’ 
      He wondered.
    

    
       
    

    
      [That would be half-correct, Rakna,] Alexa stated when she heard his thoughts. [The 
      Eyes of the Soul 
      do indeed increase the speed at which you improve on new skills and abilities. But in certain cases, there is what we call Correction Basis. In other words, it’s when a Host has already enough experience to perform a skill at high levels of proficiency but hadn’t unlocked it yet.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I see. Because I already more or less knew how to kill my presence before unlocking 
      Stealth
      , I got to level it up faster than normal.’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Correct.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Good to know,’
       he added and stopped running when he reached his destination; behind the Eagle God’s statue, in a dead angle of Aquila’s sight.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos came out from under Sonata and hissed whilst trying to see the top of the immense statue in front of them. “Not yet, little guy,” Rakna whispered while lying down in a shadowy spot behind a tree. “Let’s wait for the others to engage… and then we’ll try to be like a bird ourselves.”
    

    
       
    

    
      When Pronos registered his master’s words, he snapped his head upward with an expression that could only be translated to one thing, “Wut?!”
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, Aquila looked down and watched as the group of humans came out of the forest. With his eyesight, he could make out every single detail about them and he also spotted the girl who was releasing a divine presence.
    

    
       
    

    
      But then, his eyes darted but he couldn’t find what he was looking for. 
      ‘Where is the wolf the clown was talking about? Did they split?’
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was thinking that, he remained still on top of the statue of the God he served. Even as they all approached the exit located between the Eagle God’s Statue’s claws, he still stayed motionless.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      At the same time, Leis was getting anxious. He was getting closer and closer to what seemed to be a large wooden gate at the statue’s feet, but Aquila wasn’t moving at all.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Were we wrong about this? Do we really just need the souls?’
       He thought and signaled everyone to standby as he got close to the gate alone. He unhurriedly reached for it and touched the old-looking wood.
    

    
       
    

    
      Immediately after, dozens of small spheres of light came out of his chest. He stepped back in shock and let go of the door but the spheres continued to emerge one after another. They went through the gate and disappeared.
    

    
       
    

    
      When all of them were gone, there was still nothing happening. When Leis was about to just try and push the gate’s doors again, it started glowing strongly and he was forced to cover his eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      But, without looking directly at it, and keeping his eyes down, he saw the shadow of the gate moving as well as the sound that went along with it. 
      ‘It’s opening,’
       he thought and as he began to believe that it really might not be required to fight Aquila, a voice shattered his hopes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “{My congratulations, humans. You have opened the gate,}” it spoke in their minds. “{Now, pay the price for the lives you hunted or survive this ordeal.}”
    

    
       
    

    
      Less than a second after these words, the same voice boomed across the island. This time it wasn’t just inside their head, it came from the very top of the statue, “[
      Jade Rouse
      ]”
    

    
       
    

    
      Following nothing but his instinct, Leis turned around and kicked the ground as fast and hard as he could. He got away from the gate and without warning, a jade-colored pillar assailed the area where he was standing before.
    

    
       
    

    
      If one looked closely, they would see that the pillar was in fact a condensed zone of raging winds. Leis rolled on the ground as the magic struck behind him and sent a blast of wind on his back.
    

    
       
    

    
      He grunted and recovered by slamming his hand on the ground and vaulting back onto his feet with the members of his gang rushing toward him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, shit…” Allan muttered as he looked up. Nyx and Flavia mimicked him and their expressions sunk as they saw the large eagle gliding above them with his wings fully deployed, spanning over at least 20 meters.
    

    
       
    

    
      Aquila flapped his wings and the entire group had to be careful not to be blown away by the wind caused by that simple action. The eagle’s golden eyes glowed as he gazed at them.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Now, humans… Struggle for your life!”
    

  
    Chapter 32: Delightful Ire

    
      “Say, remind me how we’re supposed to fight… THAT?!” Leia yelled as she rolled away to dodge a blade made of wind. It cut through the tree next to her and caved the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      After Aquila had descended from the statue, the group had been forced to retreat under the cover of the forest. Ever since, Aquila had been flying in circles around the exit, occasionally casting wind blades at them.
    

    
       
    

    
      Because of this situation, Leis’ group had no way of truly fighting back. The very few bullets they had left from the battle back at the school had already been shot and had done literally nothing.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Maybe this is for the better actually,” Flavia said and got the attention of everyone. “I don’t think Aquila is heedless. He knows that plunging toward us will only give us a chance to injure him. So, even though we can’t retaliate, it makes it far easier for us to wait for Rakna.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “True…” Allan muttered while sitting behind a tree. “We’ve been here for about a minute. I guess we only need to wait for around four more. As long as things continue like this, it-?!” He stopped mid-sentence as he heard a whistling noise. “Oh, crap!” He scrambled to his feet and ran as fast as he could along with the people close to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      A wind blade crashed where he was sitting and demolished the tree. He sighed exaggeratedly and looked at the massive bird. “Never mind. I wanna punch that thing. Now. Teach, can’t you, I don’t know, hurl a few trees at it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia deadpanned, “Allan, do you perhaps not know how much trees weigh on average?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uuuh… no?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “2 tons.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, among us, I’m still probably the only one who could attack it directly,” she then added.
    

    
       
    

    
      “How so?” Leis asked.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Since I leveled up my Nirvana Skill, I should be able to fly as well. However, I don’t think that my telekinesis is nowhere near strong enough to force Aquila to land.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis put a hand on his chin. “Can you help someone else fly along with you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. But I wouldn’t be able to do anything else and I’d get tired very fast. I also need the other person to weigh less than 90kg. Other than that, I could just simply try to launch a few people in the air,” she shrugged as she said the last part.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis chuckled wryly. “Launching ourselves doesn’t sound very safe.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m up for it,” Leia uttered and her brother raised an eyebrow at her. “What? Sounds fun.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “We could also use the help of these boys,” Nyx intervened while pointing at the shadow wolves at her feet. “If I manage to create shadows above Aquila, they can use 
      Shadow Meld
       to each bring one person from the ground to the back of that eagle.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, we do have some ways of fighting back,” Allan said. “Now, the question is, do we do it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, it might help for whatever Xiorra is planning to do,” Dan remarked. “He did say to keep the eagle distracted for 5 minutes. I say we can try.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “In that case,” Flavia stood up and started floating. “Let’s begin. I’m going to go up with Nyx and four of you will wait before the shadow wolves can transport you through the shadows, we all agree?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx and Leis nodded before Flavia started using her telekinesis on the former. The night goddess calmly kept her balance as she got off the ground. It was as if she was used to it.
    

    
       
    

    
      The two women nodded at each other before Flavia channeled all her mental power to take off in one rapid pull.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, Aquila was not just flying around doing nothing. He was trying to locate Rakna since he was the biggest threat to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Where are you, young wolf?’
       He said inwardly and as he completed another lap around the statue and prepared to send another Wind Blade in the humans’ direction, he spotted two figures exit the forest through the air.
    

    
       
    

    
      His eyes widened a little and he flapped his wings to change his course to focus more on the two women in his sight. One of them was the one who exuded the divine aura and the other seemed to be a normal human with the power of telekinesis.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Interesting. For a seedling to reach a level at which they can fly. It is a rare occurrence,’
       he thought and waved one of his wings in their direction. A green-colored condensed arc of wind flew out.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia waved her hand at Nyx and the two of them quickly got out of the attack’s path. They then started going straight toward Aquila from two different sides.
    

    
       
    

    
      The Divine Eagle glanced at them both. 
      ‘The human girl seems to be using all of her power to aviate them. This would make the red-eyed girl the only threat,’ 
      he concluded and promptly gathered his mana to cast a spell.
    

    
       
    

    
      But before he could proceed with his attack, Nyx summoned at least a dozen weapons made out of shadows and launched them at him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Aquila got startled by the incredible display of power for a seedling but nonetheless conjured his magic afterward, “[
      Jade Rouse!
      ]”
    

    
       
    

    
      The same wind pillar from before was summoned in mid-air but this one was much wider. It lasted for a few seconds and blew away Nyx’s constructs. When the wind died down, Aquila was startled to see Flavia flying toward him at full speed.
    

    
       
    

    
      She was using her telekinesis on both herself and the air around her to accelerate. With limited options, Aquila could only wave his wings and throw two Wind Blades at her, which successfully forced her to back off although it didn’t do much damage to her.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was then that he felt something hit his back. “What?!” He bent his neck to look up and widened his eyes in shock when he saw Nyx above him with a pair of shadowy wings on her back.
    

    
       
    

    
      She smiled at him with her palm pointed at him. “Did you think I couldn’t fly? Don’t underestimate shadows,” she uttered and the shade projected on his back rippled and eight silhouettes emerged; four wolves and four humans.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis, Gantt, Leis, and Allan jumped out of the shadows and instantly grabbed Aquila’s feathers with grins on their face.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis unsheathed his katana and stabbed Aquila’s back with it which made the divine bird cry out in pain. The latter then tried to flip in the air to get rid of them but they held on strongly.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gantt slammed his shield near the injury caused by Leis, followed by Leia’s hammer, and finally, Allan delivered a punch to Aquila’s neck that contained a completely renewed power after both choosing his Path and assigning his free points. At the same time, the four shadow wolves targeted the wings.
    

    
       
    

    
      The Divine Eagle opened his mouth to release an ear-piercing whistling and then plunged at full speed which made both Gantt and Leia get off his back.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh shit!” The blonde girl shouted right before Flavia caught her with her power while Gantt fell on a shadow platform that Nyx made. She certainly couldn’t make it fly since, compared to Flavia, it was far harder for her to allow flight, but it was possible to make something glide.
    

    
       
    

    
      Aquila rushed toward the ground at a speed higher than 300 km/h and landed loudly in front of the exit gate. The shock was transmitted to both Allan and Leis who were forced to let go. They simultaneously jumped off from the eagle’s back but Aquila wasn’t done.
    

    
       
    

    
      His eyes glowed and he deployed his wings before chanting one word, “[
      Tempest!
      ]” He flapped his wings with all his strength and a massive tornado formed around him, reaching even the sky and sucking in the clouds.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan and Leis were flung away into the air along with several chunks of the forest. The four others that were still in the air lost control and fell in the distance. As for Rakna’s shadow wolves, they had already been dispelled after reaching their time limit.
    

    
       
    

    
      After deracinating the forest around him and repelling his attackers, Aquila huffed. “It was a good try, humans. However, not enough.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh, really?” One mirthful voice sounded from above him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Aquila barely had the time to register the immense bloodlust and the laugh that followed before he felt something crash on his back which caused his upper body to collide against the ground and make a sizeable crater.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      A short moment earlier.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna watched as Flavia and Nyx engaged Aquila. “Good, they finally got his attention. If he hadn’t stopped flying around the statue, it would have been bothersome,” he muttered and ran out of the bushes he was hiding in, 
      Stealth
       still active, which was now level five.
    

    
       
    

    
      He dashed toward the Eagle God’s statue with his nine tails closely huddled to avoid them slowing him down. He leaped on the statue and, just like at the gymnasium, landed vertically and began to run upward with his claws retracting and extending.
    

    
       
    

    
      He ran faster than ever before as he scaled the statue. The first System prompt signaling him that his Claws skill had leveled up came thirty seconds in. Then, two minutes later, just as he reached the top, a second one appeared telling him his skill had reached its maximum level.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna grunted and finished his sprint by jumping high over the statue’s top and landing on all fours. When he reached the top, he could have sworn he noticed the figure of the irritating clown not far from him.
    

    
       
    

    
      He ignored it and turned back into a therian. Pronos carefully stretched forward and looked down from the statue’s crown. When he saw how far they were from the ground, he quickly returned to Rakna’s neck for comfort.
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, Rakna extended his claws again so that they were around eight centimeters long. But before doing anything, he ordered mentally, 
      ‘Two to speed. Two to dexterity.’ 
      He impassively felt the changes happen and then stabbed his own chest with his claws.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos hissed loudly in alarm.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Rakna?!] Even Alexa was astounded, expressing genuine shock and worry.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Calm down. Alexa, state your judgment,” Rakna said as if nothing had happened. It was as if the blood staining his clothes was not there at all. On the other hand, something else happened.
    

    
       
    

    
      [M-Mildly Injured. 
      Ireful Shell
      … activated.]
    

    
       
    

    
      This time, Rakna didn’t ignore the voices. Quite the opposite. He wholeheartedly listened to them as they dictated him to kill and destroy. But it still wasn’t enough for him to succumb.
    

    
       
    

    
      He drove his spear hand into his stomach this time; making sure to avoid critical spots but also making sure that the injuries were grave enough. Alexa didn’t speak after the second strike so he stabbed himself thrice over. One in his leg, another in his shoulder, and a third one too close to his heart for comfort.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Heavily… Injured.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 
      Ireful Shell 
      has leveled up! ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      When both warnings sounded, Rakna got flooded by the voices and his bloodlust. He then blacked out for a second before his mouth started twitching upward.
    

    
       
    

    
      The small smile turned into a grin. Then the grin turned into a full-blown laugh. Pronos cowered a bit and Rakna stepped forward toward the edge of the statue.
    

    
       
    

    
      His movements had nothing to do with just before. They weren’t as fluid but at the same time, they appeared unhindered and carried a heavy intent to crush whatever stood in the way.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, with a cackle, Rakna hunched over and his fangs grew. His eyes glowed purple and fur grew on his body as his clothes disappeared into the spatial ring. The sound of bones snapping echoed accompanied by a dreadful snarl.
    

    
       
    

    
      From the top of the statue, a deafening howl resounded and a midnight black figure jumped down.
    

  
    Chapter 33: End of the Hunt

    
      Nyx struggled to stay airborne after having been blasted away by the tempest. Gantt who she was helping had already been dropped off in the forest below.
    

    
       
    

    
      She flapped her shadow wings to go up again and see what Aquila was doing. If she was willing to, she had the ability to pin the Divine Eagle down at the cost of a huge chunk of mana, which would probably leave her incapacitated for a while.
    

    
       
    

    
      But before she could make a decision, her eyes widened in shock as she spotted something falling from the sky, heading straight toward Aquila. She briefly recognized the two wolf tails before the figure crashed on Aquila, creating a crater and raising a cloud of dust.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis leaned on his sword to stand up along with the help of his gang and also witnessed the event with wide eyes. Allan groaned not far from him as he rubbed his head in pain.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, they heard the sounds of a chain coming from within the dust cloud and a second later, two azure small scythes shot out and landed on both sides of Aquila, stabbing the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You?!” It was followed by Aquila’s incredulous shout and the clearing of the dust after a wave of his wings. Everyone’s attention was instantly grabbed by the being on the eagle’s back.
    

    
       
    

    
      It stood at least three meters tall with fur black as the night with a significantly longer portion on the back of its neck, similar to a mane. Its eyes seemed to be something out of a fairy tale, looking like a glowing red black hole. While on its rear legs, the muscles of the beast were easily noticeable, borderline bulging.
    

    
       
    

    
      But what they primarily focused on was the ear-breaking grin the beast was displaying as well as the blue-colored chain of a Kusarigama that was constraining the eagle’s neck.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What are you waiting for?!” The humanoid wolf roared. “Move your asses and pull on the chains!”
    

    
       
    

    
      That voice was utterly unrecognizable for all of them and the tone was even more so. But that weapon couldn’t be a coincidence.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis was first to recover. “Quick! Split up into two groups and make sure those scythes stay where they are!”
    

    
       
    

    
      The Wing Walkers got into action and Aquila groaned. His mana flared up but his concentration was shattered by the appearance of an albino snake who suddenly bit his eye, blinding it.
    

    
       
    

    
      A blue venom infiltrated his system and it got dangerously close to reaching his brain before it was stopped by his mana. He let out another whistle-like cry before chanting his magic a second time, “[
      TEMPEST!
      ]”
    

    
       
    

    
      The werewolf on his back fell off surprisingly easily while the snake consciously decided to ride the winds to relocate. On the other hand, the people who had grabbed the chain in time used it to not get blown away, which backfired on Aquila as the chain tightened around his neck.
    

    
       
    

    
      He grunted and lifted his claw before stomping on the ground, casting another magic, “[
      Quake!
      ]”
    

    
       
    

    
      The ground started shaking and more than one person lost their footing and let go. Aquila tried to exploit that opening to get away and deployed his wings, “[
      Atzpul
      !]”
    

    
       
    

    
      When he activated his skill, an unnatural wind was generated below him and made him take off with only one flap of his wings. The Wing Walkers were about to get dragged along when another voice joined the battle, “[
      Iron Maiden!
      ]”
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx glided over and raised a hand to the sky. Two shadow constructs shaped exactly like Aquila’s wings appeared before growing spikes under it. Nyx dismissed the System prompt telling her of the creation of a skill and brought her hand down.
    

    
       
    

    
      Aquila let out a cry stronger than the ones before as his wings got pierced by countless spikes but even then, he refused to completely fall back on the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Throw the grenades!” Leis ordered and the remaining explosives were thrown. They exploded above Aquila who was momentarily slowed down by the shockwaves of the explosions. But he still had enough force to get away. That is until another force suddenly weighed him down.
    

    
       
    

    
      His golden eye darted to find the source and quickly spotted Flavia in the distance. “[
      A-Anchor!
      ]”
    

    
       
    

    
      He almost failed to chant because of the pain and Flavia instantly felt like she was carrying tons on her back. She collapsed on her knees but in a show of stubbornness, maintained her telekinesis, and Aquila’s take-off was ultimately canceled.
    

    
       
    

    
      In a moment of absolute frustration, the Divine Eagle almost missed a voice coming from behind him, “[
      Five of Hearts
      .]” For a second, he sensed an incredible mana signature that should not be possibly present during a tutorial.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, a howl resounded and the werewolf landed next to one of the scythes. Aquila glanced at the humans and saw them visibly back away in fear at the imposing beast. He thought that maybe it would give him the chance he needed.
    

    
       
    

    
      The werewolf grabbed the chain himself and uttered one word, “Move.” The humans looked at each other and ran off without much resistance.
    

    
       
    

    
      Aquila then tried to pull but something unbelievable happened. He wasn’t the one who dragged the beast, he was the one who got dragged.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘What!? How does his strength rival mine?’
       Aquila thought in disbelief and before he knew it, the werewolf had forced him to topple over. The beast then leaped with the scythe in hand and landed next to the other which he also retrieved.
    

    
       
    

    
      The werewolf whirled the two blades in his hands with expertise and then grinned before yanking the chain attached to them. He then twisted his body to the side and slowly turned around.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘He couldn’t be…!’ 
      Aquila opened his eyes wide as his entire body slid on the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      The werewolf laughed maniacally before pulling on the chain even stronger. He spun in place and the Divine Eagle was dragged around before he eventually lost touch with the firm ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      Aquila, for the first time in this fight, wished he wasn’t in the air. The werewolf maintained his ear-splitting grin as he gained more momentum until the eagle was being jerked around in circles.
    

    
       
    

    
      Everyone around watched dumbfounded, shielding their eyes from the wind caused by how the massive eagle was turning into a living fan.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Holy shit…” Allan muttered.
    

    
       
    

    
      A few seconds later, the werewolf let go of the chain, and Aquila was hurled toward the Eagle God’s statue which he crashed on with a loud sound. The entire statue trembled and the ground around quaked.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, Nyx’s 
      Iron Maiden
       faded away and she collapsed on the ground panting along with Flavia who had also assisted as the werewolf went all spinning top on them.
    

    
       
    

    
      Aquila slowly got out of the hole he made in the statue and fell on the ground, without being able to move. “This…!” He exclaimed in shock as he couldn’t control his body anymore. Nothing was responding. Granted, he was in pain and the dizziness wasn’t helping. But there was no reason for him to lose control of his body.
    

    
       
    

    
      “This feels like a déjà vu,” a growl-like voice said, filled with amusement.
    

    
       
    

    
      Aquila looked at the source with his remaining eye and saw the werewolf slowly walking toward him with a snake slithering up his shoulder. That’s when he understood what happened.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Energy venom… I thought I had stopped it with my mana,” he said with a helpless tone. “It appears that it was too close to my brain, to begin with.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Pretty much,” the were beast said with a smirk. “Not that you would have won if it hadn’t worked anyway.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Aquila’s expression twitched and he squinted his eye to observe the being in front of him. He noted the mystical-like eyes, something he had never seen before, and then the two tails.
    

    
       
    

    
      “A werewolf with more than one tail… I see you deserve the S+ designation. What is your name?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The beast snorted and a silver case appeared in his hand. He silently took out a cigarette and looked at it with a scowl. “Can I even smoke this shit in this form?” He asked himself and not only Aquila but everyone else who had gotten closer sweatdropped.
    

    
       
    

    
      The werewolf shrugged and put the cigarette between his fangs and lit it up. He closed his eyes and a minute later, when he opened them again, their color had changed from red to purple. His whole demeanor even went from an unstoppable force to something akin to a true predator.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Rakna Xiorra,” he answered the Divine Eagle’s question with a much more tamed voice.
    

    
      Aquila narrowed his eye. “Split personality?” He voiced the first thing that came to his mind.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not exactly,” Rakna said with a huff. He approached the downed eagle and picked up the scythes on the ground. He grabbed the bases of the handles and twisted them. The blades along with the chain glowed and the entire thing began to shrink. Aquila felt the pressure around his neck fade and before he knew it, Rakna was wrapping a blue scarf around his neck.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You can’t really call it a split personality since both sides are just me with different behavior. It’s different from having two distinct people in your head,” he then finished his explanation and his ears twitched when he heard someone approaching from behind.
    

    
       
    

    
      He looked over just as Allan grabbed onto his left shoulder and looked at him with a grin. “Damn, Rak. You’re fucking huge. So, you were a werewolf, after all.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna grunted to answer and Nyx spoke up in curiosity, “What happens when you’re exposed to the full moon?” He looked back at her and remembered seeing something related to the moon in her status. Maybe it would be a good idea to look into it and the effect it has on him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I still don’t know,” he ultimately replied.
    

    
       
    

    
      “In any case,” Leis raised his voice. “I guess this means this tutorial is over, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed,” Aquila said. “You can now go through the exit as you please.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna silently looked at the downed eagle and barely could contain himself from growling as the bird’s veins appeared in his vision along with its beating heart. As he was wondering if he should go along with this primal hunger, he heard footsteps in the distance. He sniffed the air and realized their smell didn’t belong to anyone in his group. However, he recognized one of them…
    

    
       
    

    
      He looked over to the source and everyone imitated him, wondering what he was looking at. Then, Flavia’s eyes widened a bit as she spotted a few people coming out from a part of the forest that was undamaged by the fight.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was a group constituted of both the school’s students and teachers and amongst the latter, one of them was a very recognizable and unlikeable individual.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Herts…” Leia grimaced. “I hate that guy.”
    

    
       
    

    
      As she spoke those words, the teacher in question noticed them and froze on the spot when his eyes fell on Rakna. The people behind him had similar reactions. But then, Herts smiled knowingly as if he had figured out something and talked to his group.
    

    
       
    

    
      Normally, it would have been impossible to hear him from that distance, but Rakna’s hearing had already broken common sense. By just perking up one of his ears, he could perfectly discern the man’s words. Though they came to him as a whisper.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That monster must be a part of this tutorial. Or else, how could it have been possible for us simple humans to beat that large eagle? We are saved, friends.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scoffed internally. That man’s words were laced with honey. Every sound coming out of his mouth was meant to make others trust him. After that little speech, he along with his group came over.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Pronos, hide,” Rakna whispered and the little snake tilted his head in confusion before slipping under Sonata. A minute later, Herts had arrived.
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, you’re still safe and sound, Mister Herts,” Flavia said with fake politeness and he smiled back as if he hadn’t noticed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m glad to see you alive, Miss Jeina. And, yes, I had the chance to be saved by my fellow teachers before the goblins could invade the school,” he said and turned toward Rakna. “May I ask who this is? You must have had a hand in the defeat of this eagle, correct?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna squinted his eyes. 
      ‘Let’s play the game,’
       he said internally. “That is none of your business, human,” he uttered and his allies’ expressions turned bemused for a brief moment before a look of understanding replaced it. “Why don’t you answer my question instead. Where were you when your fellow humans were fighting for their life?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Herts’ face stifled for a second before regaining its usual pose. “I apologize for that. But I’m afraid that precisely one of my… fellow humans, as you say, caused me to be unable to move for a long period of time, waiting for a venom to withdraw from my student’s bodies and mine,” he explained with a glint in his eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      He looked around and grinned before raising a question, “Now that I think about it, is that young man not here? Did something happen to him perhaps?” He asked without concealing how pleased he was of the prospect. “But I see that you have that young man’s scarf with you, sir.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Rakna is still alive,” Flavia replied coldly. “He was just unable to participate in the battle. He lent us his scarf since it is an item that we needed to defeat the guardian,” she effortlessly went along with her former student’s intention to hide his identity.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” Herts sneered and turned around. “Let’s go. It’s time to leave this forsaken place, everyone,” he said and headed toward the opened gate under the Eagle God’s Statue.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait a minute,” Rakna said and that made them stop. “You will only leave once three people from this group go through. You do not deserve the titles. Try to go through anyway and I’ll be sure to end you myself,” he uttered with a growl and a slight activation of his 
      Intimidation
       skill.
    

    
       
    

    
      Herts paled and decided to bring his group to the opposite side of theirs.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why are you willing to let him live?” Leis asked Rakna almost immediately after they had gone out of range. “I’m not one to say that killing people left and right is good, but that man certainly didn’t deserve to live. Even back on Earth, his reputation was unsavory at best.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not worth it,” Rakna replied indifferently. “Not only is his blood worthless but his group might have gotten away and told other people out there, whoever they may be, that we are treacherous murderers. I wouldn’t know the consequences of that, but I wouldn’t want to bet.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Aquila snickered and they looked at him. “You humans and your hate of each other… It’s hilarious, as always. By the way, as a service, I can tell you that half of that man’s group hasn’t reached the quota of souls.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, I was wondering,” Allan uttered. “There’s no way that all of them had fifty souls. They didn’t even seem to know how to throw a punch. What will happen to them if they try to exit?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Simple. They’ll never reach the other side,” Aquila said matter-of-factly. “They will die without even realizing it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…” Allan fell silent.
    

    
       
    

    
      “And does that man over there have fifty souls?” Flavia inquired whilst pointing at Herts.
    

    
       
    

    
      “He does. He must have convinced others to hunt for him,” the Divine Eagle answered and closed his eye. “Now leave. You have collected the necessary souls and you have defeated me. You won.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis and Rakna looked at each other and nodded. “Let’s leave,” the former said and his gang started preparing and making sure they didn’t forget anything behind before leaving.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You three,” Rakna spoke to Allan, Flavia, and Nyx. “Go in with them. I don’t care about the titles. Decide who will go first on your own. I’ll join you later.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia scowled. “What will you do?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m going to have a chat with this big guy… in private,” he replied and Aquila glowered full of suspicions.
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right,” Flavia sighed. “If that’s what you want; I know there’s no way for you to take it back.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “And I don’t think you’ll be in any danger after we just saw you spin around a ten-meter-tall eagle while laughing your ass off,” Allan added and the two women chuckled.
    

    
       
    

    
      “We’re leaving,” Leis shouted from the gate and Rakna gave him a casual salute. Then, the latter’s three companions joined up with the Wing Walkers and they decided that the first three would be Leis, Allan, and Leia. Nyx said that she had no need for a beginner title and Flavia was almost sure to have the Soul Hunter title after all the eagles she had killed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Have fun with… well, whatever you’re going to talk about,” Allan added before leaving with the other two. Then, the rest of the gang followed with Nyx and Flavia, and finally, Herts left with his group after giving one last glance at Rakna.
    

    
       
    

    
      Now, the only people left in this terrain littered with uprooted trees and small linear craters were Aquila, Rakna, and Pronos still snuggled under Sonata.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…do you require something from me, young wolf?” Aquila broke the silence.
    

    
       
    

    
      “As a matter of fact, I do,” Rakna responded and walked to the eagle. He lifted one of his wings and put it on his shoulder. He then grabbed Aquila’s side and with a grunt, made the large bird flip so that he would be lying down on his back.
    

    
       
    

    
      Aquila groaned because of the pain. “I assume… you didn’t do this because you wanted me to be more comfortable now, did you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re not wrong. Before I continue, I have a question. You’re a clone, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see… so it was you whom I sensed earlier. You analyzed me,” he remarked. “It must be nothing short of 
      Appraisal
       to have gotten that information. Impressive. And, yes, you’re correct. I’m just a clone. A very weak clone.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “If I kill you here, will the original know about it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Aquila hesitated for a second. “What is your aim? The experience?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That would be a bonus but it’s not exactly killing you that makes me cautious,” Rakna replied and extended his claws. “You didn’t answer my question.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “And from the looks of things, you’re going to kill me either way, huh?” Aquila snorted. “And yes, my original will know. The second I die; he will absorb my memories.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well then,” Rakna’s eyes flashed for a second as he jumped and landed around the chest area of the eagle’s body. “I hope you will be able to forgive me for this. I don’t really wish for the Avatar of a God to chase me down. But I’m afraid I can’t help myself,” he said emotionlessly and spear-handed Aquila right where his heart was.
    

  
    Chapter 34: Luquila

    
      Rakna straightened his clothes after turning back into a therian. He looked behind him at the body of Aquila slowly turning into particles after he had killed him.
    

    
       
    

    
      He had received forty experience points from him because he dealt the finishing blow and from what he understood, everyone else who had participated in the battle had gotten their own share of that amount depending on their contribution.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm?” Rakna tilted his head to look at Pronos who was tapping on his cheek. The little snake then pointed at his mouth and it was then that he noticed the stains of blood around his lips. He grunted and wiped it with the back of his hand. “Thanks. I have to admit, it’s a bit messy to pull out a heart and eat it,” he said with a flat tone.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then brought the System windows he had put aside to the front and took a proper look at them while walking toward the gate. There were three of them in total.
    

    
       
    

    
      The first one was obviously the kill notification. As for the second one…
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have defeated the clone of the Eagle God’s Divine Avatar with a crushing might while being considerably disadvantaged. Aquila has acknowledged your strength and talent after the memories of his clone came to him.
    

    
      Congratulations! You have acquired a new title; 
      Divinity Slayer
      !
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Divinity Slayer
    

    
      The nomination of Divinity is the first step on the hierarchy of the Global Pantheon. Divinities are considered the weakest Celestial Beings, trumped by Demi-Gods, Earthen Gods, Heavenly Gods, Ancient Gods, Mythical Gods, and Primordial Gods.
    

    
      You have fought and defeated a Celestial; a feat worthy of the highest praise for a mortal.
    

    
       
    

    
      Title Effect
      : Attack, Magic Attack, and Defense +10% against Divinities.
    

    
      Additional Effect: 
      When killing Divinities, the Host will get a random increase to their attributes.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm, Alexa, that second effect, I suppose it doesn’t include Aquila, does it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [It doesn’t. This only concerns future slain Divinities.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna huffed. He would be lying if he wasn’t a bit disappointed but the third System window in front of him was enough to completely outweigh any disappointment imaginable.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Activation of The Harvester.
    

    
      The heart has been assimilated. The Host is not compatible with the divine essence. A gene mutation has been initiated. 
      Success Chance:
       1.5687%
    

    
      ---
    

    
      --
    

    
      -
    

    
      Mutation Successful!
    

    
      Implementation of Core Gene Successful!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Second Gene Established
      : Royal Luquila.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “I have to say; luck is a really good thing to have,” Rakna commented and opened the details of his Nirvana Skill.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      - 
      The Harvester:
       An exceptionally rare type of skill; Assimilation. The Host has the ability to acquire a being’s trait by devouring their heart. The first heart consumed by the Host will determine the core genome and alter the Host’s race.
    

    
      Current Number of Genetic Factors Assimilated: 
      2/4
    

    
       
    

    
      1St Factor
       (
      Core Genome
      ): Nine-Tailed Wolf. Two Tails Unlocked. 
      Next Tail:
       Lv.10/Lv.25.
    

    
      Currently Attuned Aptitudes: 
      Smell of the Wolf God
      , 
      Claws
      , 
      Shape Shift
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      2nd Factor
      : Royal Luquila. 
      Next Wings
      : Lv.10/Lv.100
    

    
      Currently Attuned Aptitudes: 
      Luquila’s Wings
      , 
      Flight, Fabled Sight, Lesser Regeneration
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Luquila, huh? What does ‘Next Wings’ mean?” Rakna uttered out loud.
    

    
       
    

    
      [I recommend using 
      Appraisal
       on the genome itself, Rakna.]
    

    
       
    

    
      He didn’t need to be told twice. He focused on the word he wanted a description of and he silently cast his skill.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Luquilas are considered creatures belonging to the Lost Ages. Barely any record of their existence is left. But the very few annals and histories that were passed on told of a few facts.
    

    
      Luquilas are commonly seen as the close cousins of Griffins. They were caricatured as large quadrupedal beasts with the body of a wolf, the head of an eagle, and talons as their rear feet. They also possessed three pairs of feathered wings and were said to be the fastest creatures to ever exist as well as the bearers of one of the best regenerative abilities.
    

    
      There is no actual proof of their existence except words and images. According to researches made by illustrious mages, including ???, the age of Luquilas’ legends would place their last sighting at least six hundred million years ago.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note:
       The Royal Luquilas were said to be able to rival natural-disaster-class beings like dragons and phoenixes.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. So, it means that I will grow a second pair of wings at level 100. Now; the question is…” He closed his eyes and tried to feel a sensation similar to when he grew his tails and ears.
    

    
       
    

    
      After a short minute of deep concentration, he got a result. One brief reaction near his left shoulder blade. Then, the same thing happened on his right side. He then groaned as he pulled his shoulders inward and a pain hit him as soon as he heard an unfamiliar but oddly identifiable sound.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked over his shoulder and a large wing almost hit him in the face because of his lack of control. He first tried to completely deploy them and in one swift motion, the two wings unfurled and spanned over three meters.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then was able to admire them. They were mainly black, matching the color of his fur, with silver accents on the lower half. They were feathered but unlike what you would see in representations of beings such as fallen angels, the feathers themselves were more numerous and shorter. There was also a layer of dark blue fur inlaid under each feather, which made the whole thing glint when it was exposed to sunlight.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed and tried to fold them which he achieved rather easily. The more time he spent with them out, the more he could operate them without thinking. He then deployed them again and repeated the process until he felt no difficulty doing so.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait, how did it go through my clothes?” The question abruptly hit him. He wanted to retract them and see if his hoodie was still intact but that generated another question. “How do I put them back…?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [I have the answer to your first question, Rakna. The System provides help for Hosts with extra appendages such as wings. When you take them out, the System will perform the necessary modifications to the clothing. And when you retract them, it will go back to its state beforehand.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see… what about my second question?”
    

    
       
    

    
      […I’m afraid you will have to find out by yourself.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s expression twitched. He could have sworn he heard Alexa laughing at his troubles. He was forced to spend the next five minutes practicing how to retract and pull out his wings at will. Lastly, when he was done with that, he checked the descriptions of his four new abilities.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      - 
      Luquila’s Wings: 
      The wings of the mythical Luquila. They have a defense value equivalent to the double of the Host’s. They consequently possess the potential to be used as shields.
    

    
      The ‘surface feathers’ can also be launched at the enemy with an attack value equivalent to half of the Host’s. The time needed for the surface feathers to regenerate varies according to the endurance attribute and regeneration-boosting traits.
    

    
      Current Amount of Surface Feathers
      : 1000.
    

    
      Current Regeneration Time:
       1 min per feather.
    

    
      The Luquila was rumored to be one of the fastest flying creatures to ever live. However, with only one pair of wings, the maximum speed is severely limited.
    

    
      Current Max Flying Speed
      : (speed*10) km/h
    

    
      It is also possible to infuse mana into the wings to double the flying speed at the cost of 50MP per minute.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      -
       Flight 
      (Lv.1)
      : Host’s proficiency at controlling their flight-related techniques.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      -
       Fabled Sight 
      (Lv.1)
      : The eyesight of a Luquila allows for both near-perfect physical and spiritual vision. Both distance, speed, and lighting are not a problem for 
      Fabled
       
      Sight
       and most illusions and spiritual beings such as ghosts can be perceived by it.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      -
       Lesser Regeneration
      : Increased healing factor. Strong enough to heal smaller injuries at least twice as fast as a normal human. Bones heal under a week and blood is produced faster. On the other hand, regrowing body parts is not possible and the skill cannot save the Host from the more fatal injuries.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Interesting. These wings have more uses than I thought,” Rakna mumbled and casually tried to wave one of his wings and follow his instincts as several black shadows shot out at high speed and pierced the ground. “Decent firepower. Then, there’s the flight proficiency given to me. The lesser regeneration goes without saying and 
      Fabled
       
      Sight
      … is an active skill.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna mused and decided to conduct a small experiment. He unfurled his wings and crouched before jumping with everything he had, flapping his wings at the same time… only to fall back on the ground. Pronos looked at him with blank eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, this is going to be harder than I anticipated,” he said and tried to take off again but this time by adding mana to the process.
    

    
       
    

    
      His wings released a silver mist from the tips of the feathers and before he knew it, he was heading straight toward a tree. He couldn’t stop in time and he crashed into the trunk headfirst. Pronos felt like he was watching a comedy show.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna gritted his teeth and for a moment, his eyes flashed red out of annoyance. He groaned and pulled out a cigarette to calm his emotions.
    

    
       
    

    
      He slowly stood up while huffing smoke. “Trial and error, trial and error…” He muttered to himself and closed his eyes to get to the proper mindset. His eyes sharpened and he once again channeled his mana. He then also got an idea and tried to manipulate his ‘soul’ that he came to notice thanks to the 
      Eyes of the Soul
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, the silver mist returned and he flapped his wings for the third time. This time, his figure blurred and he traveled around fifty meters upward in a few seconds. He then wagged his wings again, ascending even higher and faster, leaving a silver trail behind him.
    

    
       
    

    
      In a moment of absolute focus, Rakna felt like he could feel every variation of airflow around him which was followed by several System prompts.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      In a moment of deep focus, you have gotten closer to your soul and reached incredible insights.
    

    
      Eyes of the Soul
       has leveled up!
    

    
      Flight 
      has
       
      leveled up!
    

    
      Flight 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Flight 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Flight 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Through executing a specific action, a new skill has been created; 
      Mana Control.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Through executing a specific action, a new skill has been created; 
      Artzpul
      .
    

    
      ---
    

    
      - 
      Mana Control
       (Lv.1)
      : You have learned how to command the reserves of mana within you and can now begin to use it more freely. It can for instance be used to release blunt waves of energy or add a layer of protection around a part of the body.
    

    
      Note
      : Mana
       
      Control is seen as a gate to the acquisition of many other mana-based skills.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      - 
      Artzpul
       
      (Lv.1)
      : Contrary to its stamina version, ‘Atzpul’, ‘Artzpul’ employs pure mana to launch the user into the air. It can also be used to cushion a landing. The higher the level, the faster it takes effect. This skill is rarer than its counterpart because of its harsh requirements on the user’s wings’ ability to redirect mana.
    

    
      Cost:
       2 MP
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      After reaching a satisfying height, Rakna began to fly horizontally and also stopped feeding mana to his wings and the silver trail disappeared. That mana-boosted flight took him fifty mana points every minute, in other words, nearly one mana every second. He had to use it sparingly.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos let out a contented noise as he stuck his head out of the scarf.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Enjoying yourself, little guy?” Rakna snorted and ignored the notifications of his flight proficiency going up even faster than what his stealth had gone through, and did what his intention was in flying up in the first place.
    

    
       
    

    
      He mentally triggered 
      Fabled Sight
       and his eyes whirled and turned golden. Rakna suddenly saw his vision go through a massive change. He scanned the ground with it active and managed to see through almost everything as if he was standing in front of it.
    

    
       
    

    
      He could see where the remaining goblins were hiding across the forest with just a few glances and even the smallest of animals like rabbits and squirrels couldn’t escape him. He also got to see the survivors from his school other than his or Herts’ groups.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked at them and squinted. He got closer to the ground and whistled loudly. “Whether you pull it off or not will solely depend on you,” he mumbled as the wolves responded to his call.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then spent a minute or two adjusting to the skill before disengaging it with a blink. “This should be enough experimentation,” he muttered and turned around right when his flight reached level eight. He then moved his mana back to his wings and zoomed through the air to return to the gate.
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was about to reach the ground, he muttered a word, “[
      Artzpul
      .]” The skill made his wings flash brighter and his momentum was killed in an instant. The air current blew away the dust and he landed with both hands and one knee on the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 
      Artzpul 
      has
       
      leveled up! ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted at the prompt and popped his neck as he stood up. He retracted his wings and took a look at his status to see how much mana he had left. “I have enough mana to engage Ulvia’s Veil again. My mana regeneration will keep it for as long as I want,” he said to himself and the illusion once again covered his ears and tails.
    

    
       
    

    
      After making sure he was prepared, he walked through the gate and exited the Zeroth Plateau.
    

  
    Chapter 35: An Offer

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Tutorial Mission Completed
    

    
      Assessment
      : You have completed the side objective, 
      Overtaking
      ,
       
      with a 48% contribution. You have killed the clone of Aquila with a 78% contribution. You have collected 62 Souls and defeated a total of 235 foes, both indirectly and directly.
    

    
      Mission Time
      : 8:35:55
    

    
      Rewards
      : 2240 Talys, Access to the First Plateau.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You are now going to be transported to the First Plateau. Brace yourself.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Brace myself?” Rakna muttered to himself as he stood in a place plunged in darkness. There was nothing in sight except the System window.
    

    
       
    

    
      And soon enough, the warning explained itself as he felt something a lot similar to what he went through when the System first took him away from Earth. A splitting headache attacked him and in the blink of an eye, quite literally, his surroundings changed to something completely different.
    

    
       
    

    
      At first, his blurry vision made it impossible to make out anything but it faded away in under ten seconds and what was presented to him then was pretty shocking, even for him.
    

    
       
    

    
      First of all, he seemed to be standing in the middle of a very wide and futuristic-looking circular platform with blue neon lines across its surface. He looked around and almost dropped his jaw at the sight of a city with a dark blue color-scheme extending as far as the eye could see.
    

    
       
    

    
      Each building was worthy of being called a lighthouse with the countless electronics they sported such as holographic billboards and neon signs. There were a few skyscrapers that reached nearly unimaginable heights and as crazy as it sounded, there even seemed to be one building that had a direct connection to outer space.
    

    
       
    

    
      Other than that, Rakna couldn’t ignore the many flying vehicles as well as the thousands of people he could see flying around with jetpacks or with what seemed to be magic for the most part.
    

    
       
    

    
      In this landscape, the only places he could see a bit of verdure was on top of certain towers that seemed to have greenhouses on their roof. He could also see smoke on the horizon, or maybe was it mist?
    

    
       
    

    
      But, what surprised Rakna the most was that it was the same story for every cardinal direction. Everywhere he looked, the city stretched beyond what he could see, and unconsciously, he almost felt lost and a bit intimidated.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos seemed to share his sentiments as he looked around with a silly expression.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, I see you finally arrived,” piercing through the noise of the city composed of sounds of both machinery and airborne vehicles, one voice spoke to Rakna from behind.
    

    
       
    

    
      His eyes widened a bit and he managed to kill his surprise in an instant before turning around. As one might have been able to predict with a bit of thinking, it was Gray who stood there twirling his cane with a grin flashing on his face.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You…” Rakna scowled.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, me,” Gray quipped. “Missed me?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I don’t think I would miss someone whose only interaction with me was a joke about me hiding in fear from a bunch of dogs walking on two legs.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uh,” Gray blinked in a daze. “That was a good come back, wolf boy.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I aim to please,” Rakna uttered with a dry tone and the clown cackled darkly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re terribly emotionless for a kid,” he said and tilted his head. “Well, I guess I should not be surprised to see a bit of uniqueness in an S+ candidate,” he commented offhandedly and smirked when he saw the young werewolf’s scowl.
    

    
       
    

    
      “And yes, I know about your potential value. It’s a very rare rating by the way; be proud. Also, do not worry, batch overseers like me have rules to follow and we aren’t allowed to use analytic skills on newcomers. I only know about your basic information such as your name and potential. I can’t even check your race in fact,” he said with a shrug.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see…” Rakna muttered and Gray rubbed his chin.
    

    
       
    

    
      “On a side note, I can see that you’re using an illusion to hide your appearance. You’re not really the first one to do so but, friendly advice, none of the stronger Hosts will fall for such a low-level trick. You can hide from the weak guys but do not expect higher-ups not to notice it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re awfully chatty for someone who borderline insulted me when he first saw me. Why are you even telling me all of this?” Rakna spoke with an accusatory tone and Gray laughed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “In my defense, kiddo, you made me, and the whole batch as well, wait for half a day before we could start the tutorial. Well, we got the report from your shopkeeper telling us that you had been gravely injured and needed rest but still,” he sighed and looked at Rakna in the eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “As for your little question, let’s say that… you’re bound to attract a lot of attention if you’re not careful,” he said with a serious tone. He pointed at Rakna’s back with his cane. “Not only do you have S+ potential, but those tails… you have two of them now.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna frowned. “And?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray snickered and put his cane back on the ground. “And you’re a werewolf. A werewolf capable of growing more than one tail is a first in the history of the System. If I were you, I’d do my best to not carelessly transform in front of others, and maybe you’ll be able to pass as a beast-man with noble blood. Many Hosts would be happy to dissect you, experiment on you, torture you, and even enslave you if they found out about your abnormality.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s expression twitched as he took in those words. Alexa had already made him very aware of the individuality of his situation, add to that his recent acquisition of a Royal Luquila’s genome, a creature of legend, and he basically had a massive target on his back.
    

    
       
    

    
      However, he didn’t know that it would be so bad that Hosts would try to either subjugate him or turn him into their lab rats. Pronos looked at him in worry and Rakna silently patted the little snake before opening his mouth.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’ve dodged my question,” he said and Gray exclaimed in curiosity. 
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “All in all, the only thing you told me until now is that you possess information with the potential of ruining my life in this shitty ‘System Society’ of yours. You haven’t answered why you’re telling it to me though. Is it just to taunt me?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray’s eyes narrowed slightly and the screen he had for mouth switched to a more good-natured smile. “Worry not. I’m not about to threaten you for fun. In fact, you could say that I’m willing to give you an offer.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “An offer?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, indeed,” Gray nodded and turned around with his red tailcoat flailing behind him. He started walking to what seemed to be a staircase to one side of the platform they were on. He waved his hand at Rakna without looking. “Follow me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna raised an eyebrow and he shared a look with Pronos before he ultimately decided to follow the clown. As they were walking down the stairs that were built above the buildings, he passively began to observe the city in a bit more detail.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Like the view?” Gray asked.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna just hummed and replied with a question, “Where are you bringing me?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The robot clown chuckled and pointed at something in the distance with his cane. “Do you see that over there?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna followed the line defined by the cane and spotted a structure not far. It was the exact same design as the platform they had just left.
    

    
       
    

    
      “There are as many platforms like these as there are groups from your batch. I don’t know if any of your friends told you already, but on a yearly basis, a batch is summoned from a random planet and separated into several groups. Your school was Group C, by the way. To give you an example, Group A is from the country you call ‘Korea’.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. What’s the connection between that and my question though?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, each group has a caretaker like me. And we’re currently in the process of assembling the ones who passed the tutorial. So, I’m just bringing you to where the others are right now. Your friends, with whom you fought Aquila, included.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why do I feel like there’s more than just ‘assembling’ people to this?” Rakna commented with a voice oozing with sarcasm.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray chuckled. “You’ll see soon enough.”
    

    
       
    

    
      A few minutes later, they had reached the end of the staircase that was right next to a large road where there were actual land vehicles instead of flying ones. Rakna spared a few seconds to look at the city from up-close before continuing to follow Gray who was heading to a nearby building.
    

    
       
    

    
      He walked to the entrance and the automatic doors slid open as he got close. Rakna tagged along and after barely taking a step inside the building, something came out of nowhere and blocked his path.
    

    
       
    

    
      He jumped back in reflex and stared wide-eyed at the metallic arm cutting his path. He traced it back to its source and saw a large robot that was as tall as his werewolf form, standing there.
    

    
       
    

    
      || ID. || It spoke with a mechanical voice and Rakna turned to Gray for an explanation.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Just ask your AI for your ID. Every Host has one and it’s used to make records of their movements in the System, their purchases, and especially to access places with, let’s say, stricter security such as this place. It is quite literally an ID; an identification document. Some places even need you to be over a certain age to visit. Later on, you’ll have to get yourself a physical one.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [S1985266348P,] Alexa spoke without waiting for her Host and Rakna carefully repeated the sequence to the robot which instantly looked through the database and found the recently created entry.
    

    
       
    

    
      || ID Verified. Welcome, Rakna Xiorra. || It then backed away and removed its arm before returning to a slightly concealed corner of the entrance hall. That explained why Rakna hadn’t seen it coming at all before he was confronted with it. The thing somehow wasn’t making any noise while walking and trying to sense something that isn’t alive was quite hard.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Come on, I don’t have all day,” Gray said and pushed open the doors that were the closest to the entrance. When Rakna saw what was behind them, his mind shut down for a second.
    

    
       
    

    
      It wasn’t because he couldn’t process what he saw or anything, rather, it had gone way beyond his expectations. The best he could do to describe what laid in front of him was a party. This building was a large party hall and currently, hundreds of young-looking people were chatting and serving themselves on the absolutely massive buffet available.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What? You didn’t expect this?” Gray said with a grin. “It’s always like this after a tutorial. We gather the batch and throw a small welcome party. Especially, since most of you haven’t eaten much for at least a good half day. So; the buffet.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna threw an inquisitive look at the clown as they walked in. “But it’s not all, is it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Obviously,” Gray didn’t even try to hide. “It’s related to the offer I mentioned. But you’ll have to wait for everyone to be gathered. In other words, you’ll have to wait for the tutorial mission to hit its time limit. Which is about… three hours and a half from now,” he said and pointed at a certain corner of the hall.
    

    
       
    

    
      “There. Your group,” he said and Rakna looked at where the clown was pointing and managed to spot a few familiar faces amidst the crowd. “On this note, I have to go and wait for the other Hosts at the platform. Thanks to you, there’s probably going to be a lot more surviving,” Gray said in a fake annoyed tone and turned around. “Have fun,” he added as he exited the building again.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna watched him go with a scowl and made his way through the crowd to rejoin group.
    

  
    Chapter 36: Toast to Survival

    
      “Rak! You’re here,” Allan raised his voice the second he saw Rakna approaching and caught the attention of everyone. “We all got the notification you killed Aquila soon after coming out. What were you doing until now?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Stuff,” Rakna shrugged and he arrived at the big table they were standing around. He looked at the food displayed and Pronos practically rocketed out from under Sonata before landing on the table with sparkly eyes. “What about ‘you know who’? I don’t see him here,” he said while reaching for a plate.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Over there,” Flavia pointed with her chin as she was eating dumplings with Nyx. Rakna followed her line of sight and spotted Herts’ band huddled to the side of the room with the man in question sporting a dark expression.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leia snorted as she swallowed a piece of bread. “He must be pissed off about losing half of the guys he had with him. They never appeared on the platform. I guess that bird was saying the truth.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed,” Leis nodded.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed as he placed a full chicken on his plate. Then, much to everyone’s shock, he cut it into five pieces, which were still way too big for anyone with common sense, and proceeded to swallow each one of them, bones and everything, after chewing a few times. What they didn’t see though was how his fangs had grown temporarily when did it.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he finished the whole chicken in just a few seconds, Rakna returned their incredulous stares with a lifted eyebrow. “What?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No, it’s just… did you always eat like that?” Allan uttered. “I don’t remember you doing that, ever.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Werewolf and all that… forgot already?” Rakna replied unperturbed. “I’m not really hungry right now but my ability to eat has probably skyrocketed. I have a hunch that if I was in my other form, I could probably finish another one of these in just one bite.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s kinda scary, bro,” Allan deadpanned. “If you ever feel the urge to eat one of us, please tell us in advance. Who knows if one day you’ll start craving for humans?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, hearts do taste good,” Rakna commented indifferently.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait, what?” Allan froze. “What did you just say? Rak? Rak?!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna ignored his friend’s shouts and turned to look at the other people in the party hall. His eyes, which had sneakily turned golden, swiftly swept over each person. He even got a close look at the appearance of the Hosts on the opposite side of the hall.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Their characteristics vary a lot; Asian, South and North American, African, European… Truly we were picked out from across the Earth’s surface,’ 
      he thought and blinked as his irises returned to their purple color. Then, from the corner of his eyes, he saw a tall man wearing a black trench coat enter the hall while leading a new group of people inside
      . ‘Probably another overseer.’
    

    
       
    

    
      “What are you thinking?” Leis came up to his left and asked.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Nothing much. I’m still assessing the situation.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see…” Leis whispered. “There’s something I can’t help but notice personally. How many people do you think there are in this hall right now?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna glanced at him for a second before answering, “I’d say between two to three hundred.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “And how many do you think there are left to arrive like them?” Leis continued while pointing at the small group of four people who had just entered the hall.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Honestly, if we take how our side of things was, I don’t think there will be a lot more. Maybe a hundred and a half or so, at best. Truthfully, there are a few things that we had over the other groups in the first place. First; me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis let out a chuckle at that. “Can’t deny it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thanks to my Nirvana Skill, as well as Nyx’s help, we managed to defeat Aquila without too much trouble or losses but I doubt it was the same for the other groups. Then, there’s the fact that your gang, Nyx, Flavia, Allan, and I formed a pretty powerful force from the get-go. It was easy for us to collect and monopolize souls. Incidentally, because of our superiority, we haven’t had to face a certain situation.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Stealing,” Dan joined the conversation from the side. The others also seemed to be listening ever since Rakna started talking. “No one tried to steal souls from us.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes,” Rakna nodded. “However, there’s no doubt that anyone who isn’t trained like us will easily fall into despair at the situation. Humans are cowards, especially when it comes to the unknown. For them, it’s less scary to kill fellow humans than otherworldly monsters.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan laughed wryly. “The fact that you’re actually not human anymore makes it so ironic. Because I know you would say that even if you weren’t a werewolf.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Dan snickered. “True. And I can guess what you’re going to say after this, Xiorra,” he declared and everyone looked at him. “In this kind of situation, it’s very easy for the mundane folks to develop a psychopathic behavior. In conclusion…” He trailed and shot a sharp glare at the crowd. “You can fully expect this place to be crawling with freshly born serial killers.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Everyone fell silent at his words and the many voices in the party hall drowned their area. Only Pronos wasn’t paying attention to anything as he stuffed himself with fish and meat.
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx sighed in the silence. “It’s such a sad thing to know that you’re completely right. Humans are just pathetic like that,” she remarked while staring at the ripples of the wine in her cup. “They do have a lot of potential as a species. The potential to be anything; from the worst trash imaginable to the most respectable of heroes.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, right,” Dan exclaimed. “It almost slipped my mind that you too are not human. Your status says that you’re an Ascended Human… the heck is that?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx shrugged off the stares of everyone. “Personal.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Now that I think about it, how much information does your 
      Scan
       give you?” Rakna asked and Dan mused for a bit.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, depends but generally, it’s limited to the name, age, etcetera, and the attributes. I can’t see the skills at all and sometimes, even the attributes show as interrogation marks even when I use it on a target of the same level as me. What about you? You were able to see the entire status of Aquila. How did you do that?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “
      Appraisal
      , that’s the name of the skill I use. The System tells me that it’s a better version of 
      Scan
      . That’s all I know.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Anyhow,” Allan raised his voice a bit. “Let’s stop talking about this shitty game for a bit. I want to enjoy my food without being depressed, please.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I got to agree with that one,” Gantt quipped. “It spoils the taste.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right,” Leis grabbed a cup of alcohol and lifted it a bit. Everyone understood the action and grabbed their own drinks. Rakna quietly poured himself a cup of water much to the amusement of his close friends. They knew that he disliked basically every drink other than water.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos looked at everyone in confusion and Flavia smiled before handing him a cup of water too which he grabbed with his tail while tilting his head.
    

    
       
    

    
      “To our survival,” Leis said and raised his cup.
    

    
       
    

    
      ““To our survival,”” all of them said except Nyx, Rakna, and obviously Pronos, before they downed their respective drinks.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, the other people in the hall apparently happened to see it and, like a chain reaction, they all made a toast with the same words, though in different languages.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      As the new Hosts were enjoying their time, a few hours passed, and a few minutes before the end of the tutorial, a group of cloaked people appeared in the forest surrounding Rakna’s school but there was something odd about it. It wasn’t the area where the Tutorial had proceeded. In fact, it seemed to be one of the separate dimensions meant for the initiations.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Do you feel anything?” One of the cloaked beings asked as the night masked their shape.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Give me a moment,” a second voice responded. “Hm, I smell something in that direction,” it said and the group of unknown people instantly moved at a speed that would be mind-gobbling for anyone new to the System.
    

    
       
    

    
      They traveled a few hundreds of meters in a few seconds and they all stopped somewhere with several trees carbonated or half deracinated. The cloaked people then collectively surrounded a certain shape lying on the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Fuck,” one of them said and crouched next to the corpse of the nine-tailed wolf. “It’s dead. Stabbed in the head. Its heart seems to have been… gouged out? Though it appears to be post-mortem…”
    

    
       
    

    
      One of the others clicked his tongue audibly. “How the heck did this happen? We went through all that shit to kidnap it from those damn wolves, and now it’s dead? I thought hiding it in an initiation dimension would be safe. There’s no way a newbie Host could have killed a nine-tailed wolf, right? Even if it was a cub.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m lost as well. It can’t be someone from the seven branches since they have absolutely no reason to kill this cub. Heck, even we only wanted to use it as a hostage.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What about the Host that took their Initiation here? Can we interrogate them?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Unfeasible. There’s no way to pinpoint who it was. For all we know, they might have died during the Tutorial anyway.”
    

    
       
    

    
      One of them sighed. “No choice; burn the corpse. We can only fool the wolves into thinking that we have the cub in our possession.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Understood,” the crouched figure nodded and placed his hand on the wolf’s body. In the blink of an eye, a white flame appeared and engulfed it before turning it into ashes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s leave before the System kicks us out to the First Plateau. I heard Gray Whisles is one of the overseers this year. If he finds us, we’re dead,” he uttered and they disappeared from the forest as fast as they came.
    

  
    Chapter 37: Guilds

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      This is a Global Missive.
    

    
      This year’s Tutorial is officially over. The batch is now fully part of the System. You have now full access to its every service.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Access to the Pavilion
      ; Unlocked.
    

    
      Macro Translation
      ; Unlocked.
    

    
      Ranking; 
      Unlocked.
    

    
      Looting;
       Unlocked.
    

    
      Dungeons;
       Unlocked.
    

    
      Quests;
       Unlocked.
    

    
      Parties;
       Unlocked.
    

    
      Guilds;
       Unlocked.
    

    
      Trials;
       Unlocked.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Congratulations, Hosts, you are now full-fledged members.
    

    
      We will now share with you one last message.
    

    
      Welcome, and survive well.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked apprehensively at the prompt in front of him. 
      ‘Full access to the System, huh?’ 
      He thought and read each newly unlocked ‘service’ with a scowl.
    

    
       
    

    
      Before he could ask anything about it to Alexa, the lights of the hall went out and the sound of someone clapping brought his attention to the stage located at the far back. The projectors lit up and the few hundreds of newbie Hosts saw a lineup of around fifteen people.
    

    
       
    

    
      One of them was Gray who was holding his cane to the ground with both hands and an ever so bright digital grin. Around him were all kinds of individuals.
    

    
       
    

    
      Amongst them, there was a man wearing a worn-down brown trench coat and a cowboy hat. A little girl that looked no older than twelve was present as well but despite her appearance, she had a disturbing grin on her face.
    

    
       
    

    
      A man with long hair and twin swords on his back, a curvy woman with long ears, a short girl with light armor, a young-looking boy with white hair, a humanoid reptilian with dark green scales…
    

    
       
    

    
      All in all, they all exuded a powerful presence. 
      ‘The other overseers I assume,’ 
      Rakna thought and focused on two people specifically, other than Gray.
    

    
       
    

    
      One of them was a tall man that stood at the far left of the stage. He had short spiky blue hair and green eyes. What caught Rakna’s interest about this man was his beastly features, namely, the ears and the six tails he sported, which seemed to belong to a tiger. Other than that, the man in question also was staring at Rakna with a smirk, which he very quickly began to ignore.
    

    
       
    

    
      The second person he focused on was the man that stood not only at the center of the lineup but also stood slightly forward. Compared to the others, his appearance was somewhat banal. Black hair and eyes, a middle-aged look, and casual clothing. But, for some reason, Rakna felt that he was one of the most dangerous people there.
    

    
       
    

    
      “My name is Quill Frazen.” As if on cue to Rakna’s thoughts, the man spoke to the Hosts gathered in the hall. “I’m sure that all of you have formed a good picture of the current situation. So, I won’t bore you with the obvious. First of all, my colleagues here and I are this year’s overseers that were each tasked to oversee you. Our job is decomposed into two parts. The first is making sure that the Tutorial goes as smoothly as possible. The second one is what I am about to tell you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Within the System, you have two choices. Either you act alone, or in a group. In most cases, that decision essentially comes back to one thing; Guilds. The very same mechanic that the System just gave you access to. You can join a guild for protection, resources, or guidance. Needless to say, it is recommended for new Hosts to join a guild. Of course, none of you have any connection to the already established guilds and that is precisely why overseers volunteer as one in the first place; to recruit.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes flashed in understanding. He briefly glanced at Gray who waved at him as if he knew that he was going to be looking at him at that moment.
    

    
       
    

    
      “We will go around recruiting the Hosts that we believe have potential in this batch. You have the choice to refuse. Of course, the opposite is also possible. We can refuse you. In that case, I suggest you try to find someone willing to take you in after leaving this building. Every year, guilds that couldn’t or didn’t want to send an overseer will have a spokesperson outside. Though I warn you, not all guilds are good. You will only have yourself to blame if you end up prisoner of a shady guild while under an unreasonable contract.”
    

    
       
    

    
      When Quill was finished with his speech, the lights returned and the first overseer to move was Gray. “Well, well, have fun, friends. I already know who I want,” he said and disappeared from the stage.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Tch, lucky bastard,” the tiger man uttered. “He’s the first overseer from 
      that
       guild in at least fifty years and he so happened to get an S+.” The other overseers showed their agreement in their own way before getting to their recruitment.
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, the instant Gray vanished, Rakna had to resist the sudden urge to lash out purely out of reflex as the man reappeared next to him. Allan, Flavia, Nyx, and the others also tensed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “No need to be so jumpy,” the clown said merrily. “Not only do I have no intention to hurt you, but as an overseer, I’m forbidden from doing such a thing.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sure,” Rakna replied so dispassionately that his friends nearly face-faulted. “Get to the point, Clown. Is your offer about joining your guild?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray chuckled. “Indeed. As I have already told you, your unique circumstances are perilous, to say the least. But, by joining my guild, you can be sure that even the most powerful Hosts nearing the top Plateaus would think twice before laying their hands on you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That confident, huh?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes,” Gray nodded and waved his hand at the other overseers as they talked to several groups of people. “The overseers generally belong to at least one of the top thousand guilds. It is not too shabby but, the one I belong to has a place in the top hundred; ranked 34th to be exact.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Though, I won’t hide you that we’re quite small. But, at the same time, we only accept members with considerable talent and power. Most people fear us for that and since our motto is to retaliate a hundred-fold against those that hurt one of us, you can be sure that you’ll get quite a secure standing in the System.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What would be the implications of joining your guild?” Rakna asked back without missing a beat almost taking Gray by surprise with his readiness. “And how can I trust you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, first, nothing too bad will be imposed on you. You are pretty much free. The only thing you would be required to do is answer when you are summoned or act when another member needs help. It has to be a mutual thing after all. We help you; you help us. In addition to that, you will get the normal advantages such as the guild shop and quests.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “As for my credibility, well, I have nothing to gain by lying to you. You can ask your AI and you’ll learn that, unlike the spokespersons outside, overseers are not allowed to lie about what they offer to Hosts. Unless they want to be punished by the System itself.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [That is true, Rakna,] Alexa intervened. [If an overseer attempts to lead astray the Hosts that they are supposed to guide, they will be punished. The punishment itself depends on the gravity of the situation but a thing such as lying about the conditions of joining a guild can go as far as having the overseer forced back to level 1.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm,” Rakna closed his eyes in thought and both his and Leis’ group looked at him wondering what his decision would be. “I have one last question.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray waved his hand. “Go ahead.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I suppose only I can join your guild?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, unfortunately, I don’t think I can accept someone other than you,” Gray affirmed. He looked at the others and stopped at Nyx. “I would have been inclined to take her in. Her ability and what Aquila said about her make her a promising Host but let’s say that our guild has a policy to never accept more than one person at once.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well then,” Rakna shrugged. “I will join your guild as long as I don’t become their enemies after they themselves align with another organization.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Enemies, huh? Don’t worry about that. Our guild is completely neutral,” Gray grinned and turned toward everyone. “Also, if that helps, I can recommend your friends to certain guilds.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I can help with that,” a new voice joined the conversation and Gray looked behind him. A woman with long green hair, emerald eyes, and long ears walked over to them. The crowd was splitting to let her pass and a lot of the guys immediately blushed as their eyes fell on her body accentuated by the one-piece dress, she wore.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leia elbowed her brother who also had been entranced. Allan groaned and tried not to look and Flavia glanced at Rakna to see his reaction. She sighed in relief when his eyes reflected just as much dullness as always.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh? Vera? Are you interested in someone here?” Gray asked and the woman smiled as she stopped right next to the group.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed,” she nodded and looked at Flavia. “Tell me, what is your path?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eh?” Flavia blinked in surprise. “Um, it’s… Chaos Witch.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Vera’s smile widened. “Good, I was right. I knew I felt a familiar aura. My name is Vera Bael. I’m from the Wiccan Guild, and like you, my path is Chaos Witch.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uh,” Allan uttered. “So, another sexu-!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna wordlessly put his hand over his mouth’s friend. If his instincts were right, this woman was plenty able to make him regret his words a thousand times over. As a matter of fact, Vera’s eyes had gained a shade of red just before he had silenced Allan.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You were saying something?” She turned toward Allan who started sweating as a wave of killing intent washed over him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “N-nothing!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Vera’s eyes returned to normal and the invisible pressure disappeared. She then went back to Flavia who had her hand on her chin.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I advise you to accept, young lady,” Gray intervened and she looked at him. “The Wiccan Guild is constituted of only female members with high magical potential. On top of that, they are one of the three top hundred guilds present this year. There is no better deal for you. Especially if your path is Chaos Witch.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “In that case, I agree as long as I keep my freedom,” Flavia declared and Vera smiled.
    

    
       
    

    
      “No problem. You will be as free as you can be. Now, what about you? I think you’ll fit perfectly in our guild,” she spoke to Nyx who was standing to the side. The former goddess widened her eyes since she didn’t expect to be suddenly addressed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…I agree. I don’t think I’ll get a better deal anyway,” she accepted without much hesitation.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Perfect,” Vera clapped and both Flavia and Nyx visibly started reading something.
    

    
       
    

    
      A few seconds later, they both said one word, “Yes.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Welcome, you’re now a member of the Wiccan Guild. To settle the formalities, it will be tomorrow at the Pavilion; in the morning preferably. Your magic affinities will also be awakened there. See you around, girls,” Vera said and nodded at Rakna with a smile before walking away.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, that happened,” Allan muttered.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re quite lucky,” Gray said to the two women. “The Wiccan Guild is probably one of the best possible choices for you. In any case, here,” he snapped his fingers and three envelopes appeared in his hand out of nowhere. He handed two to Leis and one to Allan.
    

    
       
    

    
      “For you, you should go talk to Quill; the grumpy guy from earlier. Give him this letter and he will probably take you in. His guild has a lot of physical fighters and is the third guild in the top hundred attending today,” he said to Allan who nodded as he grabbed the letter.
    

    
       
    

    
      “As for you and your little group, you should go look for Magnus or Grim. The former is the cowboy and the latter is the tiger beast-man. I’m sure the two of them will be willing to accept all of you, separately or not. Choose by yourself after talking to them. I recommend Magnus for gun-related stuff and Grim for the rest.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis nodded silently and took the letters. “We’ll go right away then. Thank you,” he added and led the Wing Walkers toward the concerned overseers.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Welp, guess I’ll be going for a bit as well,” Allan said and headed into the crowd.
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right,” Gray raised his voice and, just like Vera, clapped his hands; an action that prompted a System window to appear in Rakna’s sight.
    

  
    Chapter 38: Throne of Glory

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Gray Whisles, The Clown Warlock,
       has invited you to the guild; 
      Throne of Glory
      .
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Clauses Agreed Upon by the involved Hosts:
    

    
      - 
      Preservation of personal freedom.
    

    
      - Duty to assist the guild and its members when in need.
    

    
      - The signer has the right to refuse orders if not coming directly from the Guild Leader.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Do you accept?
    

    
      Yes/No
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna took his time to read the few clauses, lingering just a bit on Gray’s full name and title, then opened his mouth, “Yes.”
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have joined the 
      Throne of Glory Guild! 
      You are the 13th Member.
    

    
      Your 
      Affiliation
       has been updated.
    

    
      Guild Chat
      ; Unlocked.
    

    
      Guild Shop
      ; Unlocked.
    

    
      Guild Quests
      ; Unlocked.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “13? Really?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray shrugged. “Well, I told you, didn’t I? We’re a small guild. But, at the same time, this just goes to show how powerful each one of us is. You as well, have the potential to become one of the biggest figures in the System. That is obviously why I chose you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “How powerful are we talking about exactly?” Flavia curiously asked from the side.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray looked at her with a grin. “Three of our members are in the top ten Hosts in rank. Four others are in the top hundred. Four more in the top thousand. And the rest are in the ten thousand, mainly because they’re our more recent additions, one from sixty years ago, and another from seventy-five years ago.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That does sound impressive, but… what is that ranking based on exactly?” Nyx inquired.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, you might want to take a look at your status for that.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name:
       Rakna Xiorra
    

    
      Age:
       17 | 
      Level
      : 10 (50/100)
    

    
      Path/Race
      : Nine-Tailed Werewolf
    

    
      Affiliation
      : Throne of Glory
    

    
      Titles
      : Legendary Slayer, Wolf King, Divinity Slayer
    

    
      Potential
      : S+ |
       Host Rank
      : I
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “The Host Rank thing?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray nodded. “Yes. As you may have noticed, it’s written in Roman numbers. I don’t know why but honestly, no one ever complained about it. In any case, what I can tell you is that the Host currently at the top of the leaderboard is at Rank LXXVIII; 78. You can ask your AI later about what you need to increase it. You can also take the occasion to learn about everything you unlocked. Though, you might not want to do it right now. It’ll take a while after all.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Anyhow,” the cyber clown raised his voice with a concluding tone. “I’ll take my leave now. Unlike the other overseers, I don’t have to stay around since I don’t care about recruiting more people. I will see you tomorrow. At the Pavilion. Have a good evening, Rakna Xiorra.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray bowed theatrically and disappeared from the party hall as if he was never there.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eh? The clown’s gone already?” Allan’s voice sounded as he came back right after.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You just missed him,” Flavia commented. “You’re already done with your guild?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, that guy really didn’t waste time. He read the letter, asked me a few questions, then sent me an invite to his guild without any extra word. So, I just accepted, and he told me to go to the Pavilion tomorrow, whatever that is,” he shrugged and turned toward his old friend. “So, Rak, did you join that guy’s guild?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna seemingly didn’t hear what he said as he was visibly focused on something.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Again? Seriously?” Allan muttered and half-heartedly tried to get his attention by waving his arm in front of his face.
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, Rakna was attentively watching as a System window scrolled down through lines of text popping up one after another. He had noticed a small blinking sign in his vision and when he concentrated on it, it expanded and showed this:
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      <Void> 
      Hey, guys, looks like Gray got ourselves a new guy this year.
    

    
      <Petal> 
      So it seems.
    

    
      <Bull> 
      Really!? Nice! That means a new sparring partner!
    

    
      <Blood> 
      What do you mean ‘new sparring partner’? Don’t bully the new guy -_-
    

    
      <Bull> 
      Meh, if Gray recruited him, that probably means he has enough potential, right? I’m sure he’ll get strong enough in no time. What do you say, Gray? You there?!
    

    
      <Clown>
       I am. Though on the move currently to meet someone. I just left the new member in the party hall. Rakna, if you’re reading this, there should be a button at the bottom of the window. Press it, enter your pseudonym manually then just speak mentally.
    

    
      <Blood>
       So his name is Rakna, is it?
    

    
      <Petal> 
      So it seems.
    

    
      <Blood>
       …you really need to stop saying that all the time. The new guy will think you’re literary inapt or something.
    

    
      <Petal> 
      So it seems.
    

    
      <Blood>
       …you did that on purpose. And it wasn’t even coherent to what I was saying!
    

    
      <Petal>
       So it seems :)
    

    
      <Blood> 
      That’s it! Wait till I get to the 826th Plateau and I’ll murder you!
    

    
      …
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Well… that’s new,’ 
      Rakna thought with a small amount of amusement. This Guild Chat was very free-spirited. It probably reflected the guild’s inner workings. 
      ‘Press the button and enter the name, huh?’
    

    
       
    

    
      He followed Gray’s instructions and typed his pseudonym before trying out this ‘mental speaking’ with the perfect sentence.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Obsidian
       joined the Guild Chat.
    

    
      <Obsidian> 
      So it seems.
    

    
      Obsidian
       left the Guild Chat.
    

    
      <Blood> 
      …
    

    
      <Void> 
      …
    

    
      <Bull> 
      …
    

    
      <Petal> 
      I like the new kid.
    

    
      <Clown> 
      I know, right?
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna had closed the window right after sending his message. He wasn’t about to start a full-blown conversation right now. When he looked up, Allan’s waving hand almost hit him if it wasn’t for his reflexes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oops!” Allan pulled back. “Sorry about that. So, finally back to Ear- wait, guess that doesn’t work anymore. Whatever. What the heck were you doing? You stood there without moving for at least two minutes.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Chatting.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh, do you mean the Guild Chat?” Flavia spoke up. “I opened it and there were so many people talking there.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Guild Chat? What’s that?” Allan asked confusedly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Isn’t there a small icon on the top left of your vision?” Nyx said and he squinted with a confused expression until he suddenly opened his eyes wide.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, found it! It’s super discreet though. How did you guys see it?” He uttered as he also opened the chat only to see absolutely nothing. “Uuuuh, you said there was supposed to be a lot of people talking? There’s no one on mine.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia tilted her head. “Well, maybe your guild is the silent kind. What’s its name?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Madness Guild.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…I will be honest with you, young man,” Nyx raised an eyebrow. “That’s not a name that inspires trust.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I mean… kinda? But the clown said this was one of the best guilds, didn’t he? Maybe they just chose the guild’s name on a dare or something.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Be careful, all right?” Flavia said with a worried tone.
    

    
       
    

    
      “C-come on, now you’re starting to freak me out…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t worry, we’ll still be your friends even when you become mad,” Rakna provided and Allan nearly face-planted.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not you too…”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted and the two girls chuckled. After that, Leis’ group came back a few minutes later and they all exchanged some casual banter for the next half an hour. All while Pronos was resting on the table with his bloated belly being the only proof of his rampage over the food.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, about forty minutes since the overseers had started recruiting, only Quill remained in the hall as he took his place back on the stage.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You are free to go. You can leave this building and explore the city as much as you want. If you want details, ask your AI. The only thing I will tell you is that you can book a room in a hotel with your Talys. Then, tomorrow morning, head to the Pavilion. Have a good night,” he said and in the blink of an eye, he had disappeared just like his fellow overseers.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Time to leave,” Rakna muttered as he was one of the first to walk to the exit. He grabbed Pronos who was sleeping with a contented face and put him under his scarf.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I guess,” Allan shrugged and followed him along with Nyx and Flavia. Leis’ gang similarly went after him. When they stepped out of the building, the night had completely fallen and the lights of the city made it a very pleasant sight.
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, where are we going?” Allan asked as they walked on the side path; cars passing by with trails of red lights.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Personally, I think I will take my group to a hotel,” Leis spoke up. “Gray gave us potions when we came out earlier for the most injured ones but a lot of us still are quite tired.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. Have a good night then. I want to explore this city for a little bit,” Rakna said.
    

    
       
    

    
      Leis nodded and asked his AI for directions before going on another road.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What about you?” Rakna turned toward Nyx who was silently staying with them.
    

    
       
    

    
      She shrugged with a passive expression. “What can I say? I don’t know anyone else and I don’t feel like checking in for the night right away. What? Am I a bother?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No,” Rakna shook his head and turned right at an intersection, entering some sort of avenue with no vehicles and just a regular stream of people. “I was just curious. I know that Flavia and Allan would stick to me like glue, but I didn’t know about you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Dude, don’t make it sound as if actually having friends is a bad thing,” Allan deadpanned.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia giggled. “But we can’t deny it. I have no shame in saying that I would be scared if I was alone in this situation. I’m happy that it’s not the case and if being clingy to someone is all it takes then I don’t mind.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx smiled faintly. “You have a very clear view of yourself. That is a respectable trait. And, I have to agree, it feels safer to be in a group at the moment, even if I barely know you three.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “True,” Allan acquiesced. “In any case, there sure is a lot of different kinds of people here, huh? Or should I say… species? Races?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Everyone nodded in agreement. Though they weren’t really surprised about it at this point, there was something that they had noticed while walking on these streets. While most people here were human in appearance, they would occasionally cross paths with alien-like creatures, beast-men, elves, dwarves, and even cyborgs. The blend between what they considered science fiction and fantasy felt surprisingly natural.
    

    
       
    

    
      | Welcome to Berber’s Parts Shop! Find all the electronics you need! |
    

    
       
    

    
      The group passed by a big robot waving around a poster as he shouted that line. They looked behind him in curiosity and saw that he was standing in front of a shop filled with electronic parts and devices.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Get yourself a pair of Holographic Lenses at the best price!” This time it was from a woman on the other side of the street. She was wearing a pretty revealing outfit while trying to attract customers.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I guess no matter the world, people still use the good old ways to attract the eye,” Allan laughed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm,” Rakna replied minimally and actually started walking to the woman.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eh? Wait, are you actually--? Rak?” Allan uttered in disbelief. Flavia and Nyx also watched in mild confusion as he went to the shop.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What are Holographic Lenses?” When Rakna asked that question as he arrived in front of the woman. Allan and Nyx immediately understood while Flavia sighed in relief more than anything.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, Sir, they are essentially a way of communication, entertainment, and life utility. They come as either a pair of glasses or bionic contact lenses. You can use it as a regular phone, take photos, record videos, project holographic images such as maps, and much more. What do you say? Are you interested?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “How much?” Rakna shot back instantly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “For a regular model, it will be around 200 Talys. The more expensive ones can go as high as 1000 Talys. At least, that’s for what we have here. I’ve heard that some cost more than 100 000 Talys in the upper Plateaus.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. I’ll buy one.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Of course,” the woman smiled broadly and guided Rakna inside the shop.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Aaaah, there he goes again,” Allan sighed deeply and they followed him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Again?” Nyx tilted her head.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Rakna is a bit special for things like this,” Flavia shook her head as she reminisced. “He tends to go on shopping sprees… He looks over everything available for hours then buy what interests him. Once, Allan and I stayed with him for three hours straight.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I honestly never expected that from him,” Nyx admitted.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, you’ll soon see,” Allan chuckled as they watched their common friend pay at the counter of the shop with what seemed to be a System transaction. They wondered how bad this was going to get.
    

  
    Chapter 39: Old Wang

    
      In the end, the four of them ended up buying Holographic Lenses. Allan, Rakna, and Nyx picked contacts that were made in such a way that it would literally become a part of their eyes, they wouldn’t even need to take them out. On the other hand, Flavia decided to go with glasses, which gave a certain boost to her teacher aura.
    

    
       
    

    
      After that particular shop, Rakna stopped at a few other shops. He bought things such as blankets, lighters, food, all sorts of tools, spare clothes, and a few secondary weapons. Compared to the Holographic Lenses, these weren’t very expensive.
    

    
       
    

    
      So, after an hour of shopping, he only spent around 800 Talys in total. He obviously put his new possessions inside his spatial ring. Or else he wouldn’t have bothered; he didn’t want to buy things he’d have to carry around 24/7.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, the group finally came to a stop as they found a small noodle stall ran by an old bearded dwarf. Other than Pronos, they hadn’t eaten that much at the buffet so they decided to give it a try. After paying ten Talys each through a System window, their bowls were quickly served.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Fuck, this is good,” Allan uttered as he slurped a long string. “Totally new flavors too. Never tasted a sauce like this.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed,” Nyx nodded. Her table manners were flawless compared to the three others. “Although I have eaten many luxurious dishes in my life, I have to say, this is delicious.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “There is something about simple but well-made dishes that just never gets old,” Flavia said.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed in agreement while eating. Even after eating an entire chicken, he still felt like he could eat ten times more.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m happy you like it,” the old dwarf said with a smile. His stall was located in a pretty quiet area and currently, his only customers were the four in front of him. This was one of the best parts of having a street stall for the old dwarf. Since he had just a few customers at a time, he could always chat with them about the food.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Say, old man, what can you tell us about this city? We’re kinda new here,” Allan said.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh, so you four are new Hosts, huh?” He said with a nod. “Let’s see… First, this city is very old. It’s as old as the Plateau in fact. The very first Hosts thousands of years ago made the foundations for it and it evolved until this point. It became a massive hotspot over the years. There are a lot of people living here and the traffic makes business boom. This is the second biggest city across every Plateau but I can assure you that we’re the most technologically advanced.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I have been wondering until now, but how big are we talking about?” Nyx asked. “Even while we were standing on those elevated platforms, we couldn’t see the end of the cityscape.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The old dwarf laughed lightly. “Of course. If you want to see it, you would need to travel hundreds of miles in one single direction. But you can take the underground train for that. You will get there eventually since every new Host needs to go out into the wilderness to ascend Plateaus.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh?” Rakna’s interest was picked. “So, there is something out there that we will need?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The old man chuckled. “Sorry, sonny. I can’t reveal too much. You will be filled in at the Pavilion.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sir, do you mind if I ask a more ‘personal’ question?” Flavia was the next one to inquire something and the dwarf looked at her. “Though, I have to admit I’m not aware if it’s something normal to ask or not.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What is it, young lady?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Are you a Host?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The dwarf first blinked then laughed. “Hahaha, no. No, I’m afraid not. I’m one of the ‘Locals’. I’ve met some Hosts who called us NPCs if that helps you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted. “Those are probably dead by now or had a very rough awakening.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm? Why would you say that?” The dwarf asked.
    

    
       
    

    
      “NPC is the abbreviation for Non-Player-Character. It’s game jargon. In other words, those people you met were taking you as nothing more than a game feature. Those are signs of foolishness and self-pretense,” Rakna replied.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That explains a few things,” the dwarf said with a nod. “I was never told what it meant until now.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m confused though. Anyone with a functioning brain should be able to tell this isn’t some stupid game. I wonder how people can get that delusional sometimes,” Allan shook his head.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Now, now, youth can often be a bit misled. Nothing we can blame them for. Younglings like you are rarer if you ask me. And, maybe, it’s because of this,” he said and snapped his fingers. Instantly, a window appeared in front of the group’s eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Old Wang, The Noodle Store Owner
      , offers you a Quest.
    

    
      Objective:
       Finish eating your meal.
    

    
      Rewards:
       5 Experience Points
    

    
      Do you accept?
    

    
      Yes
      /
      No
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Nice. So, you can give quests to Hosts, huh?” Allan unhesitatingly accepted the quest. It was free experience after all.
    

    
       
    

    
      “This is probably why even the weaker Locals are left alone by Hosts,” Old Wang added. “We are not really mistreated since each one of us is in essence a good opportunity to get rewards.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait, there are no rules to the quests you give? For this one, you’re giving us experience points for just eating… You must have a limitation of some sort, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Old Wang nodded. “You’re right. First of all, I can’t give quests more than once a week. Secondly, the rewards must be provided by me. Even experience points. Like you, we Locals have a System. Though it’s very minimal in comparison. The only thing we have access to is our Level. We have absolutely no control over our attributes and skills and the only way for us to get stronger is through pure training.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, wait, you’re giving us your own Exp right now?” Allan was surprised. “Are you sure it’s fine?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t worry, sonny. I can get that amount back easily. Even if I’m a bit lacking, I can still beat up a few monsters and even small things like making use of your proficiencies can give you Exp. For example, if I invent a new dish with my cooking proficiency, I will get rewarded with a nice amount of experience. You can get the same result by coming up with new battle moves too.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uh, cool. Thanks for the info, old man.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, Rakna had silently cast an Appraisal on the old man and was forced to hide the shock he felt.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name:
       Wang Faezi
    

    
      Age:
       96 | 
      Level
      : 123
    

    
      Race
      : Dwarf
    

    
      Affiliation
      : First Plateau
    

    
      Titles
      : The Noodle Store Owner, Master Blacksmith, The Hidden One
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 50 | 
      END
      : 30
    

    
      SPD
      : 10 | 
      DEX
      : 70
    

    
      INT
      : 30 | 
      LCK
      : 2
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      - 
      Blacksmithing
       
      (Lv.29 
      ⋆⋆
      )
    

    
      - 
      Hammer-Mastery
       
      (Lv.12 
      ⋆
      )
    

    
      - 
      Cooking
       
      (Lv. Ex)
    

    
      - 
      Mana Control
       
      (Lv. Ex)
    

    
      …
    

    
       
    

    
      Magic Skills:
    

    
      -
       Metal Magic
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
       
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
      - 
      Hyper Sensitivity to Mechanical Movements.
    

    
      - 
      Hyper Affinity to Metal Working.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note: 
      Wang Faezi is the last living member of a lost Dwarven Clan. He has stayed hidden from the world for the most part of his life, training in his blacksmithing skills. He also has a passion for cooking and uses it as a distraction when he needs inspiration for forging.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Inwardly, Rakna only had one reaction, 
      ‘…how in the flying fuck is this ‘lacking’?’
    

    
       
    

    
      The old man’s status was way beyond their current selves. He even had one Ascended Skill and one Demi-God skill on the verge of reaching its limit.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stared at the old dwarf from the corner of his eyes. He seemed to be completely oblivious to the 
      Appraisal
       that had been cast on him. Rakna’s suspicions were quickly answered by Alexa who saw fit to intervene.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Locals cannot sense analysis skills without the use of a special Item, Skill, or Magic Ability. They generally have smaller resistance against them as well. That is why you were able to see this much information even with your level disparity.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I see…’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Also, may I add something, Rakna?]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I believe I already answered that question. What do you want to say?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [I suggest you keep a connection to this Local. Blacksmiths are very significant to a lot of people. This dwarf will most likely be able to reach Divine Rank if given the time. Even high-level Hosts would wish to be acquainted with such a Master.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks for the tip, Alexa.’
    

    
       
    

    
      [You’re welcome, Rakna.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh yeah, I was thinking, teach, you got the Soul Hunter title, right? What does it do?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna perked up. He didn’t know how the conversation had evolved to that point but he also was curious.
    

    
       
    

    
      “How to explain…” Flavia mused. “Essentially, it gives me a sort of mana bank. The bank is equal to 10% of my mana pool and for every enemy that I kill, one soul will turn into one stored mana point. The best thing about it is that I can use it as a substitute source of energy for my telekinesis. It even says that it can replace stamina when it comes to it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Damn, that’s good.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What about yours?” Rakna followed. “The Crowned Seedling title.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, mine is simple in comparison. It gives me two ‘Volatile Attribute Points’. At least, that’s what they called it. From what I understood, I can allot those points wherever and whenever I want.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “He is talking about attribute points that can be unassigned at will to be put into other attributes instead,” Old Wang answered.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s a very good effect actually,” Nyx commented. “You could take someone by surprise if you use it well. That could very well save your life if you concentrate them on something like speed or endurance.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uh, true… I didn’t think of it like that,” Allan shrugged.
    

    
       
    

    
      After ten more minutes of idle chatter, the group finished their meal and Old Wang’s quest updated instantly and gave them five experience each.
    

    
       
    

    
      “See you, old man. It was fun,” Allan said as he stood up with everyone else.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Anytime, sonny.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Do you have an HL number perhaps?” Rakna asked. HL was the common abbreviation people used for the Holographic Lenses.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, of course. I can give you my number. Let’s keep in touch. I have a feeling that you four will do great things in the future,” Old Wang said with a smile and before they knew it, their lenses were already registering a number coming from an external source.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Save it under Old Wang,’
       Rakna said inwardly to Alexa who was the one who handled the HL. It seemed that the System AIs had a lot more uses than he anticipated.
    

    
       
    

    
      “We’ll come back once in a while,” Rakna said. “It might be good to have a place to relax in the First Plateau. As long as we don’t die, that is.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Old Wang laughed. “Indeed. This is probably something that the System will tell you enough that you’ll get sick of it but, I’ll say it anyway; survive well, kiddos.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna waved his hand over his shoulder as he walked away with the other three. When they were out of sight, Old Wang chuckled and closed his stall’s counter before exiting it. The second he put a foot outside of it, the entire stall disappeared.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Phew,” he sighed while tapping his back. “Another day that passes…” He muttered then looked at the night sky for a moment. “I’m in a good mood this evening. Maybe I’ll forge a blade or two then go to bed,” he chuckled and went back home.
    

  
    Chapter 40: To Yearn for the Stars

    
      After eating their meal at Old Wang’s, Rakna asked for directions from Alexa and she led them to the closest hotel. It was one of the more imposing buildings in the city.
    

    
       
    

    
      When they went through the entrance, they were welcomed by a clerk who after asking for their IDs, offered them each a free room because they were new to the System.
    

    
       
    

    
      After taking an elevator that Rakna was sure had somehow moved them across a distance that was considerably higher than the building’s height he saw from the outside, the four of them found their rooms at the very end of the corridor.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I guess we’ll split up for the night,” Rakna commented as he opened the door to his room with a card they had been given. When the door opened, Pronos instantly dashed inside, curious to see how it looked.
    

    
       
    

    
      “At what time should we gather tomorrow?” Nyx asked.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s almost midnight right now… To get a good rest, let’s say we get out at 9,” Rakna said. “Also, here,” he added and waved his hand at them.
    

    
       
    

    
      Several sets of clothes came out of his ring and appeared in his friends’ arms. He hadn’t been the only one to buy clothes and since he was conveniently able to store anything in his ring, he had been the one to ‘carry’ them.
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right, see you in the morning,” Allan said and entered his room. “Good night, peeps.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good night,” Nyx followed up and closed her door after entering.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good night, Rakna,” Flavia said softly and did the same as the two others.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna was the last one to close his door which was followed by a loud shattering noise coming from inside the room. “…what is he doing?” He muttered.
    

    
       
    

    
      He distanced himself from the entrance and found himself looking at a queen-sized bed placed in a room that had one entire wall made of glass so that you could admire the city.
    

    
       
    

    
      Now, the second thing that he noticed was Pronos frozen still on top of a nightstand. His mouth was wide open and, on the floor, lay a broken vase spilling water over the carpet.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sent a blank look at him and the little snake turned away and quite literally tried to whistle his way out of it. Rakna sighed and walked to a certain door which he believed led to a bathroom.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he opened it, the lights turned on automatically and his assumptions were proven right. He inspected the shower, the toilet, and the sink before looking through the small shelves.
    

    
       
    

    
      He grabbed one of the many towels there and used it to get rid of the water while Pronos watched awkwardly. Then, after throwing away the ceramic shards along with the plant and the dirt it was planted in, Rakna lied down on the bed.
    

    
       
    

    
      He stared at the ceiling for a while, before sitting up. He looked at Pronos who was continuously sending feelings of shame and guilt through their connection. “Don’t worry, little guy. I’m not mad. I just hope you don’t knock over a vase someday where our life might depend on it, okay?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos nodded frantically and Rakna snorted before focusing on one certain System window that he mentally made reappear. It was the prompt that told him of the unlocked features. He planned to follow Gray’s advice.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Alexa, you’re there?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Of course.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then let’s start. The Pavilion is something I’d like to ask about, but we’ll probably learn tomorrow so let’s skip it. Explain what the ‘Macro Translation’ is.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Macro Translation is something necessary for a Host’s life inside the System. It allows for people to be able to converse even if they speak different languages. To put matters simply, this feature of the System makes it so that everyone in the System speaks a common language.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. Good to know. What about the Ranking?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Ranking is exactly as Gray Whisles told you earlier. The higher your rank is, the more influence you have in the System, over both fellow Hosts, Locals, and the System itself.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “How do you increase it?” Rakna continued his questioning as he leaned against the bedstand and Pronos did the same on a pillow, quietly listening.
    

    
       
    

    
      [To be promoted, one needs to fulfill a few conditions. One of the most common conditions would be how high your level is. I believe it would better if you see for yourself, Rakna,] Alexa stated and a System window opened in front of him.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Rank I
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Promotion Conditions:
    

    
      - Level 10
    

    
      - Attribute Cap Greater Than 40
    

    
      - Ten Completed Quests: 1/10
    

    
      - Fifty Monsters Above Level 8 Killed: 6/50
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Straightforward enough,” Rakna commented. “What do I gain from promoting?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Other than prestige and higher authority, more practical rewards such as Attribute Points and Items are possible. Keep in mind that promoting gets harder the more you do so and the rewards become proportionally better.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right, tell me about Looting.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [It refers to what humans from your planet would call ‘drops’. When defeating a monster or even a hostile Host, they have a chance to drop valuables such as money and equipment.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Dungeons,” Rakna didn’t waste time and asked for the next feature.
    

    
       
    

    
      [It is explicit. On every Plateau, there will be a sizeable number of Dungeons. Clearing them is a means to train, collect good equipment, and sometimes complete a Quest.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then, tell me about Quests.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Of course. Quests, as you saw, can be given by Locals such as Wang Faezi. Their objective can vary from the simplest of actions down to the rescuing of a princess.]
    

    
       
    

    
      If Rakna didn’t know better, he would have thought that Alexa tried to tell a joke.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Quests have three possible sources in total. One; Locals and the Pavilion. Two; Exploration. This includes things such as discovering lost ruins, dungeons, or even just a simple lost item that you would be tasked to return to their owner. Three; Path Quests. Your Path will make you go through ordeals in the future to master your abilities.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled at the last one. He wondered what kind of Quest his Path could give him. What sort of test would a Nine-Tailed Werewolf be required to go through?
    

    
       
    

    
      [Then, we have Parties,] Alexa continued on the list, probably having learned by now that her Host would ask it without waiting. [Parties are a very simple idea. A Party can be created when several Hosts form a group to either conquer Dungeons or complete Quests. The Party cannot have more than ten members and any experience gained by any of them will be shared with the others at half value.]
    

    
       
    

    
      [On the same idea, there exists Guilds. I’m sure you understand the gist of it already. Gray Whisles will explain more to you tomorrow. Finally, the last feature accessible to you through the System are Trials. There is a definite number of Trials on each Plateau and they are also the conditions required to move from one Plateau to another. The First Plateau has exactly three Trials. Only by completing them all will you be allowed to access the Second Plateau. More details will be given to you at the Pavilion.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna rubbed the bridge of his nose with a grunt. “It sounds like this Pavilion is a major aspect of the System.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [That is correct.]
    

    
       
    

    
      He sighed and took a look at Pronos who had fallen asleep in the middle of Alexa’s explanation. He then glanced at the time on a digital clock hanging from the wall of the room and idly noted that there were only a few seconds before midnight.
    

    
       
    

    
      That point would have been passed as utterly meaningless if it wasn’t for the fact that the very second the 11:59:59 turned into 00:00:00, the lights of the city suddenly shut down as if a blackout had occurred. Even the lights of his room were forcefully turned off.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked through the window with a slightly stunned expression. His eyes dilated a bit as he began to see the stars that should have normally never been observable in such an urban area; one that was terribly futuristic on top of that.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Alexa, is this a normal occurrence?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative. This city, baptized Dark Steel, has been conceived so that every light strong enough to hide the stars would be turned off at midnight without exception.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Remarkable,” Rakna nodded before closing his eyes, ready to sleep. “Every city should implement something like this. My old man would love it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      […your uncle?] Alexa asked. Rakna clearly heard the curiosity in her tone.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. He liked star-gazing and he would complain about city lights every now and then,” he replied oddly softly. “And, I guess his interest got transferred to me. Though I have to admit, I used to do it even more than he did,” he admitted and opened one eye to look at the window again. “If I could, I would stay up all night, observing the night sky.”
    

    
       
    

    
      […] Alexa was once again having alien thoughts. Her Host wasn’t talking in the indifferent way he was used to. No, she would go as far as to say that it was warm. That’s why she became curious. For some reason, she wanted to know the reason behind this change.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Can I… ask why you enjoy star-gazing so much?]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Stars… are beacons. They shine brightly from within the bleakest of places. Isolated, surrounded by darkness, no life, no air, no sound. But they’re still there and they burn so vividly that we are compelled to view them. In the end, I guess you could say that I admire that aspect. You could also say that I yearn to be one of those stars,” he concluded and closed his eyes again.
    

    
       
    

    
      This time, Alexa knew that he wouldn’t be saying anything else. As a matter of fact, he had by some strange manner managed to consciously shut down his mind. One couldn’t call that sleeping.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Perhaps it would be more accurate to call it meditation,’
       Alexa considered. 
      ‘A deep meditation that allows both the body and brain to rest. Is this a byproduct of his 
      Eyes of the Soul
      ?’
    

    
       
    

    
      Alexa was left alone with her musing. Something she noticed had been happening more and more ever since she had become her Host’s AI. Discarding these thoughts, Alexa followed the example and made her awareness shut down until her Host woke up.
    

  
    Chapter 41: Soul Core

    
      Rakna’s eyes snapped open right when the clock displayed exactly 8:30:00 as if his body had been programmed to do so. Which, in fact, wasn’t that far from the truth. His internal clock was adjusted through years of training.
    

    
       
    

    
      If he decided to only sleep for eight hours, he would not sleep a second more or less. While conscious, he was able to keep track of time for at least 24 hours without seeing a single timepiece.
    

    
       
    

    
      He grunted and got out of bed while Pronos was still peacefully sleeping on the pillow. He loosened up his shoulder and went to the bathroom. He took out the clothes he bought and took a shower before wearing them.
    

    
       
    

    
      They were composed of black jeans loose enough to not bother him when moving, a silver belt, a black and red shirt, sports shoes, and a leather jacket to finish.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna let the water flow in the sink and rinsed his face with it. He looked at the mirror with a blank expression and he couldn’t help but immediately focus on his wolf ears.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I will have to get used to this…” He muttered and glanced at the magic necklace he had placed to the side. He wondered if he still should hide his features or even if it was any useful considering most of the people he would want to hide from would be able to see through it with a glance.
    

    
       
    

    
      He shrugged and ultimately put Ulvia’s Veil around his neck but didn’t activate the illusion. The item itself added 5 to his senses and he wouldn’t want to pass on that. He stifled a yawn and took a look at the time.
    

    
       
    

    
      He still had ten minutes before their agreed time. He pulled out a cigarette from Obsidian’s Smoke and lit it as he walked toward the see-through wall of his room. He stood silently as he observed the city outside.
    

    
       
    

    
      With the morning sunlight, this landscape had another feeling to it. He squinted his eyes and while channeling both his soul and mana, triggered his 
      Fabled Sight
      . From what happened to him when he learned how to fly, he concluded his 
      Eyes of the Soul 
      could somewhat be used as an active skill to boost his instinct to a completely new level.
    

    
       
    

    
      It would change from something that allowed him to grasp most things with ease, to something that made him one with the action itself. Then, there was mana. He was sure that he could use that energy in the same way.
    

    
       
    

    
      So, as his eyes glowed with a golden hue, he was pleasantly amazed as he heard three bell-like sounds that announced the appearance of three prompts.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Eyes of the Soul 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Mana Control 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Fabled Sight 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have found out how to channel your mana to different parts of your body. You have learned a new skill; 
      Reinforcement
      .
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Reinforcement
       
      (Lv.1):
       Any combatant that respects themselves must learn this skill. It is not considered magic as it merely represents the manipulation of internal energy without attribute molding.
    

    
      Statistics other than Stamina, MP, MP Regen, and Atr Cap can be increased when the skill is active. The skill can be concentrated on one particular stat to maximize the effects.
    

    
      Minimum Cost: 
      3 MP and 3 Stamina per min.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have found out how to channel your soul to heighten your perception of the world. You have attained a spiritual skill; 
      Soul Core
      .
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Soul Core
       
      (Lv.1)
      : One who is a step into the spiritual world. By getting closer to your soul, you have developed a spiritual organ. Whenever you perform an action of any sort, skills included, your Core will guide your very soul to support you.
    

    
      Additional Effects: 
      +100%
       
      Senses | -10% Mana and Stamina Consumption
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      There was one thing Rakna hadn’t been prepared for and that was the moment the second new skill took effect. Last time, it had been uncomfortable and mildly painful. But this time, after having his senses doubled again, his brain almost stopped functioning right then and there.
    

    
       
    

    
      His breathing stopped and he lost control over his body as he helplessly collapsed on the floor. His eyes started switching back and forth from purple to red without stopping.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Rakna! The Trickster’s Sleeve!] Alexa suddenly shouted.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna growled and his fangs grew a bit longer. He opened his mouth and struggled as he spoke three words, “[
      Two… of… Hearts
      .]”
    

    
       
    

    
      A card instantly materialized above him and surrounded him with warm light. He then gasped as the air returned to his lungs. At the same time, his brain finally got the oxygen it needed and he hastily sat up while panting.
    

    
       
    

    
      Under his mask of forced serenity, Rakna almost felt scared of what just happened. What had just happened wasn’t just mere pain. No; pain would have been a thousand times better than what he had just experienced. It was as if his mind, soul, mana, and even body were about to explode.
    

    
       
    

    
      A hissing sound reached his ears and he winced as he tried to cover his ears at how loud it was to him. He glanced at his left to see Pronos looking at him in both confusion and worry. He seemed to have just woken up or he might have freaked out if he had seen Rakna paralyzed on the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well…” He paused and took a deep breath before continuing. Trying his best to control his senses and make it so that his eardrums wouldn’t be hurt by the sound of his own voice. “Good morning, little guy. You want to know what I just found out?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos tilted his head.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Large increases to stats and attributes appear to be extremely fatal if you’re not careful with it,” he said and slowly stood up. He saw his extinguished cigarette lying on the floor and groaned. “I even had to use another Trickster Card so soon,” he muttered. “Still, thanks for the heads up, Alexa. I owe you one.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [It’s… no problem. I’m here to assist.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted. “At least, I’m lucky that the lowest card rank was enough to help me; it will be back by tomorrow. Now…”
    

    
       
    

    
      After getting his breathing to a perfectly normal state and flexing his sore muscles, he looked out of the window again while his 
      Fabled Sight
       was still active. He almost fell again when his vision zoomed on the first thing that he saw; a flying car passing by at high speed. He even saw the small details about the driver’s appearance.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 
      Fabled Sight 
      has leveled up! ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Before he was struck by another fit of ‘over perception’, Rakna decided to disengage the skill. He had learned his lesson. If he wanted to experiment with his soul, among other things, he had to make sure he wouldn’t get killed in the process. Or at least, he needed to get accustomed first.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked at the clock and it was time for his group to assemble. He gestured to Pronos who seemingly was in the middle of a yawn and the little snake jumped on his shoulder right away. After that, he passed by the bathroom to splash his face with water again and wipe the sweat.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he finally came out of his room, he saw Nyx leaning against the wall with her eyes closed, wearing a casual black dress with red accents. When Rakna came out, she opened her eyes to look at him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Your mana flow is hectic,” she uttered. “Were you training?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You could say that,” Rakna nodded and he mimicked her, waiting for Allan and Flavia. “I wanted to experiment with something. I almost killed myself in the process but the results were worth the fright.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx’s eyes widened a bit. She looked at him with a scowl. “I see… Try not to do that in the future. It might cripple you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Rakna replied evenly and the hallway turned silent. A minute later, this silence was broken by the sound of a door opening. Flavia came out of her room and smiled when she saw them. She wore a white shirt and a gray long skirt.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good morning, you two. Have you been waiting for long?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No, barely a few minutes,” Nyx responded. “However,” she added and turned toward the door of the room belonging to their common lazy friend.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia sighed. “Yes… I’m afraid this might take some time.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna closed his eyes with a sigh. “Alexa, call Allan’s HL. And if you can, make the tone ring as loud as possible.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Understood.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Two seconds later, they heard a short scream followed by a loud thud.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia giggled. “Looks like someone fell off their bed.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx smiled as well and Rakna then told Alexa to hand up the call; it had done its job. Five minutes later, a sleepy Allan opened his door with an equally weary glare.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Goddammit, I wish mornings didn’t exist,” he grumbled as he walked out of his room with a coat hanging from his shoulder. He sported black cargo pants and a sleeveless shirt.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m sure you do,” Rakna quipped dully and started heading toward the elevator. “Let’s go.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Aye, aye…”
    

    
       
    

    
      A few minutes later, the group was leaving the hotel and entering the lively streets of Dark Steel again. The day ambiance was different from the night one, contrasted by a vastly lower number of passersby and a clean atmosphere caused by the fresh air of the morning.
    

    
       
    

    
      [The Pavilion is hard to miss. It is the oval-shaped building that you can see sticking out between skyscrapers to the north. At normal walking speed, there is about thirty minutes worth of distance from here to there,] Alexa answered the obvious question the second they came out.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I guess we’re walking again,” Allan said as the four of them walked on the pavement. “Hey, Rak, I was wondering. You’re not going to hide your tails and ears anymore?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “There is no point. So, no. At least, for the current circumstances.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “People at the level of overseers can easily notice low-grade illusions, after all,” Nyx remarked.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded and as he was idly observing his surroundings like a tourist, he suddenly stopped moving as his wolf ears twitched. Which, once again, made Flavia grab her own hand to stop it from reaching for them. Allan noticed with a snort that even Nyx’s hand had contracted.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Lucky bastard,’ 
      he snorted inwardly before asking, “Why’re you stopping?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Give me a second,” Rakna replied and closed his eyes. His senses were picking up something quite strange. He was sure he heard the screams of a little girl for the split of a second but the noise of the airborne cars quickly drowned it. At the same time, he briefly felt a wave of… intent? His sense of smell also picked up something that tasted foul.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was like… “Negative intent,” he muttered to himself much to his companions’ confusion. What they couldn’t know was that Rakna’s sensory stat had already gone above 200. With his soul into the mix, it had become possible for him to detect things such as malice from a distance.
    

    
       
    

    
      But he couldn’t tell where that intent came from precisely. That’s when he got an idea. He raised his hand, palm facing the sky. “[
      Call of Fangs,
      ]” he whispered and, at the cost of one mana, a very small shadow wolf pup appeared in his hand, which happily barked at him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Can you locate the source of that intent?” Rakna asked simply and the pup jumped off his hand and ran off into one of the alleys to their right.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What are you doing, if I may ask?” Nyx raised an eyebrow.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m not sure yet. Could you go on ahead without me? I have to check something. Don’t worry, I’ll catch up to you. I should be able to smell your trace,” he said and ran off after his shadow pup.
    

    
       
    

    
      “The heck just happened?” Allan uttered.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia shrugged. “It’s just Rakna being Rakna. He’s too elusive for our mortal minds,” she jested.
    

    
       
    

    
      “True. Though, did he just say ‘I should be able to smell your trace’?” Allan grimaced. “Damn, that’s weird… What do you think I smell like?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx and Flavia blinked and shared a look before continuing to walk, ignoring his question.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey!” He shouted as he followed them. “I mean, it was rhetorical but you didn’t need to ignore me like that!”
    

  
    Chapter 42: Obsidian

    
      Rakna ran through the narrower alleys of the city in his wolf form as he followed the shadow pup he had summoned. Using 
      Call of Fangs
       with only 1 MP made the wolf quite weak, and not even capable of using 
      Shadow Meld
      , but it still had the ability to smell negative energy.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Mama!” He heard as he entered the shady parts of the city. He was in an alley between buildings so tall that the light of the sun could barely shine through.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna squinted his eyes as he heard the screaming and the crying that followed. He accelerated past the shadow pup and turned to the right at the intersection where he saw a little girl curled on the ground with bruises on her visible skin and three men surrounding her. He could see a pair of folded cat ears on her head as well as a matching tail.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Shut your mouth, kid! No one can hear you!” One of them shouted. “Geil! You are sure this brat is worth the trouble?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Trust me, we can probably sell her for 100 000 Talys if we find a good buyer,” a second one said as he closed one eye to access his HL. “Now, let me make this call so we-!?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Before he could finish, his throat was ripped apart by a clawed shadow. At the same time, a white snake jumped out of nowhere and sunk its fangs into another’s neck.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wha-what the fuck?!” The last man paled and tried to grab the futuristic-looking gun on his back while trembling in front of the nine-tailed beast glowering at him. Before he could even draw his weapon though, he saw something that struck him to the depths of his core.
    

    
       
    

    
      A pair of silver and black wings was reflected in his eyes before rapid projectiles found themselves lodged in every part of his body, taking his life in the split of a second.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna watched with a cold gaze as the man collapsed lifeless with a dozen of black feathers littered across his body with more than a few having pierced his head.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have killed two 
      Lv.3 Locals
      .
    

    
      No experience was gained.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna emotionlessly acknowledged the notification and walked toward the child whose sobs were muffled and occasionally interrupted by her calling her mother. He cast a quick 
      Appraisal
       on her to get her name and nudged her with his nuzzle.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Liz, you’re safe now,” he said in the softest tone he could muster. But his words didn’t elicit any reaction as she continued to hug herself and calling out her mom.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sighed as Pronos settled around his neck again. He looked at the girl’s injuries and groaned as the cooldown of the Trickster’s Sleeve wasn’t over yet for him to heal her with it. 
      ‘I could use a potion, but then again, I don’t think it would be the brightest idea to make her drink something at the moment… Alexa, does a healing potion work if it is played externally?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative. However, the effectiveness will go down.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Well,’ Rakna pulled out the last potion he had and held it between his fans before opening it with his claws and pouring it on the shivering child.
    

    
       
    

    
      The little girl then felt as if a warm blanket had been put over and the pain gradually vanished as if it was never there. Interestingly enough, the potion left her clothes dry and was absorbed by her skin as the bruises disappeared.
    

    
       
    

    
      She stopped whispering and hesitatingly raised her head to look around her. The first thing she saw was the sharp but non-threatening purple eyes of a wolf. Then, she saw the tails and the wings still there although now folded.
    

    
       
    

    
      “The bad guys are gone. You can stand up,” the wolf spoke to her.
    

    
       
    

    
      She looked at him with red eyes threatening to spill tears again. “I want… to see… mama…”
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Liz Taila 
      extends a Quest to you in desperation.
    

    
      Objective:
       Find Liz’s mother and reunite them.
    

    
      Rewards:
       None
    

    
      Note:
       Liz has given you a quest intuitively. She doesn’t have anything to offer you but the choice is yours.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Do you accept?
    

    
      Yes
      /
      No
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded and accepted, not even bothered in the slightest by the lack of reward. He didn’t come here in search of a Quest in the first place.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Grab onto me then. I’ll help you look for her,” he said and carefully lied down next to her after retracting his wings inside his body; something that he still wasn’t sure how it worked.
    

    
       
    

    
      She reached for his back whilst trembling then timidly climbed on his back. When she was done, he stood up and began to leave the area at a relaxed pace so as to not harm or make her fall.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, he was trying to compare her scent to the others his nose was picking up. As he was sniffing the air, a prompt popped up.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Through performing a certain action, you have developed a new skill; 
      Tracking
      .
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Tracking
       
      (Lv.1)
      : The ability to detect and recognize traces left by other living beings. The ways people approach this skill differ. But whether it is through hearing, smell, touch, or sight, this skill will allow the user to track down their target.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      The second that notification arrived, Rakna could already feel the difference the skill made. All of a sudden, the scents he was perceiving were considerably clearer and easier to filter. After a few minutes of silence, with Liz not even daring to say a word, he finally smelled a similar scent while wandering in a small street.
    

    
       
    

    
      People would send him weird looks but considering how they did nothing to him; he could guess that beings like him were not unseen before on the streets of the city. Though, if the shocked expressions he spotted when they looked at his tails were anything to go by, nine-tailed animals weren’t anything common.
    

    
       
    

    
      After another minute, he finally reached his destination and he instantly spotted a cat woman running around, asking strangers if they had seen her daughter.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he got close enough, Liz stirred as her ears twitched. Cats were said to be able to recognize people through the sound of their footsteps. Something that was proven accurate as the little girl straightened and looked over Rakna’s head.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Mama!” She shouted and jumped down from his back and ran to the woman in tears.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Liz!” Her mother shouted back with a voice filled with relief, pain, and guilt. She crouched and hugged her mother with all her strength. “Thank god, you’re okay!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna watched quietly from the side as he heard the completion of the Quest. At least, it counted for his promotion conditions. Pronos also watched with a sympathetic expression from under his scarf.
    

    
       
    

    
      “M-my Lord, were you the one who saved my daughter?” The mother turned toward me as she held her daughter in her arms.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘My Lord?’
       Rakna frowned internally.
    

    
       
    

    
      [You are a Nine-Tailed Noble in her eyes, Rakna,] Alexa explained.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, I did. Be more cautious in the future. I won’t always be there to save your daughter,” he said and turned around as he prepared to leave.
    

    
       
    

    
      “My Lord, please wait! I need to repay you somehow!”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No need. I merely just got rid of some human trash. Nothing warranting a reward from the likes of you,” he replied, instinctively getting into a persona of an actual noble. He might as well just go along with it.
    

    
       
    

    
      Her eyes widened. “Please, at least accept this!” Just after these words left her mouth, Rakna was faced with another prompt.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Lana Taila 
      offers you 10 000 Talys for rescuing her daughter.
    

    
      Do you accept the exchange?
    

    
      Yes/No
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “I-I know this may be an inconsequential amount for you, but please, take it as my gratitude for saving my daughter,” she insisted and Rakna glanced at her before accepting with a sigh.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 10 000 Talys have been transferred. ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      After that message, he looked at the mother-daughter pair one last time. “I will accept this to give you face. Be sure to protect your family better in the future. Have a good day,” he said.
    

    
       
    

    
      However, Lana asked one last question before he could leave. “Can I have the honor of knowing My Lord’s name?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stiffened and scowled at her. “…call me Obsidian,” he declared before running toward the closest building’s wall and running vertically until he left everyone’s sight after landing on the roof.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      After getting to a safe location hidden from prying eyes, Rakna returned to his therian form and casually walked out from the alleys. He sniffed the air and instantly knew where his three friends were.
    

    
       
    

    
      As he headed toward them, he thought back to what he had just done. When that feline woman had asked his name, he nearly froze up. He had to admit that he was a bit careless in showing his nine-tailed wolf form like that. But he had been forced to transform, worried that he’d be too slow to intervene in whatever was happening.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, let’s hope that a fake name will be enough to not direct too much attention to me,” Rakna muttered to himself. He had no idea at the time that he had just caused something way more than just a diversion.
    

  
    Chapter 43: Pavilion

    
      After catching up with the three who had gone ahead, Rakna had briefly summarized what he had been doing after they asked him what had taken so long.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Slave dealers, huh?” Allan muttered darkly. “This System seems to be more… ‘real’ than I would have liked.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see what you mean,” Flavia nodded. “We need to be careful and not just make the assumption that this place doesn’t go beyond just Hosts and their System.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed. It’s a whole civilization. This kind of situation will probably not just involve Locals. It is a certainty that even Hosts partake in such crimes,” Nyx added.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stayed silent but the three of them didn’t need him to say anything to know that he agreed if his speech about humans at the party was anything to go by. He was one of the people who knew very well how ugly people could be.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Looks like we’re here,” he changed the topic as they arrived near the Pavilion, a massive building with an oval shape and an arched glass rooftop. The walls were carved and seemed to be made of various materials, including several rows of tinted glass.
    

    
       
    

    
      The area around the direct boundaries of the building was cleared of any urban structure and the front side was an entire plaza with a fountain in the center. The entrance of the building had at least five big revolving doors and a sizeable stream of visitors going in and out.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, this definitely looks like an important place,” Allan commented as the group made their way through the plaza and around the fountain.
    

    
       
    

    
      They got to the entrance and then inside without any trouble. They took a moment to admire the hall that they stepped in. It was a circular hall with a very high ceiling. Above them was a sort of giant sophisticated gyroscope that floated in random directions. The walls were constructed with mechanisms resembling gears that were spinning very slowly.
    

    
       
    

    
      The floor seemed to be made out of granite with two different shades. The brighter shade defined paths that led in three directions; two of them being extravagant staircases on the sides and the last one leading to an imposing reception counter.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan whistled and looked around at the people going up and down the stairs with only a few of them heading to the reception. Oddly, there didn’t seem to be as many people as he expected after seeing the traffic outside.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, you’re here,” the recognizable voice of a certain clown made the group look to their left where Gray was approaching them with an ever so bright grin. Though, his attire was different. It was not as… ‘clowny’ as before.
    

    
       
    

    
      The color scheme remained but his current clothes were more akin to a business suit. He didn’t have the clown nose nor did his cybernetic face have obstruction. He also wore a red top hat and a quite eye-catching pocket watch hanging from his tailcoat with a silver chain.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I praise you. You’re quite early all things considered. Many new Hosts tend to sleep in due to over-exhaustion,” he commended and stopped in front of them. “So? Did you enjoy your exploration of Black Steel?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Fairly,” Rakna responded. “We enjoyed a small chat over noodles.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray blinked. “Well, that’s quite a cozy thing to do although you’ve been pretty much kidnapped and thrown into a perilous world which you have no information about.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re talking to Rak, you know. He could be dying tomorrow and he wouldn’t give a shit if he could not do anything about it,” Allan commented and the clown cackled.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. Anyhow, Rakna Xiorra, I’m here to guide you through the Pavilion. Your friends should also go and meet up with their guild. Normally, you should be asking the reception for directions, but I’ll do it myself for you,” he said and pointed at the staircase on the right of the hall.
    

    
       
    

    
      “To get to the Madness Guild’s meeting, it’s straight after going up those stairs until you find the room numbered 045. I think they will start the meeting in about thirty minutes. As for the Wiccan Guild’s meeting, it’s a bit after that. You’ll reach an intersection; go to the right and search for the room numbered 077,” Gray finished and turned to the three concerned people.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Got it memorized?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, no problem,” Allan said.
    

    
       
    

    
      “No worry,” Nyx said and Flavia nodded agreeingly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Lovely!” Gray clapped his hands. “Let’s go then, Rakna. My guild doesn’t have a room because we knew we would be getting only one member; if any at all. We can go straight to the left staircase and proceed to the awakening of your magic. I’ll explain a few things on the way as well.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sure,” Rakna replied. “Though, I trust I’ll be able to regroup with my friends over here, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Of course. This won’t take long. Then, you will be mostly free to do whatever you want when we introduce you to the underground railway,” Gray stated. “You’ll see what I mean in time. Follow me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “See you later,” Rakna waved his hand at the three who replied with a curt nod. Allan then followed Gray’s directions and separated from Nyx and Flavia who went for the Wiccan Guild’s room.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      When Rakna took a step on the second floor of the Pavilion, he was mildly surprised by how quiet and empty it was. What the stairs led to was a spacious lounge room with sofas and even what appeared to be a TV on the wall.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Are you wondering why the place is so vacant?” Gray asked as if he knew what he was thinking.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. How come there isn’t anyone here although there were so many people going up and down the stairs?” Rakna inquired as the two continued to walk toward an open corridor.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, the Pavilion is quite special. It is a place filled with what we called ‘Filter Dimensions’. First of all, when you enter the building, it will separate Hosts and even Locals from anyone that they don’t know or have never interacted with before. Have you ever played an RPG? You can see it as a sort of lobby.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. What about the second floor then? What kind of filter is there in place?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Guild, Friend, and Party filter. People that don’t have any of these in common can’t enter the second floor together. You and I can because we’re guildmates, obviously. And, if we consider how small our Guild is, you can guess why this ‘lobby’ is so empty.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “This is more thought out than I expected,” Rakna remarked as they passed by several doors with plates saying things such as Training Area 2, Vault, Personal Area, etcetera…
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, I’m sure you’ve noticed that the System is quite thorough in several aspects. Well, while we get to the Awakening Room, let me explain to you a few things you can do in the Pavilion.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Back to the beginning; when you take the stairs to the right, where your friends went, you’re led to a place that serves as a sort of hub with no second Filter Dimension. There are meeting rooms there for Guilds, leisure lounges, the Venue, as well as access to Board Quests, something we’ll get to later.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then, there’s the left staircase, what we just used. What you have access to here is a lot of things. There’s the Vault, where you can store items and money if you want since you do have a limit to how many Talys you can have at once. Pets and mounts can also be left to the Vault where they’ll be taken care of in another dimension for a fee.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “After that, we have the Training Areas composed of stuff like gyms, arenas, gravity rooms... In the same kind of spirit, there’s what we call Personal Areas. It’s generally used by Hosts who want to train alone and be protected from spying. I swear on my hat that nothing could even intrude that room once you’re in. At least, not without being detected.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then, we have the Guild Shop,” he continued. “There isn’t really a point in going there for now since you need a special currency that is only obtainable by doing Guild Quests or Raids,” he said and mused for a moment. “That’s the gist of it, I think,” he concluded then turned to the right as they reached the end of the corridor.
    

    
       
    

    
      “The only things left to tell you about are these,” he said as he pointed at two double doors facing each other in front of them. He pointed to the right, “This one leads to the Main Shop. It’s where you went after the Initiation. The other door is what we’re here for; the Awakening Room.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna glanced at the doors of the Shop and thought of something. “Hey, does the shopkeeper stay the same as the Initiation’s?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm? No, usually not, since most of the Initiation’s shopkeepers are Hosts from higher Plateaus needing to do it in order to complete their Trials.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Their Trials? Those even include things like keeping the shop for new Hosts?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, Trials are very varied, honestly,” Gray shrugged. “Why are you asking that question anyway?” He asked then displayed a wider grin. “Do you have a crush on the Lady of the Nine-Tailed Clan’s Fox Branch? She was your shopkeeper, wasn’t she? I heard she is a stunning woman. Did she get through you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Shut up, clown,” Rakna replied indifferently as they stood in front of the Awakening Room. “Hurry up and open this.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray chuckled and simply tapped on the door with his finger. The doors instantly slammed open as if pushed by an invisible force. Rakna inspected the room as he entered after Gray. It was quite small compared to all of what he had seen in the Pavilion.
    

    
       
    

    
      The walls were dark gray, the lighting was dim, the ground covered in carpet, and the ceiling was dark blue in color. It felt very confined overall and the only thing present in the room was an orb hovering above the ground in the center.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well then, it is time,” Gray said as he closed the doors behind them. The room was now drowned in darkness and the only source of light was the faint glow coming from the orb. “All you have to do is simple. Touch the orb and channel your mana into it. If you focus, you should be able to feel your mana going throu--”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No need to explain. I already have 
      Mana Control
      ,” Rakna interrupted him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh,” Gray exclaimed. “Guess I should’ve expected that. In that case, go ahead. The magic that will resonate with your very existence and carry you through countless battles from now on will be uncovered here,” he declared then stepped back to the corner of the room.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna breathed in and placed his hand on the orb. He closed his eyes and slowly guided his mana inside of it. The effect was immediate. The orb started shining and the room’s air became heavy. The ceiling lit up with hundreds of blue dots and Gray felt a shiver coursing through his body.
    

    
       
    

    
      His eyes became wide in shock as he watched what was happening. The ceiling and the walls were continuing to light up with dots of cold blue light. Then, these same dots were all suddenly linked together by lines like constellations before something manifested itself above the orb along with a wave of cold air.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ice…? No, this is…” Gray muttered then he got a proper look at what had just appeared above the Awakening Orb. He first let out a chuckle, then a few more, and finished with a laugh.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hahaha, honestly…” He smirked. “You really do have talent to spare, don’t you?"
    

  
    Chapter 44: A Magical Myth

    
      In the most reclusive corners of the cosmos, there is said to exist stars beyond the understanding of even Gods. To this day, only two have ever been observed.
    

    
       
    

    
      The first is called the Volcanic Star. It burns hotter than normal stars, with a shade of red more vivid than blood, and arcs of plasma said to be able to overheat space itself.
    

    
       
    

    
      The second one is the rarest and most unconventional of all. When coming to the awakening room, Gray never expected even for a second that this would be the day he would see it.
    

    
       
    

    
      There were many elements that one could awaken. Fire, Water, Wind, Earth, Ice, Lightning, Metal, Wood, Space, Time, Life, Death, Darkness, Light, Blood, Neutral, Mind, Creation, Destruction, Dark Light, Aeter…
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray had seen thousands of them. One would be shocked to learn how many concepts could be turned into a magic element. That’s why, never in his mind, had he anticipated to see an element that was said to exist but had never emerged in the entire history of the System.
    

    
       
    

    
      His cybernetic eyes couldn’t help but stare at the spherical condensation of energy floating in front of Rakna. A literal star burning with utmost fervor. But the chills he felt, the freezing mist, and the frost on the floor reminded him; it didn’t burn hot, it burned cold.
    

    
       
    

    
      A blue ‘sun’ releasing the antithesis of flames; arcs of pure ethereal coldness.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Congratulations! You have awaked the Tier 0 Magic, one of the only two Star Magics known to the apprehensible Existence, 
      Cold Star Magic
      .
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Cold Star Magic 
      (Lv.1)
      : This Blue Star is the embodiment of coldness. Mistaking it for mere ice would be the height of foolishness. A Cold Star will ‘burn’ you to the bone and shatter you from the inside.
    

    
      Heat burns. Cold burns. One incinerates you; the other breaks you. One is merciful; the other is crueler than death. Heat will erase you without mercy; cold will make you perish in agony.
    

    
      A Cold Star user cannot feel cold or hot and can absorb cold-related magics to a reasonable degree depending on the skill’s level. You can control the dominance of the Cold Star to a certain extent.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note: 
      Magic is a tortuous path of experimentation. Self-discovery, luck, imagination, wisdom, and willpower will be the key to wield its true might.
    

    
      Currently Known Spells: 
      Cold Star Manifestation 
      (T.0)
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna ignored the window in favor of the blue star in front of him. His eyes were wide in awe and anticipation. For some reason, the cold didn’t affect him. It even felt welcoming.
    

    
       
    

    
      He slowly reached for the star and the second he touched it, the cold in the room disappeared and the lights on the walls died down. The star itself shrunk and flew in circles around Rakna before entering his chest and disappearing.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, he abruptly felt both his heart, his mana, and even his Soul Core swirl. His teeth tightened and he let out a short snarl. Pronos jumped away in surprise as he felt a small shockwave coming from his friend’s body.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray flinched a bit and was about to rush to examine him. He, after all, had no idea of what Star Magic would do to its awakener. For all he knew, Rakna might have been dying because his body wasn’t strong enough to contain it.
    

    
       
    

    
      But what stopped him was the change in the boy’s wolf features. The very tip of his ears and tails gradually blanched before turning wholly white. The extent of it wasn’t too noticeable but it was there.
    

    
       
    

    
      When it was over, Rakna staggered backward before catching himself with the help of Pronos who had managed to jump and push his back so he would not fall.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shook his head and for a very brief second, Gray was sure he saw a burning blue star in the place of his pupils. The teen in question, however, knew what was happening in more detail as he read the information on a second window that had appeared.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Your Nine-Tailed Blood has been stimulated.
    

    
      Your Attributes have been corrected by the blood within you.
    

    
      Intelligence: 4 -> 8
    

    
      Your mana has been successfully molded into Cold Star Mana. You will now deal an additional 10% of ice damage every time you attack. Every single skill of yours will also be imbued with cold energy.
    

    
      Due to your blood, you have awakened 
      Mystic Cold Star Magic
      . Mystic Magic is the Noble Hereditary Skill of the Nine-Tailed Clan. By tripling your mana consumption, you will be able to double magic damage.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna breathed in and out and caught a glimpse of the whitened tips of his tails before trying to channel his mana toward his hands, along with his Soul Core passively assisting him.
    

    
       
    

    
      His entire arm began to release cold mist and a thin layer of frost covered his palm and fingers. It didn’t feel any cold as he expected nor did it seem to be harming him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I’ll be damned.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The clown’s voice pulled him out of his thoughts. The mist dispersed and the frost melted without leaving water on his hand. Rakna then looked at Gray who was clapping.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let me recap a bit,” he said before clearing his throat. “You’re a Werewolf. You have Nine-Tailed blood. You have incredible instinct and fighting proficiency. You learned to channel mana on your own. You probably have a Nirvana Skill. I saw you pull a Red Utility Item. And now, you’re telling me that you have awakened a myth-like magic element?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The clown nodded exaggeratedly as he held his chin in his hand. “Mhm... We have a monster in our ranks. It’s really good to know that I decided to be an overseer this year,” he said and whirled his cane before pointing it at his new recruit. “You, sir, are a monster of nature.’
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna rolled his eyes. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Whatever you say,” Gray snorted. “Well, this only leaves your little friend there,” he added while pointing at Pronos. The albino snake tilted his head while pointing at himself with his tail.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, you. Do the same as your master. Touch the orb and channel your mana. Now, 
      you
       might not know how; so, to control your mana, you have to--”
    

    
       
    

    
      Before Gray could finish, Pronos was already on top of the orb, pumping mana into it as it shined brightly with a golden light blended with a green one. The robotic clown could only change what his mouth displaced to a very jagged white line. He mechanically looked back and forth between the orb and the little snake and grunted.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Golden and green? And this feeling… Eternity and Poison?” He mumbled. “No way... Hey, Rakna, what is your pet’s Path?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ouroboros.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray finally gave out and groaned with a static sound. “I can’t believe it. That’s even worse. It’s not Eternity; it’s a Legendary Path that gives access to Infinity Magic…” He grumbled to himself and opened the Guild Chat.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Clown 
      has
       
      joined.
    

    
      <Clown> 
      Hey, anyone here?
    

    
      <Blood>
       Yes?
    

    
      <Clown>
       Ah, perfect. You; you have Blood Magic.
    

    
      <Blood>
       Uh… yes? That’s not new. What are you getting at?
    

    
      <Clown> 
      You’re trash.
    

    
      <Blood> 
      …do you people have death wishes lately? Do you wanna die, Gray?!
    

    
      <Clown>
       No, I just wanted to insult someone. Thank you. I feel better now.
    

    
      Clown 
      has left.
    

    
      <White Spring> 
      What have I just witnessed?
    

    
      <Blood> 
      That’s what I’d like to fucking know!
    

    
      …
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray sighed contently. “My mind is refreshed,” he said with a revitalized grin toward the pair in front of him. Pronos had already finished awakening and was back on Rakna’s shoulder. “Now, shall we go? You can pass by the Shop if you want and then I’ll lead you to the Underground Station so we can head out into the wilderness. You’ll reunite with your friends there.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded. “Sure. Give me a moment to read this,” he said while inspecting Pronos’ magic.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Poison Magic
       
      (Lv.1)
      : A simple but deadly bane for all beings. Poison can come in many different ways and their threat is all but small.
    

    
      Energetic poisons, organic poisons, parasitic, acidic, viral, airborne, mutative… All can be done with Poison Magic and if well-used, could even harm the most resilient of beings. Even non-corporeal beings can be hurt if the correct poisons are used.
    

    
      The Host can manipulate toxic substances to a certain extent.
    

    
      Currently Known Spells: 
      None
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Infinity Magic 
      (Lv.1)
      : The power of infinity is hard to grasp. It was first wielded by the Ouroboros during the dawn of time. Only those acknowledged by the Coiling Serpent have the chance to awaken Infinity Magic.
    

    
      This Magic is considered a Lost Craft. Nowadays, scarcely anyone has the required knowledge to properly make use of it. But it was once said that mastering Infinity meant mastering the Laws of Numbers.
    

    
      Use: 
      Unknown |
       Spells:
       None
    

    
      Note:
       This is a magic that cannot be easily delved upon. Only extensive research and patience will grant you control over its power.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Looks like you got stuck with a pretty complex ability, little guy,” Rakna commented and Pronos slowly nodded, not understanding a thing about how he should approach Infinity Magic.
    

    
       
    

    
      When that was done, the two of them left the Awakening Room along with Gray who closed the doors right after they were out.
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right, you can open those doors if you want to visit the Shop,” the clown pointed at the doors on the other side of the corridor. “I’m not allowed to come with you by the way. I will wait here.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Got it,” Rakna nodded. He put his hand on the doorknob and opened one of the doors. The instant he did that; he felt Gray’s presence disappear. What lay on the other side of the double door was different from what he previously experienced.
    

    
       
    

    
      Compared to his last visit to the Shop, it was considerably smaller and actually looked like a proper shop instead of a maze of random aisles. In fact, it felt like a homely antique shop. The walls, floor, and ceiling were made with a type of dark wood. There was a red carpet in the middle of the room and a fireplace to the left.
    

    
       
    

    
      Other than that, at least ten different clocks were hanging on the walls for some reason along with several paintings and a few weapons meant for decoration. There was some furniture that served as stands for items of all kinds.
    

    
       
    

    
      After taking in all of that, Rakna finally directed his eyes at the mischievous grin of a certain vixen sitting behind the counter. “Welcome to my humble shop, wolfy.”
    

  
    Chapter 45: Abyss

    
      The door closed behind as Rakna stepped inside the shop. He hummed as he walked to the counter and sat on one of the wooden stools.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What? You’re not going to say how happy you are to see me?” Kaelith said as she leaned toward him with her elbows on the counter and her head resting on her hands.
    

    
       
    

    
      “For now, you’re on a probation period. So, no,” Rakna blankly replied.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Huh? Probation period?” She scrunched her brows in disbelief.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Gray told me shopkeepers aren’t supposed to be the same. So, that begs the question, is this a coincidence or are you a stalker?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith almost face-planted on the counter. She sighed and straightened her back as she crossed her arms under her chest. “You know… I don’t know why I hoped for even a second that your first attitude toward me was just a mood.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted and Pronos jumped on his head and happily waved his tail at her.
    

    
       
    

    
      “See? At least, one of you is grateful,” she huffed then pointed at Rakna’s ears. “By the way, wolfy, what happened to your ears? The tips are white. Did you dye them?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna reflexively looked up although he couldn’t look at his ears and shrugged. “It happened after I awakened my magic. The same thing happened to my tails.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith nodded slowly. “I see. Wait… did you just say tails? Plural?” She speedily looked over the counter and forced Rakna to lean back unless they headbutted. Her eyes widened as she saw the two black tails with white tips flailing around behind him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “No way… This would mean you’re a pureblood,” she muttered and backed away again. She sent him a piercing stare. “Are you hiding something from me?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna had the decency to not laugh at her; spiritually at least. “Foxy, that is the wrong question.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right then, pray tell, what is the good question?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “The better question would be; how many things am I hiding from you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith glared at him and he countered with an expressionless face. They continued the stare-off for a while with Pronos looking back and forth at each of them.
    

    
       
    

    
      In the end, Kaelith relented with a groan and casually sat on the counter, purposefully giving him a view of her body to which Rakna only reacted with a twitch of his eye.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I guess it can’t be helped. A bit like overseers, I’m not allowed to look into your status. So? What do you want to buy this time?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Three health potions like the ones I bought last time along with a dozen compact explosives of your recommendation,” Rakna said without missing a beat.
    

    
       
    

    
      She nodded and snapped her fingers. “Sylvie will bring what you want in a moment.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Also, I’d like to ask why the hell didn’t you tell me potions took time to properly work?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith cocked her head to the side. “Well… because you didn’t ask?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna fell silent. He could only blame himself in the end. When he decided to use self-harm to bring out his other-self, he thought that a potion would be enough to heal him. But after drinking it, he noticed it didn’t heal him fast enough, thus forcing him to use one of the Heart Cards.
    

    
       
    

    
      “More importantly, why don’t you tell me about your Path and Magic?” She changed the subject with perceivable excitement.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why would I?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh, come on! It’s one of the little things I like to do. It’s nice to hear about the many different Paths and Magic new Hosts unlock,” she said. “It’s like a fun guessing game, you know.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” Rakna nodded, almost making her think he would accept. “I’m not telling you mine though,” just to crush her hopes.
    

    
       
    

    
      She cooed in disappointment and let herself lie down on the counter in front of him. He frowned at her obvious attempt to get a rouse out of him. She stayed still with a pout as her tails swayed around; Rakna dodged a few of them as they almost hit his head.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, an idea struck her and she smirked as she faced him. “Do you like the ring I gave you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna immediately understood her intention and cringed internally. “…I do.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then, do it in exchange for it,” she followed up. “You’re not going to tell me that you’re shameless enough not to repay me, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re the shameless one here, after explicitly affirming that you would give it to me for free,” he retorted and she chuckled.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, well, I’m a fox, remember?” Her smirk widened as he rolled his eyes. “Come on, now. Maybe I can give you some advice about your Path or Magic. Or maybe for your friends.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled at her. “…you can’t do anything about my Path nor my Magic. One of them is Unique and the other apparently has never been seen before.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith widened her eyes as she sat up. “Uh,” she uttered while looking at him. “Interesting… I can understand a Unique Path, honestly. But there aren’t many brand-new magic elements appearing nowadays. In fact, the last time it happened was almost five hundred years ago from what I heard.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s not a ‘new one’ per se. It’s one that existed but has never been awakened before,” Rakna said.
    

    
       
    

    
      He had no idea if this was enough to narrow it down but he didn’t really care. As much as he liked messing around with this vixen, she didn’t seem that untrustworthy that he would not even give her a hint.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see, you’re not going to go in detail, are you?” She said, half-amused, half-infuriated.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I could tell you about my friends’ Paths, if you want. That is, if you truly have some useful advice for them,” he proposed. “I don’t know about their magic yet, though.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ask away,” she waved as she finally got off the counter to which Rakna was silently relieved. No matter how broken he was, it was still quite hard for him to control hormones so that they would be inexistent. He could only suppress them and that was already more annoying than letting them out if it went on for too long.
    

    
       
    

    
      “One of them has the Chaos Witch Path,” he decided to tell Flavia’s Path first.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Chaos Witch, huh?” She rubbed her chin. “Interesting. A Chaos Witch has considerable potential for multi-elemental casting. Usually, a woman that unlocks that Path will have at least a triple magic affinity. What is that friend’s Potential Value?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “S,” Rakna curtly replied. She really did appear to give it considerable thought.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Does she have a Nirvana Skill?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. Telekinesis.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith whistled. “What about her Guild?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wiccan.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wow, that girl can go far,” she stated. “Let’s see… something that the Wiccan Guild won’t already tell her… Okay, relay this to your friend; on the 13th Plateau, there is a Dungeon called Marie’s Tomb. There’s a hidden quest there that might help her. The conditions to unlock that quest is to head in alone and be a Mage-Type. She also needs to be above level 50 but lower than 60.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That simple?” Rakna raised an eyebrow. “It sounds like something anyone would know.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, the thing is that Marie’s Tomb is filled with enemies that resist magic damage. That’s why the conditions for that quest are hard to fulfill and are not well-known. However, with Telekinesis, she should be fine.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. I’ll tell her then. Thank you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith smiled brightly. “You’re welcome, you’re welcome... Now, do you have others?” She asked with an endearing excitement in her voice.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted and continued, “This time, it’s an Epic Path, Abyss Monk.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What?” The vixen’s expression did a one eighty. “
      Abyss
       Monk? Did I hear that right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes?” Rakna tilted his head at her sudden seriousness.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I don’t want to worry you, wolfy… But Abyss-Type Paths are dangerous,” she uttered.
    

    
       
    

    
      “How so?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Remember what I told you about cursed skills?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, Abyss Paths are generally considered cursed Paths. They are powerful indeed but the only reason why they are not classified Legendary is because of their twisted nature.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s expression darkened. “Will he lose himself?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith shook her head. “Not exactly. It’s a bit different from your 
      Ireful Shell
      . The Abyss won’t do something such as encroaching his mind as he takes damage. It will be a constant risk. Honestly, wolfy, there’s only one piece of advice I can give you; keep an eye on your friend. In the future, there is a chance he might not only go mad but also…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Also, what?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Turn into a creature of the Abyss,” she said with a dark tone.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What does that mean exactly?” Rakna asked again. Without his knowing, his eyes were gradually reddening and the air around him became colder.
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith noted both things but didn’t comment on them. “Do you know what a vampire is?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The unexpected answer allowed Rakna to calm down. “Vampires? Are you insinuating he would become one?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Something similar, yes,” she nodded. “Creatures of the Abyss include beings such Thralls, Ghouls, Vampires, Wendigos, and others… Frankly, these races are not that bad on their own; there’s a whole kingdom led by Ghouls in the upper Plateaus, after all.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “But,” she narrowed her eyes. “A more severe taint of the Abyss can exacerbate their worst traits and drain their sanity. With vampires, the blood-crave is a pain to deal with but not irremediable, so that would be the best scenario. However, if that hunger targets flesh or bones, it can become a nightmare.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is there a way to stop it from happening?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well…” Kaelith pondered. “There is… one thing you could try. On the 125th Plateau, the Undead Legion might be able to give you a last measure solution. Though it won’t erase the Abyss’ effect, it will allow your friend to have some sort of control over his eventual transformation. That’s the best I can tell you. I’ll try to find more information on my own if you want.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ll appreciate that if you do,” Rakna said with a heavy tone. At the same time, Sylvie, the small fox pet came from the back of the shop and jumped on the counter with two boxes balanced on her tails.
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith sighed in relief as the dark atmosphere was lifted and opened the two boxes like last time, showing one with the health potions inside and another with fifteen thin silver disks as big as a palm.
    

    
       
    

    
      “These disks are a type of grenade. There’s a button on the back. Press on it once and it’ll explode at impact after throwing it. Press it twice and it’ll be set on a six-second-timer. Press it thrice and it’ll be disarmed. It’ll be 1 100 Talys for everything here.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded as he put everything inside his spatial ring after a System window confirmed the payment. Kaelith smiled bitterly at the sour note this conversation ended in and looked at Pronos who seemed to be browsing the Shop if his concentrated look was anything to go by.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What about this little guy’s Path?” She asked, wanting to change the mood.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ouroboros,” Rakna responded simply and she froze.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Of course,” she mumbled. “Well, can’t help much for this one. He should have unlocked Infinity Magic too, right? I’m not privy about anything relating to it, but one thing I know is that a decently strong serpent Local resides on the 148th Plateau. You might obtain something worthwhile from him.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna grunted positively. “Thank you for your help. Really,” he said with an almost friendly tone. “I have to say, you changed my opinion. I’m happy that you’re my shopkeeper.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith was taken aback by his sudden compliment. Though, he said it with that monotonous voice of his. Otherwise, she might have graced him with a blush. Instead, she settled with a soft smile.
    

    
       
    

    
      “No problem. I guess I’m not on probation anymore, eh?” She grinned.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded while feeling a bit amused. “I suppose so,” he said then looked at Pronos. “Did you find anything useful, little guy?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The little snake seemed to sigh as he shook his head. He closed the System window with a wave of his tail and recovered his place under Sonata.
    

    
       
    

    
      “In that case, I’ll be going now. Gray is waiting outside,” Rakna said and stood up.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Gray Whisles, huh? So, you joined the Throne of Glory. Can’t say it’s a bad choice, but be careful, they’re a powerful bunch for sure but they tend to get in trouble,” she remarked and he shrugged.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m a living trouble from what I hear,” he said which puzzled her. He snorted. “Maybe I’ll tell you one day, foxy. For now, it’s too fun to see you be shocked at everything I do.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith harrumphed. “Cheeky brat.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “All in good fun.” He waved her goodbye as he went to the exit. “See you, foxy. Thanks again.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sure, survive well, wolfy,” she huffed while smiling and he proceeded to leave the Shop.
    

  
    Chapter 46: Black Steel’s Spear

    
      “You took your time in there,” Gray said as he made his way down to the first floor of the Pavilion with Rakna. “You were bargaining or something?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not really,” Rakna replied blandly as they went down the staircase. “What do you know about Abyss Paths?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Abyss Paths?” The clown frowned. “Where did you hear about those? You don’t have one, do you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No, Allan has one.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uh,” Gray exclaimed with a hand on his chin. After reaching the bottom of the stairs, they ‘parked’ on one side of the hall and he continued, “Well, I do know a bit about it. The Abyss Paths are quite infamous in the higher Plateaus. There’s even an Abyss Guild in fact. Though, they’re branded as an evil one. Was this what you talked about with your shopkeep?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded and he hummed, “How rare. A shopkeeper that knows about these kinds of things must at least be above the 500th Plateau. Who was it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Foxy,” Rakna replied without thinking.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Who?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh… I meant Kaelith Yahkshasa.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray’s thought process creaked for a few seconds. “…damn, kid. You move fast. Not only do you call her foxy but she apparently even exercised her connections to be your personal shopkeep.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shrugged indifferently as they watched the people pass by while leaning against the wall.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, that aside, back to the Abyss thing. If you talked about it with that woman, you should have a pretty clear idea of what it is. So, what do you wanna know?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Any idea how to help Allan?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No, I’m sorry. But he did join the Madness Guild, right? If I had known his Path beforehand, I still would have sent him to Quill. That guy’s guild name isn’t just for show. They’re used to deal with berserkers, for the lack of a better word. That’s the best I can say.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see…” Rakna closed his eyes and a minute later, he opened them again as he finally realized something. “What are we waiting for, by the way?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, the other Guilds, of course. And your friends. It’s better to go together,” Gray replied while fiddling with his cane.
    

    
       
    

    
      “How long will that be?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I don’t know… Thirty minutes? An hour? Since I only have you, it’s fast. But the other guilds have several people to guide and awaken. So… we wait for them.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…”
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Forty minutes later, Rakna was mentally playing Tetris with his HL when he heard someone call his name, “Rak!” He looked up to see Allan walking in his direction together with around ten other new Hosts on top of Quill Frazen.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, well, if it isn’t little Quill,” Gray quipped as they got close.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Whisles,” the man greeted curtly and glanced at Rakna. “This is the S+? Worth your participation this year?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Worth?” Gray cackled. “The kid’s probably worthy of being a VIP for the first guild. How could I be disappointed, honestly?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Quill lifted his eyebrows but stayed silent otherwise.
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, is your guild going on ahead or are you waiting for others?” Gray followed up.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ll wait for the Wiccans. We agreed that we would go together,” Quill stated.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh? Nice, three of the top hundred guilds cooperating for their new recruits’ training. It will be a fresh experience.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Quill nodded and waved at the Hosts following him. “Relax. We will wait for a little more and then head to the Station with the Wiccans and the Clown.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The new Hosts nodded silently and made sure to stand somewhere where they wouldn’t bother anyone passing by. Rakna briefly inspected them. There weren’t a lot of them all things considered. Fourteen, all in all.
    

    
       
    

    
      But, one thing he noticed was that other than Allan, all of them seemed to be… cold? They all held this empty expression as if their life had been robbed in the nastiest way imaginable.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Is it this guild’s preference?’
       He thought to himself then faced his friend. “Hey, Allan.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm? What?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You told them about your Path, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh,” Allan seemed to understand something. He scratched his head and sighed. “I guess that means you learned what it means. Yeah, I told them about it. Quill asked me about it when I told him I was recommended by the clown. He looked surprised for a second but then he accepted and explained to me what Abyss is usually associated with.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re okay with it?” Rakna asked with his usual countenance and anyone who didn’t know him would have mistakenly assumed that he didn’t care.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m fine,” Allan shrugged. “It adds to the thrill, you know? It sounds fun to try and not to give in to darkness or whatever,” he said while laughing.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s one way of looking at it,” Gray commented from the side. “I like it though. You won’t survive in here if you can’t find at least a bit of enjoyment in your difficulties.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uh, surprisingly deep from a cyborg that dresses like a clown,” Allan retorted and Gray cackled.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time a feminine voice reached them, “Well, well, it seems we’re last to arrive.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Everyone looked to the right where the end of the staircase was and saw Vera approaching them with exactly eight recruits behind her. All of them were women and two of them were Nyx and Flavia.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, Vera. Good morning,” Gray tipped his hat. “How are your recruits this time around?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Fantastic, actually,” she grinned and started hugging Flavia who was next to her. “This little girl here has so much talent I’m practically drooling.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Please… Lady Vera, let me go,” Flavia said weakly as Vera rubbed her face against hers. The other women seemed to be smiling at the scene.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Really? How talented are we talking about?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sextuple affinity,” Vera said almost too smugly but going by the reactions Gray and Quill showed, it wasn’t without the right incentive. “And the lovely Nyx over here,” she then started hugging the former goddess as well. “Has awakened Eternal Night and Lunar Magic.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well… shit,” Gray uttered. “Maybe I should have broken that damn unspoken rule.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thank god you didn’t,” she huffed. “How did you get so lucky with your group anyway?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray smirked. “I guess I’m just that awesome.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Silence was all he got.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Seriously? At least, try and argue before shutting your mouths like that,” he grumbled.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s go. We’ve wasted enough as it is,” Quill declared unbothered and started walking toward the exit of the Pavilion.
    

    
       
    

    
      “See? I told you he was grumpy,” Gray muttered to Rakna as they followed him with the rest.
    

    
       
    

    
      As the sizeable group left the Pavilion and pierced through the crowd outside, the new recruits of the Wiccan Guild quickly surrounded Rakna in curiosity. They started fawning over him while barraging him with questions.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What’s your name?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “How did you get those ears and tails?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That little snake is so cute!”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Are you a werewolf?!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna retained his stony façade but the way his eyes were twitching wasn’t a good sign about his current mood. Pronos had also retreated under Sonata at lightning speed. Rakna raised his hand to stop them from speaking further. “If you want to bother someone, go for Allan. Not me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey!” Allan shouted in consternation.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Aww, come on. At least tell us your name?” One of the girls said.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…Rakna Xiorra,” he said as he felt that answering their questions would take less energy.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Can I pet you?” One other girl raised her hand as if she was asking permission from a teacher.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…no.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Can I touch your tails?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…no.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Can I-”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No,” he didn’t even wait for the next question before giving his answer. Flavia watched on with a wry smile while Nyx let out a quiet chuckle.
    

    
       
    

    
      Vera’s giggles sounded and everyone looked at her. “Come on now, girls. Let the poor boy go.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Fine~” The girls complied with pouts and Rakna grunted. He threw a look at the beautiful woman who was smiling at him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Do you overseers have anything to gain by sticking to profile stereotypes like this?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ara?” Vera tilted her head with an impish smile. “Whatever do you mean?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not only did you choose a bunch of women, but all their personalities are also too outgoing to be a coincidence. There are also the people behind that guy,” he replied while pointing at Quill’s group leading on ahead of them.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Too broken. Shells of human beings; something that I guess must be a recurrent thing every year and that man deliberately picked them. They, who must have lost things like lovers or siblings or perhaps seen too many exposed guts for their untrained minds.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Vera smiled sadly at his words. “Not as broken as you, I’d say.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He huffed and didn’t even bother to humor her with a comeback.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, you’re correct. The Wiccan Guild is a witch clan of sorts and witches, on top of being women, need to know how to let their desires and emotions free. They should always be outgoing, genial, and sociable. Therefore, it’s naturally better to pick people with those traits. Of course, there are exceptions. Your two friends here are more reserved but still have tremendous potential.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed,” Gray nodded in agreement. “Guilds need to keep a sort of decorum regarding their image and reputation. The Throne of Glory for instance only accepts powerful people but what you don’t know is that all of us are for the most part very independent. All of us hate being ordered. This is why we joined a Guild that would let us stand as equals. That is also why we’re not numerous.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then, there’s Quill’s Guild,” Vera continued. “The Madness Guild is a gloomy one. They are a group that welcomes mostly people that are unafraid of pain or death. The majority of them also have incredible physical capabilities and their attitude makes them scarily calculated in combat.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Damn… I’m starting to regret joining this guild,” Allan muttered. “I’m not sure I can cope.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “True,” Rakna nodded knowingly. “There’s absolutely no way you can be calculative in a fight.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan let out comical tears. “Raaak! Can you stop calling me stupid on every occasion!?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m not calling you stupid. I’m calling you an idiot.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s the same thing!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray laughed at their small banter. “As much as I’m enjoying the small chat, I have to interrupt you there. We’ve arrived,” he said as he pointed forward with his cane.
    

    
       
    

    
      Everyone looked at Quill’s group, who had taken a decent head-start, going down a staircase to the side of the street; one very similar to the entrance of an underground metro station.
    

    
       
    

    
      Vera and Quill led their group down the stairs until they were about twenty meters underground and a spacious place welcomed them. For being underground, the ceiling was quite high and the lighting felt very natural.
    

    
       
    

    
      Several people were sitting on the benches there, seemingly waiting for the transport that would probably be coming on the large rails they could see on each side of the station.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s see,” Gray hummed and he looked at the time on his pocket watch. “It should arrive at any moment now. The Black Steel’s Spear is never late.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Black Steel’s Spear?” Allan reiterated. “Sounds grand. By the way, why are these rails so big?”
    

    
       
    

    
      True to his words, the rails they could see were a lot larger than anything they were used to back on Earth. Before Gray could answer, the echoing sound of a locomotive reached their ears through the tunnels. The clown grinned, “Well, see for yourself.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Barely half a minute later, the new Hosts jerked back in surprise as a massive red train with two floors reached the station at high speed. It zoomed by in the tunnel to their right and disappeared inside again.
    

    
       
    

    
      But the sound didn’t disappear and it soon returned before slowing down with the loud sound of steam being discharged and the grinding of the rails against the train’s wheels.
    

    
       
    

    
      When it stopped, Rakna observed the train again. At first sight, it looked like something that was too old for a city as advanced as Black Steel but the way the doors smoothly opened as well as the clean and modern interior forced Rakna to admit that this train was more than it met the eye.
    

    
       
    

    
      Though, as they all began to enter the rail transport, he couldn’t help the small roguish instinct he had gained from his uncle as he opened his mouth, “Are you sure we don’t need a wand and pointy hats before going in?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray laughed heartily as they boarded.
    

  
    Chapter 47: Wilderness

    
      “So, Eternal Night, huh?” Rakna inquired as his group sat in one of the private rooms of the train along with Gray. The other two guilds had been scattered in other compartments.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes,” Nyx nodded impassively. She raised her hand and a black arc of jagged shadows appeared surrounded by a swirl of dark lightning. “This is Aeter. A perfect combination of both unmatchable power and subtlety, or so they said,” she added and closed her hand to make it disappear.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray hummed. “You should be careful with that magic in the future.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That is the signature of the Eternal Night God. After his emergence a few years ago, many people were forced to acknowledge that he 
      is
       the 
      strongest
       God. Parading its power will do you more bad than good. You’d become a target of attention. The implications of that are a no-brainer.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx scowled at that. 
      ‘Again… The System already told me that man had become the Eternal Night God. But the strongest? What happened after our battle? Was I sent into the future?’
       She thought to herself and Rakna glanced at her.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey, Clown, seeing that you were not that shocked when Vera mentioned that element, I assume there are more wielders of that magic within the System, correct?” He asked.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray nodded. “You’re right. But, in my opinion, I feel like they are different from your friend here. I met other wielders of this magic, but all of them seemed to be lacking in comparison. Their magic was undeniably Aeter, there’s no doubt about that, but its… ‘substance’ was weak,” he said and looked at Nyx.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yours, however, feels complete. As if you had something others don’t. Well, perhaps it’s because of the small divinity you exude,” he added with a shrug.
    

    
       
    

    
      When Rakna realized that this conversation wouldn’t be going much farther, he decided to change the topic, “What about Lunar Magic?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh, that,” Gray raised a finger. “It’s not super rare, nut it is as it sounds; magic made to use the power of the moon,” he explained. “Well, that’s vague I know. But you’ll probably understand in time. Well then, if we’re going to go through everyone’s magic affinities, what is yours?” He turned toward Allan in curiosity. “Every Host out there loves to hear about others’ awakenings.”
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘So, foxy isn’t the only one,’ 
      Rakna commented inwardly and looked at Allan, waiting for his answer.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I only have one affinity; Void.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…what?” Gray uttered dumbly. “Could you repeat that? I fear my audio receptors malfunctioned for a second.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uuh… Void?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The clown grumbled inaudibly before crossing his arms and leaning back against his seat. “Damn, that Quill didn’t even bother to brag about it, huh?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What is the Void element?” Flavia asked in confusion.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Another super rare affinity. I swear you four are so busted,” he said sardonically. “Anyway, Void is the element of nothingness; suiting for the Madness Guild now that I think about it. Simply said, it’s a magic mostly known to replicate magic.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Replicate… magic?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Or I guess it’s more accurate to say that it incorporates magic,” Gray specified and waved his hand at Allan. “Why don’t you explain it yourself? It’s your affinity, after all.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan mused for a moment. “Well, from what I understood, I can assimilate the element of a magic that is used against me and copy it, albeit weaker. I can’t have two different elements at the same time though. At least, for now.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, if I were to cast my magic on you, you’d be able to use it as well?” Rakna asked. “Would it hurt you when you assimilate it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah,” Allan stretched his cheek. “I need to be hit to assimilate one and it can kill me if I’m not careful. But it also says I can do the same with pure magical energy. So, in other words, I could do the same by touching someone.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Interesting? Can you do it on me?” Rakna requested.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I can try,” Allan said and put his hand on his friend’s shoulder before closing his eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray squinted his cybernetic eyes in curiosity. Then, Allan’s hand started collecting frost and releasing a chilling mist. After a few seconds, he winced and hastily pulled his arm back.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What’s wrong?” Flavia asked as he saw him clenching his hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well… I think it failed. Give me a second,” he muttered and seemingly looked at a System window. “Apparently, your magic cannot be replicated, Rak. At least, at my current level.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray chuckled. “Obviously. Star Magic isn’t something that could be so easily reproduced.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Star Magic? And, wait! Why didn’t you tell me before I tried then?!” Allan shouted and the clown shrugged uncaringly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I was curious. It’s not like it was going to kill you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan groaned while Nyx got interested in something else. “You said Star Magic?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. Rakna over here has awakened Cold Star Magic. Something that was only known in theory until today. Though, keep it a secret from your respective guilds. I’m confident that my guild can stand against most hostilities but we really don’t want to attract more trouble than necessary. I already made a huge gamble by accepting Rakna and his irregularity.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I bet,” Allan snorted. “So, what is this Cold Star Magic thing?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “For now, the only thing I know is that I can channel mana to generate cold and that my attacks have 10% additional cold damage. Then, I have a Tier 0 spell that I need to try out,” Rakna told in Gray’s stead.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh, and it also did this to my ears and tails,” he added whilst pointing at the white fur.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, I wondered why it was like that now,” Allan nodded understandingly. “So, basically, you have super rare magic as well?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Add a few more ‘super’s and a ‘mega’ before ‘rare’ and then you’ll be spot on,” Gray jested. “On top of that, you should hear about that lazy little snake,” he pointed at Pronos who was as always sleeping the day off. “He has two affinities; Poison and Infinity.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Poison I can imagine. But Infinity? I never heard about something similar,” Nyx questioned.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Super-super-super, etcetera, mega rare affinity,” Gray deadpanned. “Though less rare than Star Magic, it’s so uncommon and elusive that no one even knows what it can be used for. It will be up to the lazy snake or Rakna himself to find out. But it’s nevertheless considered Divine Magic as it relates to Ouroboros,” he disclosed and looked at the time; they were about to arrive.
    

    
       
    

    
      “The last one is you, young lady. Vera said you had awakened six affinities. What are they?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well,” Flavia swiftly brought up the list on her status as she hadn’t had enough time to memorize them. “Wind, Light, Gravity, Wood, Time and Space.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The room fell silent.
    

    
       
    

    
      “...even I can tell that sounds like bullshit,” Allan broke the silence.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You have no idea,” Gray facepalmed. “The first three ones are frankly quite good. Some people would kill to have those three affinities. But Wood, Time, and Space? That’s just crazy. Those three have massive potential individually. But you’re saying you have all three of them along with three others AND a Nirvana Skill?” He let out a snicker and shook his head. “Busted.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia laughed wryly. “Thank you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, you certainly have promise as a Chaos Witch. That’s for sure.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What do you mean?” Rakna raised an eyebrow. “What exactly makes a Chaos Witch strong?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I can answer that,” Flavia said with a smile. “My Path will eventually allow me to use Chaos Magic. Contrary to what you may think, it’s not an extra affinity but a constructed magic that is made by mixing several others together. Hence, Chaos Magic. So, logically speaking, the more magics you use to generate Chaos, the stronger it is. Although, I heard from Lady Vera that it will be very hard to use Six-Fold Chaos, as she called it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Really…” Gray couldn’t help but ask himself how far these four would go. Well, five counting the 
      unassuming
       pet that 
      unassumingly
       had the potential to become a sort of Serpent God. Ultimately, even after hearing all that in person, he still couldn’t believe a group so talented existed.
    

    
       
    

    
      A few minutes after the end of their chat, a chime rang throughout the train. Then, immediately after, they heard the doors open along with a synthetic voice.
    

    
       
    

    
      || The Black Steel’s Spear has reached its destination. Please disembark. ||
    

    
       
    

    
      “Alrighty,” Gray stood up and opened the sliding door of their room. “Let’s go.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “We’ve arrived?” Allan asked confusedly. “I didn’t even feel the train stop.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “We couldn’t feel it move either,” Nyx pointed out.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Of course,” Gray said as they walked in a corridor that you wouldn’t believe was in a train because of its size. “The Black Steel’s Spear is nothing mundane. Its top speed is far above supersonic and it operates with both machinery and spatial magic. You have no idea of the distance we traveled during these fifteen-odd minutes.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s group quietly followed the clown until they reached one of the automatic doors of the train and the view was nothing short of striking.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was a massive contrast to the city-scape. Tall grass shining under the light of the sun, a stunning variety of flowers, and trees in the distance being even taller than skyscrapers.
    

    
       
    

    
      But, even more than the beauty of the landscape itself, the more shocking thing was the presence of creatures that Rakna didn’t fail to recognize. His eyes widened as he caught sight of one certain creature with a very long neck, eating at the leaves of a tree.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Apatosaurus,” he muttered unintentionally.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Dinosaurs!?” Allan shouted in shock.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, yes. That’s how the Earth calls them, isn’t it?” Gray said as he spotted Vera and Quill’s group coming out from different doors. They were probably taking time to gather everyone. “Well, there will be a few species here that you may know about. But that’s only a small part of all the creatures that live on the First Plateau or on others Plateaus for that matter.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Unbelievable… I never expected this kind of scenery after Black Steel,” Flavia whispered.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, Black Steel’s Mayor made it a law to not touch nature more than necessary. While it is true that a Plateau’s surface size can be practically infinite, Black Steel has always left it untouched and unpolluted; just expanding the city as needed.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed. Like in many past generations, Black Steel has a good Mayor,” Vera’s voice sounded as the three groups got closer after making sure everyone was here. The other passengers of the train were also departing.
    

    
       
    

    
      Right after that, they heard the train’s locomotive roar as a cloud of steam was released. The train slowly started moving again on the rails built on the ground around the grass, and then followed the half-turn defined by those same rails and went back underground through a tunnel.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well then, let’s go,” Gray grinned. “It’s time for you to test your mettle on your first Trial.”
    

  
    Chapter 48: Slimy Fight

    
      “Okay, first of all, let’s set up the parties,” Gray said and snapped his fingers.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna raised an eyebrow at the prompt that followed.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Gray Whisles 
      invites you to join his Party.
    

    
      Do you accept?
    

    
      Yes/No
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes,” he whispered and a new icon appeared in his field of vision. A quick mental input showed him the current members of the party, which currently were Gray and him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What about you three?” The clown turned toward Flavia, Nyx, and Allan. “Normally, new recruits would form a party with the Guild they joined. But there isn’t much good in separating your little group. You’re fine with that, right?” He looked over Vera and Quill.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I don’t mind,” the beautiful witch shook her head.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Neither do I,” Quill replied simply.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good!” Gray smiled and forwarded the invitations to the trio who accepted without needing much convincing. “Now, here’s how it’s going to go; we overseers will watch you from the rear lines as you head to your first Trial and if the need arises, we will intervene.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Question!” One of the girls from the Wiccan Guild raised her hand. “Where is the Trial?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good question,” Gray nodded. “There are two ways to navigate on a Plateau. Dumb luck and map.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…?” Everyone looked at the clown weirdly.
    

    
       
    

    
      Vera shook her head with a sigh. “Just tell your AI to open your map.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Heeding her words, the new Hosts mentally prompted their AIs and a System window appeared in front of them; one that they hadn’t seen before.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked closely at the image in front of him. In the center, a red light was flashing and was surrounded by five others, though white in color. The window was also obviously depicting their surroundings with the train’s rails being very recognizable. Other than that, the virtual screen had a compass with it and three arrowheads were pointing in three different directions.
    

    
       
    

    
      “The red dot is yourself. The white dots are the members of your party,” Quill took over for the explanation. “The map will be filled as you explore the Plateau. In other words, a location cannot appear on your map if you haven’t been there previously. But, the most important thing is the arrows; each one of them points you toward a Trial. This is something you’ll quickly get used to as it is recurrent on every Plateau.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “However, I have to clarify the clown’s words,” Vera continued and Gray chuckled. “Dumb luck isn’t a bad way of putting it. Trials are not the only thing Hosts can aim for. Dungeons, Exploration Quests, Bounties, World Bosses, Ruins, Treasures… Many things can be found on a Plateau, and Hosts tend to explore randomly until they find something of value.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I guess that means the System has a reset mechanic?” Rakna spoke up, which confused most of the other recruits.
    

    
       
    

    
      Vera smiled. “You’re sharp. Yes. Plateaus are reset every month and the formations on them are randomly regenerated. Dungeons and Quests are never located in the same place. But it doesn’t necessarily mean that the contents themselves change. Do you understand?” She asked Rakna, as well as everyone else who collectively nodded.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Splendid. Now, be on your way, greenhorns,” Gray said. “I’m sure all of this explaining has bored more than one of you. Head to one of the Trials and get wild. We’ll be right behind you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked at his group and they shrugged at each other before following an arrow that pointed roughly to the north. They were the first ones to move and getting caught in the initiative, the rest simply went after them without raising any questions.
    

    
       
    

    
      Fortunately, the Hosts recruited by Quill were not the type to try to lead in the first place. It applied to Vera’s recruits as well. Those future witches were actually giddy to follow.
    

    
       
    

    
      After jogging for a few minutes through the tall grass, passing by a few ‘dinosaurs’ which appeared to be peaceful, Rakna sensed something and stopped. He looked to his left, where the beginnings of a forest were charted by thick bushes.
    

    
       
    

    
      Before anyone behind him could ask why he stopped, the leaves rattled and something emerged before flopping on the ground before them.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Really?” Allan uttered as they all stared at the thing. “I mean, sure, this is game-like but come on. This just makes me feel like a mob.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The creature in front of them was in fact a big, round, transparent cyan slime. It had bubble-like patterns inside of it as well as a very small red stone.
    

    
       
    

    
      Watching from the back, Gray snickered which was only picked up by Rakna who glanced at him with a blank look.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t underestimate slimes,” Quill said taciturnly. “They are more dangerous than you think.”
    

    
       
    

    
      As he spoke, more and more slimes started coming out from the bushes, slowly forming a small army of blobs. When their number got over fifty, some people began to feel apprehensive and what Quill added afterward didn’t help.
    

    
       
    

    
      “They are near impervious to physical attacks. If they catch you, you will have trouble escaping its grasp. If you attack without a plan, you--”
    

    
       
    

    
      He was interrupted as five slimes were abruptly lifted into the air and slammed against the ground with a force strong enough to make them splatter and die. Quill stood motionlessly with his arms crossed and the new Hosts all turned toward Flavia who had her hand extended.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uh?” She looked around at the people staring at her. “Was I not supposed to attack?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted and kicked the ground without a word. Barely anyone was able to see him speed up before he arrived in front of the still increasing army of slimes. He whirled the glaive in his hand, which nobody had noticed him take out, and swung it at three slimes.
    

    
       
    

    
      The creatures were split into two right in the middle where the small red stone was. At the same time, the sliced halves first steamed due to Sonata’s heat before turning to ice.
    

    
       
    

    
      Without stopping, Rakna stepped past the dissolving slimes and grabbed another one barehanded. Then, with a short pulse of mana, the entire creature froze before it was shattered with a kick.
    

    
       
    

    
      After getting out of their daze, the others finally decided to join Rakna in fighting the slimes. Nyx breathed out and casually waved her hand. A few shadow spikes impaled a group of slimes in the distance. Amongst everyone here, her power was probably the most large-scale. Even if it would take her a lot of energy, she was able to take out a hundred of these slimes in a second.
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, Allan tried to punch one of them only for the shock of the blow to be absorbed. He scowled and followed up with a kick. It did send the monster away but it hadn’t done any damage. A lot of other physical fighters like him were struggling around him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Of course, none of them were stupid enough not to notice the red stone inside them but getting to them with fists seemed impossible.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘That’s what Quill meant by near impervious,’
       Allan thought as he fended off more slimes without truly being able to damage them. 
      ‘Magic then? But I still haven’t copied any…’
    

    
       
    

    
      As he and the others were lost in their thoughts, Rakna spoke up clearly and loudly for all of them to hear. “Scatter force,” he said indifferently as he cut apart two more slimes with a full spin of his spear. “Flavia did kill them by smashing them against the ground. They can take hits because of buoyancy but it won’t work if the forces are spread out. Don’t thrust your fist in. If you can’t do it alone, attack two opposite sides in pairs.”
    

    
       
    

    
      All the while he spoke, he never lost focus on the slimes or his stoicism. Grabbing them, freezing them, slicing them… He was doing it without even sweating or thinking about it.
    

    
       
    

    
      The other Hosts widened their eyes in surprise before following his advice. The members of the Madness Guild attacked the slimes in pairs and their bodies were squished from both sides. They failed to hold together their form before bursting into gelatinous droplets.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Witches,” Rakna continued and the girls from the Wiccan Guild perked up. They had been using weapons such as knives to fight against the slimes. They were unable to use magic just yet after coming out of the Tutorial.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Stop using those. Fall back and learn your magic. These guys are weak; it’s a good opportunity as far as you’re concerned. Close your eyes, concentrate and try to feel foreign movement inside your body. Mana is just like a sore limb. Shake it and force it to move.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The girls blinked at each other before also following his orders. It almost felt natural to them as he told them directives one after the other.
    

    
       
    

    
      From afar, Vera tilted her head. “My? How surprising. In contrast with his cold attitude, he has the talent of a leader. It is also amazing that he attained a sufficient understanding of magic to give others advice to control mana. Not even mentioning how easily he freezes those slimes. For some reason, it looks like every attack of his carries ice magic…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed,” Quill nodded. “He also grasped the slimes’ physical properties in a short moment. He has an uncanny awareness. Though, I have to disagree about the leader part.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm? How so?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s not leadership,” Gray intervened with a calm, appraising tone. “That’s commanding. This kid is not leading the others, he’s outright telling them how to fight; how to win. He’s not speaking for the sake of helping them, he’s directing them in order to prevail. It’s almost as if… I’m looking at a general employing his troops in the most efficient way possible. Although I don’t believe it’s as bad as him treating them as tools, it’s not far from the truth.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I agree,” Quill squinted his eyes. “I’ve seen others like him. If it meant surviving or winning, he would probably be willing to go as far as cutting one of his own limbs or even killing an ally without hesitation.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Vera frowned. “Don’t go too far now. You’re making it sound like he’s heartless.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray cackled and waved his finger. “No, no. He’s not heartless. From what I’ve seen, I think he’s got plenty of heart actually, although it’s a bit solitary. No, what we’re saying is that he can become a heartless killer at the flip of a switch,” he said and rubbed his chin. “I’m curious about who was responsible for his upbringing…”
    

    
       
    

    
      Back to the recruits’ group. The girls from the Wiccan Guild, following the advice, had all managed to at least feel their mana. Some even had learned their Mana Control skill already.
    

    
       
    

    
      The first of them to launch magic was the unofficial leader of the small female team, Sena. She had brown hair tied into ponytails and brown eyes that flared with magic energy as a fireball shot out from her hand and completely incinerated a slime.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna glanced at them and grunted positively. He also took a look at how Pronos was faring with his poison. The little snake was doing his own experiments. He first had used his Eion Poison like normally and the slime had started glowing before evaporating.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos followed by activating his magic and a green aura surrounded him. His azure eyes gained an emerald pigment and within a few seconds, he had caught several slimes in fog. The monsters quickly turned into the same color as the spell and rapidly melted to their death.
    

    
       
    

    
      Other than him, Flavia and Nyx were also testing their magic. Though, their methods were vastly different. The former was openly trying to make gusts of wind and spikes of earth randomly. They were weak compared to what Aquila could do, but it was enough against slimes.
    

    
       
    

    
      As for the former goddess, she was very subtle about it. She was alone to the side and when slimes approached her, they would immediately get swallowed by a maw of shadows while she fiddled with something in her hand; a small sphere of darkness caged in black lightning.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, there was Allan who couldn’t practice his magic, which visibly depressed him if the comical dark cloud above his head was anything to go by; even as he pummeled the slimes.
    

    
       
    

    
      As Rakna observed all of it, his body moved from both instinct and habit. Because of that, at some point, he realized a bit late that he was holding the last slime in his hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      The monster had encased his hand in its body and true to Quill’s words, it normally would be very hard to get away from it and Rakna could also feel the tinge of pain as if something was actively trying to burn his hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      He huffed and the slime froze over in a second before it was slammed on the ground. Rakna sighed and a crystallized breath came out of his mouth. His magic had been surprisingly easy to use.
    

    
       
    

    
      Other than the passive 10% Cold damage on every attack, even the ones dealt with Sonata, he only needed to be in contact with a slime and spend a few mana points to freeze it. Granted, these slimes were barely level five. But it was still a good experiment.
    

    
       
    

    
      On top of that, the mana consumption was very low. His Soul Core could even mitigate mana costs by 10%. As for his stamina, it had decreased by five points; he was barely warmed up.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna had no idea how long stamina took to recover or even how exactly its loss was calculated other than from skills, but he knew for a fact that the small quantities of energies he had used in this fight were already coming back to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That was a nice show,” Gray said while clapping, grabbing the attention of everyone. “Though we three would have liked all of you to figure things out purely on your own, following directives is something you’ll have to learn in the future anyway. It’s not a problem. Now, get a move on! Next destination; the Trial. Hurray!”
    

    
       
    

    
      The clown stuck his hand in the air only for the Hosts to ignore him and turn around. He groaned and put his hand back on his cane. “I swear, kids these days don’t respect comical relief.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Vera and Quill didn’t comment and walked past him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Really? You two as well? Killjoys, the lots of you…” The cyborg grumbled.
    

  
    Chapter 49: Cold Energy

    
      After the battle, the group swiftly collected the only things the slimes had dropped; their nucleus.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Loot Material/Red Slime Nucleus
    

    
      Rarity:
       Gray
    

    
      Description:
    

    
      The nucleus of a slime is the very cause of the monster’s existence. It is commonly identified as a mineral that is capable of absorbing and storing ambient mana around itself as a physical substance.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna casually read the description as they continued to follow the arrow on their map.
    

    
       
    

    
      “These things are considered loot?” Allan said as he held one of the nuclei between his fingers. “I expected something more… flashy.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Like what?” Rakna asked
    

    
       
    

    
      “I don’t know, man. Like, actual ‘loot’. Armors, weapons, skills, money; stuff like that.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray heard him from behind and chuckled. “I’m afraid you won’t get those from mere slimes.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Huh?” Allan turned around. “So, that means other monsters will drop them?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, the stronger the monster, the better loot. But, for instance, monsters like the hobgoblins you fought in the Tutorial would give much better loot if you fought them now.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Seriously? Then why couldn’t we just have this unlocked during the Tutorial?!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray shrugged. “Don’t ask me. The System likes to do things progressively. Heck, even I think that there are still features I don’t have access to, much less you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I call bullshit,” Allan grumbled and handed back the nucleus to Rakna who stored it for him. The latter was the only one who had a spatial ring and other than him and his companions, every other Host was forced to carry them in bags or small pouches.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey, Clown,” Rakna raised his voice and Gray looked at him. “How much does a spatial ring go for?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Like the one you have?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No, the lowest tier.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, the fixed price for a T.10 Spatial Ring is 7 000 Talys,” he said and the other Hosts who had been listening in winced a bit. “Granted, it is a bit costly for you at the moment. But, later on, you’ll get that amount very easily. You just have to make do with what you have now. Well, other than a certain someone who got gifted a high tier item by his beautiful shopkeeper.”
    

    
       
    

    
      A few people glared at Rakna who nonchalantly shrugged them off. He waved his hand and focused as cold mist swirled around it. He waved his finger and started forming something that resembled a small cube of ice in his hand without even looking.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What are you doing with that ice?” Flavia asked curiously when she noticed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s not ice,” Rakna retorted and made the cube float up from his palm. Flavia took a closer look and understood what he meant pretty fast.
    

    
       
    

    
      The cube truly didn’t look like ice. It did release cold air, the color was also matching, but it didn’t have a smooth surface and it reflected nothing. Some small parts would sometimes rise and then disappear at random times. It was almost as if it was a very compact mass of strange icy flames.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It is essentially pure cold energy given form… I think,” Rakna said hesitatingly. “With my magic, it’s not really possible to make ice. I can solidify liquids and humidity in the air but making ice out of nothing would need me to be able to gather humidity into one place. However, the only thing I can do is release cold. That’s it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Cold?” Nyx frowned. “Your magic just lowers temperature?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sort of. What’s special about it is precisely this,” he said while pointing at the cube. A second later, it turned into a pyramid, then into a thin plate, then back into a cube. “It’s something completely contradicting. It’s a form of energy that releases cold. In other words, it’s an energy that lowers energy inside objects.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I don’t get it…” Allan muttered.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia mused. “Cold is the result of a lack of heat. Heat is a form of energy; mainly created through friction, pressure, combustion, light… When Rakna says that it’s a contradiction, he means that his magic creates some sort of energy that releases cold, something that is impossible. If we stick to science at least.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well… what’s the difference between that and simple ice magic?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s like comparing fire to heated metal,” Rakna said. “The fire can increase the heat of the metal which will then release energy on its own but only until it’s exhausted,” he explained and his eyes glowed a bit before he suddenly increased his mana output.
    

    
       
    

    
      The small cube in his hand quickly turned into a full-sized glaive made out of pure blue energy. It was releasing the small flame-like particles that the cube had been.
    

    
       
    

    
      Ding!
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have learned a new spell!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Star Make 
      (T.10 – 1)
      :
       The ability to create forms and objects based on the user’s imagination. By condensing Star Energy, all sorts of constructs can be made. From the smallest of blades to the most complex and biggest of objects.
    

    
      Cost:
       Variable. An unremitting flow of mana is required to keep a construct active. This may or may not apply to sub-spells derived from it.
    

    
      Note:
       The more mana is used in the creation of a construct, the stronger the result is. The power of the spell has thus a rating varying from Tier 10 to Tier 1.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna wasn’t too surprised at this notification while his friends and the people around were staring at the energy weapon he had made with wide eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray grinned to himself while Vera and Quill were watching confoundedly as they attempted to recognize the magic. 
      ‘Of course, they wouldn’t recognize it. They probably have never seen anything similar to this,’
       the clown thought, once again relishing the fact that he had recruited an awesome talent.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That is very similar to my shadow constructs,” Nyx commented.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded then looked at Allan. “A question for you; what’s the difference between this glaive I just made and one made of ice?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uuh… I don’t know?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Even Pronos sweatdropped at his ignorance. Rakna shook his head helplessly. “Let’s say I stabbed you with a weapon made of ice, what would happen?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, it’d feel super cold, I guess. And maybe damage my internal organs or something?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good enough. But,” Rakna paused and emphasized as he whirled the Star Construct. “This would do way more. It technically would do with cold as fire does with heat; continuous conduction. Just that this glaive would conduct cold. It wouldn’t just cool down your insides; it would start to freeze them as long as the source isn’t pulled out. Just like how your body would take fire if you somehow had one burning inside of you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh…OH!” The blond had a moment of realization before it struck him. “Holy shit… please don’t point that thing at me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted and mentally discarded the energy glaive, making it disappear and stopping the drain that was making his mana pool suffer. 
      ‘With my soul core, the cost was about 2.6 MP to make, and 2.6 more to keep it active for about a minute,’ 
      he thought while gazing at his empty hand still releasing some cold air.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, the booming cry of an animal made Rakna and the others look at one of the large dinosaurs in the distance, hollering at another who responded in kind.
    

    
       
    

    
      Soon after, a transparent aura started appearing around them; something that Rakna immediately compared to his Intimidation skill.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Looks like they’re going to fight for territory,” Gray commented.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed,” Quill nodded. “These beasts are generally not hostile toward humans but some of them are very territorial. I recommend you to be careful in the future. Now, move on. At your level, you don’t want to be anywhere near them as they fight.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The recruits nodded and started distancing themselves. As they got away from the area, they felt a brief trembling coming from the ground and a fading noise.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Damn, how strong are they to do that?” Allan uttered while looking over his shoulder.
    

    
       
    

    
      “More than us. That’s all we need to know for now. More importantly,” Rakna trailed as he looked at the lake in front of them with a small island in it. The arrow was pointing right at it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hmm,” Gray observed the island and the stone structure on it resembling an arena along with a big humanoid statue sitting in the center. “That’s… the Combat Trial for sure. Can’t tell the specific challenge though.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You don’t know?” Flavia tilted her head. “Are the Trials also reset by the System?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes,” Vera answered her question. “Though, the types are always the same. For example, the First Plateau will always have one Combat Trial, a Racing Trial, and a Mental Trial. The one you see over there must be the Combat Trial; requiring you to fight a foe of some kind. But the challenge itself can have specific rules.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna made sure to note that information for future reference and then observed the entirety of the lake, noticing that there wasn’t any sort of platform to get to the isle.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Do we… have to swim there?” One of the girls from Wiccan Guild asked nervously.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, not necessarily…” Gray smiled as Rakna silently approached the edge of the lake. He put his hand in the water and closed his eyes. Pronos promptly jumped off when he felt his master’s body growing colder and colder.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna concentrated his mana inside his body, building it up as his 
      Soul Core
       pulsed. After almost twenty seconds, he opened his eyes and released all of it at once. The water made a fizzing sound and froze incredibly fast in a straight line toward the isle.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 
      Mana Control
       has leveled up! ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      When Rakna stood up, a one-meter-wide ice bridge had settled inside the water. He grunted and shook his hand to get rid of the frost on it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That took half of my mana…” He complained, and it didn’t do anything to reduce the shock of the onlookers. Vera raised an eyebrow; an elemental affinity capable of doing that much at a beginner level was definitely irregular. Though, the boy could also be just that much of a prodigy.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray insouciantly walked up and curiously tapped on the ice with his foot. “Nice. It’s thick enough to last. Good job.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scoffed and stepped on the ice as he drew a fresh cigarette from Obsidian’s Smoke. Pronos followed him but instead of using the bridge, he jumped into the water.
    

    
       
    

    
      Soon enough, the others snapped out of their shock and carefully used the ice bridge, making sure that not too many people would be on one spot at the same time. After about five minutes, they had all reached the isle; the overseers lagging behind a bit.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, a System window popped up in everyone’s vision.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have reached a Trial Zone. Trials can only be taken alone. You will temporarily leave your party for the duration of the Trial.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Trial of the First Plateau
    

    
      Enter the Arena to initiate the Trial. Once inside, a barrier will be erected to prevent external interventions. It will be taken down when the Trial is over.
    

    
      Conditions to Pass
      : Defeat the Golem in under five minutes.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

  
    Chapter 50: Battle Trial

    
      “So, who wants to go first?” Gray addressed every recruit and they all blankly looked at him. None of them really wanted to step forward.
    

    
       
    

    
      No matter the situation, anyone with a rational mind would do everything to not be first. At the very least, they would want to see someone else make the mistakes they didn’t want to make.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ll go,” Allan raised his hand. Of course, certain people just didn’t give a crap.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray chuckled. “All right then. Prepare whatever you need and go whenever you’re ready. Take a potion with you too. The Trials in the First Plateau aren’t that dangerous but they still have their risk. We won’t be able to help you once you start, so a health potion is the least you could take.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan nodded as he showed a belt he was wearing under his shirt. It was one made to hold many different objects; potions included. He had bought it from the Shop earlier on.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good,” Gray nodded approvingly. “The stage is yours,” he added and retreated to the back lines with Vera and Quill.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Teach, can I copy one of your magics?” Allan asked Flavia.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Of course,” she said and extended her hand. “But, does it work the same with several affinities?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yep,” Allan said and grabbed her hand before closing his eyes. Ten seconds later, a small green glow wrapped around his body before fading away. He then looked at his hand and grinned. “Done. Thanks,” he declared and started walking toward the arena.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It seems like he copied your wind magic,” Nyx commented.
    

    
       
    

    
      “How do you know?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s not very hard to feel the nature of mana when you’re used to it,” the former goddess said and Flavia gazed at her for a moment before going back to Allan who was getting close to the immobile stone golem. Rakna was silently watching beside them.
    

    
       
    

    
      When Allan got close enough, a System prompt was sent to him and the golem’s eyes suddenly lit up with a red light. Its entire body began to tremble as it stood up. At the same time, a spherical barrier was erected around the arena that not even the overseers would be able to bypass.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna then took the time to appraise the thing’s status.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Trial Stone Golem
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 15 | 
      END
      : 15
    

    
      SPD
      : 10 | 
      DEX
      : 15
    

    
      INT
      : 0 | 
      LCK
      : 0
    

    
      Note: 
      A magical puppet specifically made for the Trials. When defeated by a Host, it will repair itself to engage the next one.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      It really was a simple status. Nothing else but the attributes and the usual additional note provided by Appraisal. 
      ‘Sadly, it wasn’t enough to level up the skill again,’
       Rakna thought as he watched Allan take a stance.
    

    
       
    

    
      The hotheaded blond should be able to win without too much trouble. Not even mentioning five minutes, one or two minutes would be enough. 
      ‘Though, it still is a dangerous opponent. This golem can both hit and take hits for sure. But all things considered, it’s quite an easy Trial.’
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, Allan seemed to be waiting for the golem to stand up as he glanced at the virtual count down the System was giving him. When it hit zero was the instant the golem finished standing and threw a punch at a speed that normal humans wouldn’t be able to cope with.
    

    
       
    

    
      And although Allan wasn’t the swiftest guy around, he still had the necessary reflexes and instinct to step to the side and dodge. He then dealt a kick that made the golem’s fist accelerate downward and bury itself in the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      He clenched his fist and entered the golem’s close space. He threw a punch with everything he had at the being’s torso. His fist collided with the stone and cracked it instantly.
    

    
       
    

    
      But the golem didn’t seem to be bothered by that fact. It ignored the damage and swung its other arm which Allan blocked with his forearms, wincing a bit at the pain. He retreated by a few steps and wanted to retaliate from another angle but unfortunately, the golem’s speed was higher than his and he was forced to dodge another punch instead of attacking.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, his gloves were starting to accumulate momentum and a faint glow was growing stronger around them.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan scowled at the golem that now stood still after pushing him away. Compared to Rakna or Flavia, he knew he wasn’t that resourceful when it came to strategy, but he felt like he needed one to win this fight without injury at least.
    

    
       
    

    
      But, unluckily for him, the golem didn’t allow him to think much before it finally moved away from its initial spot. The magic puppet kicked the ground and rushed at him with its arm extended.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan ducked under the reaching hand of the golem and remembered Rakna’s advice from earlier before trying to coat his hands in mana. His whole left arm released a green aura as he tried to get closer again.
    

    
       
    

    
      Like the previous try, the golem used its superior speed to change its stance and throw a punch in its closed space. But this time, Allan thrust his palm at the approaching fist and released the power he had been gathering.
    

    
       
    

    
      A gust of concentrated wind shot out from his palm and made the golem’s fist slow down as well as deviate from its trajectory. Then, within that time frame, Allan followed up with a punch with his right arm, right where he had struck earlier.
    

    
       
    

    
      The hole he had made in the golem’s torso became even deeper and more cracks formed as visible fragments fell on the ground. But the lifeless creature still didn’t show any weakness and repeated its previous behavior, attempting to push him away with a wide kick.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan’s eyes widened in momentary panic and he crouched to evade. He jumped back to dodge a fist that shattered the arena’s ground to dust.
    

    
       
    

    
      When the two of them returned to another stalemate, Allan groaned and glanced at his glowing gloves. “Okay, that’s it,” he muttered and used the wind magic he had taken from Flavia again. He had somewhat gotten the feeling from earlier and decided to redirect it to his legs this time.
    

    
       
    

    
      He crouched and put his hand on the ground as a green aura appeared at his feet. He then sprung toward the golem that unsurprisingly reacted fast enough to send a punch aimed at his head.
    

    
       
    

    
      But, Allan didn’t even blink as he felt his body flooding with magic. He crouched with swiftness he shouldn’t have had and similarly closed in just as fast. He reared his fist and swung it as a green aura still trailed behind him.
    

    
       
    

    
      When his fist hit the golem, his gloves finally released their stored impetus and sent a shockwave through the entire frame of the stone doll. The golem splintered and froze mid-movement.
    

    
       
    

    
      A second later, the material that composed it simply crumbled into small rocks.
    

    
       
    

    
      The barrier surrounding the arena was powered down right away and Allan sighed as the System confirmed he had passed the Trial; in forty seconds in fact. He turned around and stepped down from the area.
    

    
       
    

    
      The second his feet weren’t touching the arena anymore; the debris of the stone golem shook and floated up before flying toward each other and reconstructing the golem in its default position.
    

    
       
    

    
      When Allan returned to the group, Quill raised his voice before anyone else, “Good. You managed to tap into Elemental Reinforcement. If you train a little more, you’ll easily unlock the skill.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Elemental Reinforcement?” Rakna said without thinking. “What’s the difference between that and normal reinforcement?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Regular reinforcement merely increases potency,” Gray explained. “On the other hand, elemental reinforcement refers to strengthening your body with mana while imbuing it with an affinity. As you saw, wind-type reinforcement increases agility and swiftness to a high degree.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I’m just glad I did that under a minute,” Allan shrugged and sat down next to the rest. He wasn’t that tired but the battle had still been taxing; especially as he tried to manipulate magic for the first time.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well then, next person,” Gray said and several Hosts came out with most of them being recruits from the Madness Guild. All of them basically had the same fighting style as Allan and it’s exactly what happened over the next half an hour or so.
    

    
       
    

    
      Every close quarter fighter stepped up with their own martial arts and magic, all employing pretty much the same strategy; hitting one spot several times by closing in and retreating repeatedly.
    

    
       
    

    
      When every member from the Madness Guild had passed successfully, with some of them having had to try twice, the last people that needed to go were Vera’s guild, Nyx, Flavia, and Rakna.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I suggest we let the cheats go last,” Allan jested and Vera giggled.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Truly, that may be better,” she said and glanced at Rakna who gave her his agreement with a wave of his hand. “All right, ladies,” she turned to her recruits.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Compared to those muscle heads over there, you might be slightly disadvantaged since you do not have as much raw power nor is your magic too strong yet. If you fail, don’t worry. You can go train and come back later. Every Host has three years to complete the Trials on a Plateau after all.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The girls nodded seriously and discussed who would go first. Rakna glanced at them curiously. If Vera had recruited them, it was safe to say they had some talent for magic if they were to become witches. But most people wouldn’t focus on Intelligence during the Tutorial since magic wasn’t available yet.
    

    
       
    

    
      Only people like Flavia and Nyx who had INT-based Skills had been prioritizing that attribute.
    

    
       
    

    
      In the end, after a minute of debate, the soon-to-be witches sent out Sena White, the girl that had quickly mastered her fire magic.
    

    
       
    

    
      The fight that ensued was both predictable and surprising. It was predictable because of how it unfolded. Before awakening her magic affinities, Sena had mainly focused on agility. So, she had an easy time weaving around the golem and launching magic at it.
    

    
       
    

    
      As expected, her fire magic didn’t do much damage but what she did afterward was witty enough to earn praise. She first conjured a strong flame that immolated the golem and sustained it last for at least an entire minute whilst avoiding the puppet’s attacks.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, she decided to switch to another magic element. She looked strained after maintaining her fire and used the rest of her mana to summon a substantial amount of water that drenched the golem and extinguished the flames in an instant.
    

    
       
    

    
      When the sound of steam stopped, the golem was rooted on the spot and she used the rest of her stamina to charge at it and slam her entire body on it. The magical puppet promptly cracked and collapsed on the ground, breaking apart into numerous pieces.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thermal shock, huh?” Rakna commented. “She must have used a lot of mana to force the stone to reach the required temperature.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia nodded. “It was well done. Though, if I had her affinities, I would have tried to compress fire into an explosive rather than do this. It might have taken a few attempts but at least it would have been less troublesome.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan’s expression twitched at their conversation and continued watching the girls’ Trials. In the end, some had good affinities to deal with stone, others had a strong body and used reinforcement to win, while the rest regrettably didn’t have the same kind of advantage and were either forced to retry several times, or abandon altogether.
    

    
       
    

    
      “There’s only the three of you left now,” Gray grinned at the trio. “Who’s going first?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ll go,” Nyx said calmly and elegantly walked up to the golem.
    

  
    Chapter 51: “An Overload Implies…”

    
      When Nyx entered the golem’s range, its eyes flashed to life again and the barrier returned. She watched with a distant look as her foe slowly stood up. Without batting an eye, she put her hands over her stomach and stayed still as if she was waiting for something.
    

    
       
    

    
      When the countdown finally hit zero and the golem threw its attack like every other time. Nyx’s crimson eyes glowed and a veil of darkness emerged from her body and shrouded her figure along with the magic puppet.
    

    
       
    

    
      The spectators could only wonder what was happening inside that darkness but they didn’t have to think about it for long as it disappeared a few seconds later.
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx turned her back to a tall shadow-construct in the form of a humanoid-shaped cabinet with its doors closed and a head depicting something akin to a screaming banshee.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Iron Maiden – Wraith,
      ]” Nyx intoned and as she walked away from her magic, the barrier went down and she exited the arena. Right after, the Iron Maiden clicked open to reveal the golem that had been pierced and crushed by hundreds of spikes.
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx returned to her spot next to Flavia and Rakna as everyone made sure to get out of her path.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I guess five seconds is the new record,” Allan quipped sarcastically.
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx hummed and leaned against a wall with her arms crossed. Flavia giggled and turned toward Rakna. “Do you want to go first?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Go ahead. I’ll go last,” he replied and she nodded before walking up to the Trial.
    

    
       
    

    
      She breathed in and clasped her hands together as the golem readied itself. Rakna could feel with both his Soul Core and instinct that she was gathering two distinctly different natures of mana.
    

    
       
    

    
      When the countdown was over, she immediately released a magic that raised the arena’s ground and trapped the golem’s fist. She then smiled and tapped the stone creature’s fist with one finger.
    

    
       
    

    
      Its body began to crack all over and a second later, it broke apart completely as literal trees came out of its body.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…all right. Four seconds it is,” Allan deadpanned and Flavia playfully flashed a victory sign at Nyx who shook her head with a small smile.
    

    
       
    

    
      “My turn then,” Rakna said as Flavia came back. “Little guy, you stay here. I’m going to experiment a bit and you wouldn’t want to be caught up in it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos looked at him with a blank face expressing something along the lines of ‘Again?’ but he certainly didn’t want to stay around if his master decided to do something dangerous. He jumped off his shoulder to land on Flavia’s chest instead and comfortably lied down.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted at that and started pondering as he approached the golem. He actually had many things he wanted to test. One of them was the Tier 0 spell he had gotten from awakening his magic; another was the mystic version granted by his race; another was to see precisely how powerful his wings could be, and a few more things.
    

    
       
    

    
      But in his opinion, most of these were quite compromising to show in front of a big audience like this. If it was just his friends and Gray, since he had joined his guild for that very reason, he would not have minded but it wasn’t the case.
    

    
       
    

    
      He could also just rush up to the golem and cut its every limb with Sonata but that wouldn’t be anywhere near as significant. He had to take every occasion possible to get used to his skills and improve them.
    

    
       
    

    
      So, he just chose to play around with something he had revealed earlier but would not give away his magic element too blatantly. A good thing about owning a magic element never seen before is that it was very hard for anyone to recognize it, no matter what he did.
    

    
       
    

    
      While walking to the golem, he extended his left arm to the side and opened his hand as if he was about to grab something. Then, an icy blue light flashed and formed a certain weapon in his hand; a longbow almost as tall as he was. Both the bow’s body and string were made of Cold Star Energy.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What is he doing?” Vera wondered out loud. “An energy bow against a stone golem? With cold-type magic at that?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Quill stayed silent but shared her opinion.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray wasn’t an exception, but rather than confusion, it was more curiosity and enthusiasm that filled his mind. If he wasn’t wrong, Rakna was about to show the true potential of Star Magic.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stopped a few meters away from the golem and a System window told him of the beginning of the countdown and that he couldn’t attack in the meantime. Then, for the umpteenth time, the golem flared its eyes to life.
    

    
       
    

    
      On the other hand, Rakna faced his right palm to the sky as a whirlpool of cold energy materialized above it. While the energy was gradually taking a certain form, Rakna reflected on his magic.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Contradictive energy; pure cold force. If my assumptions are correct, if this is truly an energy, then it can also be overloaded,’
       he thought and the star-construct in his right hand solidified with a cold mist accompanying it.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 5 ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      It was entirely dark blue in contrast with the bow. Everyone watching was somewhat expecting it to be an arrow but it was quite atypical. In fact, it looked more like a sword with four edges and a thicker tip. The handle was deformed in a way that made it look like feathers and the end of it had a small indent to welcome the string.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 4 ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘An overload implies a release.’
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nocked the projectile on his bow and his eyes started glowing. His body started releasing cold air at unbelievable pressure, nearly plunging the entire arena into a thick mist.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 3 ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      He pulled the string and the ‘arrow’ became thinner and sharper. It glowed stronger and the tip let out a trail of pure cold energy.
    

    
       
    

    
      At that point, the audience couldn’t help but shiver at how badly the temperature had dropped. It was baffling to see a fellow new Host create that kind of effect. Though, a few of them noticed how much mana he was putting into that arrow and bow of his.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 2 ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘And a release…’
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna gritted his teeth and fought the pain as he injected his soul power along with his mana. At the same time, his pupils twisted and the depiction of a cold star appeared in their depths.
    

    
       
    

    
      The golem straightened its body, unaware and unbothered of what was happening, and already prepared to punch. But it was an attack that would never meet its target.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 1 ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Implies an explosion.’
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ Begin! ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Before the magic puppet could even try to land a blow, Rakna let go of the string and the bladed arrow pierced its head in the split of a second.
    

    
       
    

    
      The golem stumbled because of the shock but otherwise almost ignored the projectile. It couldn’t die from being stabbed; stone didn’t possess vitals.
    

    
       
    

    
      However, this wasn’t just some simple projectile. Rakna exhaled and lowered his bow. The arrow that was lodged into the stone golem’s head produced a muffled sound; something incomparable to anything he had heard before; as if something was both being smelted and quenched.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, it happened. The sound suddenly got louder and became ear-piercing for a brief second and a blinding light hid the golem’s figure. At that moment, the Trial seemed to have been deemed over as the barrier was disengaged. But the ‘explosion’ wasn’t over yet.
    

    
       
    

    
      Instead of a shockwave of some sort, Rakna felt the opposite. His eyes widened as something tried to pull him toward the light. He crouched and held onto the ground with his claws. After several seconds, the light died down and what lied before him was a golem devoid of an upper body.
    

    
       
    

    
      There was nothing left but its legs and the section that should have been connected to the rest of the body was releasing weird particles as well as being completely blue in color.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna raised an eyebrow and soon enough, the ownerless legs tumbled and he dispelled the bow in his hand with a sigh as he glanced at the prompt to his side.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      First Plateau: 1/3 Trials Completed!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Mana Control 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Mana Control 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Cold Star Magic 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have performed a unique skill with nothing but your aptitude and imagination. A new sub-spell has been added to your 
      Star Make
      . Please input a name.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have channeled your very being into an attack and managed to deal damage with your soul power for the first time.
    

    
      Eyes of the Soul 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Soul Core 
      has leveled up!
       
      You now inflict spiritual damage. You will drain 1 MP from your opponent every time you attack. Stamina and Mana Consumption reductions increased to 12%.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked over everything with a sense of accomplishment and stretched his neck as he came up with a name for this spell. “Hm, name it 
      Dáinsleif
      .”
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      The Sub-Spell
       Dáinsleif 
      has been created.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Dáinsleif 
      (T.7)
      : The user summons a bladed arrow with four edges and a feather-shaped handle made out of raw Cold Energy. It can be used with a bow made of the same energy or a normal one strong enough to resist the strain.
    

    
      Once shot, the arrow will momentarily possess an outstanding sharpness capable of piercing most materials. Then, the projectile will explode into a Cold Implosion. The very molecules in close range will cease to move before being compressed all at once and implode due to their inability to sustain themselves anymore.
    

    
      Cost: 
      70% of the Host’s mana pool. 
      (
      Soul Core Correction
      : 58%)
    

    
      Attack: 
      User’s Magic Attack multiplied by 5. The attack will be increased by 2 for each additional mana point infused other than the initial cost.
    

    
      Cooldown:
       1h
    

    
      Note: 
      This sub-spell’s attack value is only accurate at the epicenter of the explosion.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna read the description as he made his way back to everyone else. This had proved his theory.
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, the spectators were shell-shocked into silence. Even Quill had his eyes wide open. It didn’t help that when Rakna walked out of the arena, a System window appeared before them.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      This is a Targeted Missive to nearby Hosts.
    

    
      The Battle Trial has sustained damage beyond basic reconstruction. Please wait a minute until it is restored before you can attempt the Trial again.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm... I haven’t seen that one in a while,” Gray uttered.
    

    
       
    

    
      Trials being forced to repair themselves tend to happen when the Host’s strength is considerably higher than what the Trial was intended for. It wasn’t rare for the truly talented, though it mostly happened in the lower Plateaus.
    

    
       
    

    
      However... to do it not even a day after the Tutorial was over is certainly quite impressive.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I suddenly feel like stealing your new member, clown,” Vera grinned.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Heh. You can try,” Gray sneered. “I trust this kid has the honor not to go back on his decision.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, Allan grabbed Rakna’s shoulders firmly as he came up to them. “Dude… teach me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I can’t. You can’t even copy my magic.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Aaah! Fuck! That was rhetorical, dammit!” Allan shouted and cried at the unfairness of the world.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You win this one,” Nyx said to him with a faint smile. “You killed the golem in two seconds. Minus the time it took for the explosion to finish, that’s how fast the barrier went down.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna almost wanted to laugh at that. “When did we ever start a competition?” He asked as Pronos returned to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, it’s only us three that made it under ten seconds,” Flavia commented. “Why not compete for fun. Since Nyx took the longest, how about you buy us a meal?” She said with an impish smile and the former goddess shrugged.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You guys…” Allan muttered and crossed eyes with Pronos. He then realized that he might not be the only one in the group that couldn’t beat the golem in under ten seconds.
    

    
       
    

    
      Sadly, he had no idea that Eion Poison was corrosive even to stone and that Poison Magic could produce fog that was similar to acid. Pronos was aware of that himself but in a moment of pity for the blond, he hissed softly with a nod. Allan would most likely live his life not knowing he had been pitied by a three-year-old snake.
    

  
    Chapter 52: Dreorins

    
      After leaving the island through Rakna’s ice path, Gray addressed everyone, “Well, the Battle Trial is over for most of you. For the young ladies from the Wiccan Guild, it will just be a matter of time. As for us, our job is over. From now on, you can do whatever you want. So, before we leave, it’s time to ask questions if you have any.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes,” Sena raised her hand. “I heard back at the Pavilion that there was something called the Guild House. What is that?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let me answer,” Vera said. “There is indeed more than the Pavilion for guild purposes. All guilds have what we call a Guild House; it is an HQ of sorts. But it doesn’t concern you for the moment. Guild Houses do not exist on all Plateaus like the Pavilion and the Houses of the Wiccan, Madness, and Glory Guilds can only be found on or above the 500th Plateau.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray nodded. “Anything else?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is every Trial so easy?” Rakna asked without a care in the world about how he sounded.
    

    
       
    

    
      The clown cackled. “No. But I have to admit, the ones on the First Plateau are more meant to be an introduction. 99% of Hosts finish them in under a month. Is that all?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Seeing that no one was going to say more, Quill spoke up, “In that case, we wish you good luck for the rest of the Trials and your ascension in the System. You can go to the Guild’s Pavilion if you need help, advice, or help for training,” he said and turned around. Before anyone could react, he disappeared much to everyone’s amazement.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Same here. Have fun, girls,” Vera waved her hand with a smile before teleporting away as a magic circle appeared below her feet.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m going to leave as well,” Gray said. “I recommend you hunt a little bit. Or ‘farm experience’ as they say it. Rakna, you come to the Pavilion this evening. I will personally train you a little bit. It’s a regular thing in our Guild. Later,” he added and left in a similar fashion as the two others.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, Rakna received a System prompt.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯ 
      Gray Whisles 
      has made you the Party Leader. ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm, hey, do you guys want to go separately or together?” Rakna asked.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eh? Why separately?” Allan cocked his head in confusion. “Wouldn’t it be better to hunt in a party to maximize our efficiency and reduce the risks?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not necessarily,” Nyx remarked. “It’s obvious that we are ahead of the average Host. It would be better to go our own way to both train and develop our skills. Additionally, there’s a risk that we could slow down each other.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “If you put it like that…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m fine with it,” Flavia said. “It’s true that I’d prefer staying together but I want to practice both my magic and flying with telekinesis.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I understand that,” Allan uttered. “Though, do we really need to disband the party? Maybe we can still go separately with it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna blinked. “I didn’t think of that... though it wouldn’t make sense. How is it, Alexa?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [You are correct. A party will be disbanded, or to be exact, a member will leave a party if they get too far from the Party Leader. In this case, it is you, Rakna.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Apparently, we need to be close enough. So, the party is indeed useless.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uh… Well, I guess that’s that. I don’t mind going off on my own,” Allan ultimately shrugged and turned toward the other members of the Madness Guild. “What do you guys say?”
    

    
       
    

    
      They looked at each other with a scowl. “For us… going in groups of two or three would most likely be the best,” one of them said with a monotonous tone and they all nodded.
    

    
       
    

    
      “We will stay together on our side,” Sena said and began to head to the south with her group. “Let’s meet again at the Pavilion, Nyx, Flavia,” she added and soon after, the other recruits also left.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s decided then,” Rakna raised his voice. “Alexa, you can disband the party, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative,] she replied and a prompt instantly informed him that the party had been disbanded.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s meet up at the station at… let’s say mid-afternoon; 1700.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right,” Nyx nodded and a pair of shadow wings appeared on her back. She flapped them a few times and flew off.
    

    
       
    

    
      “See you soon,” Flavia followed and slowly started floating before shooting off toward the sky in one quick acceleration.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Welp, I guess it’s just you and me on... land… No fucking way,” Allan dropped his jaw as he saw Rakna reveal a pair of majestic silver-black feathered wings and mimic the girls as he disappeared in the distance without a word, a silver trail tracing his path.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…you know what?” Allan muttered to himself as he began to walk in a random direction. “I think a cursed Path isn’t that bad if I want to ever get close to those damn cheating bastards,” he cursed under his breath as he gathered mana in his legs, just like what he had felt during the Trial.
    

    
       
    

    
      A green aura surrounded him and he kicked the ground just as the System told him of the creation of two Reinforcement skills. 
      ‘At least, I still have Teach’s wind element,’ 
      he thought as he zoomed across the meadows.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna squinted his eyes as he conveniently reinforced them so that the wind wouldn’t force him to close them. At the same time, he activated 
      Fabled Sight
      , turning his irises golden.
    

    
       
    

    
      He also was using his stealth skill. It would make him a bit harder to spot even while flying. Getting seen randomly wasn’t dangerous in itself since there were very low chances anyone would see or even remember his face but one can never be too precautious.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna darted his eyes from left to right, both magnifying and expanding his vision with 
      Fabled Sight
      .
       
      He was in fact looking for something. He had backtracked the path their group had taken to go to the Battle Trial but he wasn’t able to find his target. Instead, he spotted the traces of the fight and followed them as best as he could, leveling up 
      Tracking
       in the process.
    

    
       
    

    
      After a few minutes, he finally located his target, or rather targets, inside a forest below him and dived down right away and several level-up notifications sounded.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Fabled Sight 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Flight 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Reinforcement
       has leveled up!
    

    
      Stealth
       leveled up!
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      It seemed that his skills were still low enough for him to level them up by just using them a bit. It would probably become hard later on, even with 
      Eyes of the Soul
       and 
      Soul Core
      , if he came to have more Ascended Skills.
    

    
       
    

    
      “
      Artzpul
      ,” he whispered and skillfully landed between the inconceivably tall trees. He turned into a wolf the moment he touched the ground since it seemed that monsters attacked him less in that form and quickly jumped on the branch of a tree.
    

    
       
    

    
      He looked around with his golden eyes and carefully listened to the noise he was hearing. He easily pinpointed the source and dashed toward it with 
      Stealth
       continuously active.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he arrived at his destination, he heard a loud boom followed by several trees falling to the ground with their trunks practically shredded to nothingness. He leaped toward a branch covered by leaves and peered at what was happening.
    

    
       
    

    
      In front of him, dozens of trees had been either smashed to pieces or flung away leaving a vacant area filled with holes and craters. The cause was a fight between two dinosaurs. The very same ones they had seen earlier. They had been fighting for nearly an hour now.
    

    
       
    

    
      One of them resembled a stegosaurus with white spikes on its back and the other was straight up a triceratops with barely any difference from what Earth knew of them.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hid even further inside the leaves when the two charged and rammed each other’s bodies, making the earth quake for a second and a large dust cloud to be lifted. Pronos cowered despite himself.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna was ready to run, just in case, as he activated Reinforcement, focusing as much mana as he could into his speed, and then promptly cast 
      Appraisal
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name
      : None
    

    
      Age
      : 63 | 
      Level
      : 45
    

    
      Race
      : Ancient Dreorin – Stegosaur
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 45 | 
      END
      : 50
    

    
      SPD
      : 16 | 
      DEX
      : 11
    

    
      INT
      : 18 | 
      LCK
      : 2
    

    
       
    

    
      Sub-Attributes:
    

    
      STA
      : 40/172 | 
      MP
      : 59/180
    

    
      SWI
      : 68 | 
      AGI
      : 38
    

    
      SEN
      : 95 | 
      ATC
      : 142
    

    
      ATK
      : 232 | 
      DEF
      : 234
    

    
      MA
      : 54 | 
      MR
      : 0.9/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Tail Swipe
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      -
       
      Bite
       (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Mana Control
       
      (Lv.8)
    

    
      - 
      Mana Sense
       (Lv.2)
    

    
       
    

    
      Magic Skills:
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Earth Magic 
      (Lv.6)
       => [Mega Quake 
      (T.6)
      ; Eruption 
      (T.7)
      ; Earth Shell 
      (T.8)
      ; Quake 
      (T.9)
      ; Anchor 
      (T.10)
      ; Spike 
      (T.10)
      ]
    

    
       
    

    
      Cognitive Skills:
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Physical Damage Resistance
       
      (Lv.5)
    

    
      -
       
      Magic Damage Resistance
       
      (Lv.5)
    

    
       
    

    
      Spontaneous Skills:
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Reinforcement 
      (Lv.8)
    

    
      -
       
      Elemental Reinforcement
       
      (Lv.5)
    

    
       
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Thick Skin: 
      +20% Defense.
    

    
      - 
      Minor Regeneration
    

    
       
    

    
      Note
      : A descendent of an ancient race of monsters. They are generally peaceful in nature unless provoked and react very badly when someone trespasses their territory.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sighed in relief when none of the creatures turned toward him. Thankfully, none of the two had high enough senses to detect his 
      Appraisal
      . He rapidly read through the most important parts of the stegosaur’s status and also took a look at the triceratops; essentially the same.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Both of them are above level 40. But they’re also pretty tired…’ 
      Rakna mused.
    

    
       
    

    
      There were two reasons why he was looking for these creatures. The first was to see if his Nirvana Skill would react to them. And apparently, it didn’t. Although he knew somehow that eating their hearts would make him stronger, it wasn’t anywhere near what he felt about Aquila.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘If I really only have four slots for a genetic factor, it would better to at least use them for something on the same level as Aquila or better,’
       Rakna said inwardly and then pondered about his second reason. 
      ‘At first, I wanted to get the final hit on one of them but if I do it right…’
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was thinking, the two Dreorins, as they were called by the System, clashed against each other again and created a shockwave that almost made him fall from the branch.
    

    
       
    

    
      He put his tails over his eyes and carefully jumped back to another branch. 
      ‘They can do this with 40 of strength, huh?’
       He thought and landed on the ground, getting a little further away.
    

    
       
    

    
      He turned back into a therian and checked his mana. He hummed and pulled out two mana potions with a wave of his hand. He untapped both and drank them in one go. “Ugh… bitter,” he muttered and felt his mana going back up until he was at full capacity.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Little guy, take cover somewhere. You won’t be able to do much damage to those things,” he said and Pronos quietly complied, slithering into the forest.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna breathed in and his heartbeat started accelerating until he could hear it perfectly. His fangs and fur grew as he slowly became taller. His clothes disappeared and his golden eyes swirled until they looked like whirlpools with a star in the middle.
    

    
       
    

    
      Once he was finished transforming, Rakna grunted and pulled Sonata from around his neck and switched to its Guandao form. He whirled and shouldered it as he listened to the fighting sounds of the two Dreorins.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s try the extent of what my magic has to offer...”
    

  
    Chapter 53: Cold Star Manifestation

    
      Rakna unfurled his wings, which were even more imposing in this form. It wasn’t every day you saw a werewolf with a pair of feathered wings.
    

    
       
    

    
      He crouched and gathered mana in his legs before jumping as high as he could. He then used a few trees to jump even higher and flapped his wings once. He flew up while holding Sonata and when he felt like he was high enough, he looked down and 
      Fabled Sight
       locked onto his targets.
    

    
       
    

    
      Even now, his 
      Stealth
       was still active and, coupled with his massive sense value reaching over 330 during his full transformation, someone would need to have an absurd insight to be able to detect him; at least for someone who wasn’t too high-leveled. And those Dreorins were no exception.
    

    
       
    

    
      While flying in circles, Rakna first tried to channel mana into his weapon, wanting to see if he could produce a skill like his 
      Reinforcement
      . Sonata began to glow as an azure aura enveloped it. Soon enough, a System window appeared.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Through executing a specific action, you have learned a new skill; Weapon Reinforcement.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      - 
      Weapon Reinforcement
       
      (Lv.1)
      : One of the most basic applications of mana. By infusing your mana into a weapon, it is possible to increase its sharpness and toughness as long as it is able to withstand the strain.
    

    
      Minimum Cost: 
      1 MP per min.
    

    
      Note:
       Depending on the weapon, the durability will be more or less decreased.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna checked Sonata’s attributes only to see that the attack value had not changed. 
      ‘It seems that much like body reinforcement; weapon reinforcement isn’t managed by the System. This means I’ll have to get a feel for it by myself,’
       he thought and proceeded to cast the spell that would decide if he could kill these dinosaurs or not.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Cold Star Manifestation,
      ]” he intoned and clenched his hands as he felt all sorts of exhaustion being imposed on his body. His mana flowed out of his body before swirling around him.
    

    
       
    

    
      That finally seemed to put a stop to the Dreorins’ fight as they looked up in haste after sensing the surge of mana, followed by a wave of cold air that made them shudder.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Internal
       
      Release
      ,]” Rakna added and the mana around him was sucked back inside his body.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, it happened. While the tips of his tails and ears remained white, the rest of his fur slowly changed color and turned into a blue as clear and glittering as ice. His body began to produce so much cold that it covered the entire forest below him into a thick fog.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I can’t use 
      Dáinsleif
       yet so…” Rakna extended his free hand outward.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Mystic Star Make
      ,]” he muttered and a long polearm appeared in his hand. It was a long double-edged spear with two pairs of small razors below the main blade and intricate patterns all over its surface. The color was mostly the same as the usual cold energy but this time it also had a white outline to it.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes shone golden as he held both of his polearms. The new star-construct in his left hand radiated an aura considerably higher than what he had used against the golem.
    

    
       
    

    
      The Dreorins instantly felt oppressed by the power it emitted but they weren’t the apex predators of the area for nothing. The two creatures conjured a spell at the same time as if in an unspoken agreement.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna promptly felt something trying to drag him down from the sky and he instantly recalled the magic that Aquila had used. 
      ‘Gravity,’ 
      he grunted but instead of going against the pressure, he did something that surprised both dinosaurs.
    

    
       
    

    
      He pumped a great deal of mana into his wings and plunged using the
       
      pull
       
      as a convenient ramp. At the same time, he made sure to pour soul power into his weapons as he descended.
    

    
       
    

    
      The Dreorins were surprised by his behavior but they happily welcomed it. The stegosaur acted first when Rakna got in range. It lifted its front legs and slammed them on the ground at full force.
    

    
       
    

    
      On cue, the Tier 7 spell, 
      Eruption
      , manifested.
    

    
       
    

    
      From belowground, massive walls of stone surfaced and destroyed a large portion of the forest in the process. Rakna’s eyes widened as he watched the incredulously fast stone walls surround him while in the air.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was his first time seeing a magic on such a scale but that didn’t stop him from executing his plan. Right before the walls could trap him, for the split of a second, his body released even more cold mist that shrouded his figure entirely and made it impossible for the Dreorins to see him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Immediately after, the stone walls collided and broke apart. Rubbles dropped to the ground and the stegosaur could only snarl angrily since both the fog and the dust made it impossible to figure out if the werewolf had escaped or not.
    

    
       
    

    
      The triceratops chose to clear everything and cast a tornado that blew all of it away. But for some reason, the fog was persistent and seemed to come back no matter what.
    

    
       
    

    
      When the sky was cleared, the Dreorins noticed that there was nothing in sight. They looked at their surroundings, trying to hear or sense anything, but unexpectedly, the danger still came from above.
    

    
       
    

    
      A large volume of condensed blue mist hit the ground between the two of them and before they could react, the haze had already turned into an icy werewolf wielding two spears.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna growled and, while reinforcing his limbs as much as he could, rushed toward the triceratops to his left. He poured mana into Sonata and swung it at the beast’s neck. The blade did hit its target but only left a shallow cut, not deep enough to cut any vitals.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna clicked his tongue and kicked the ground to jump over the triceratops as it retaliated with a tail swipe that would have at least critically injured him. While in the air, he shook his wings and took his distance again before rearing the spear of Star Energy.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Gungnir
      !]” He shouted and the spear rocketed toward the triceratops. The latter reacted quickly and conjured a magic that raised a magically reinforced wall in front of him. It was a Tier 8 spell specifically made for defense. It assumed it would be sufficient to hold against the spear.
    

    
       
    

    
      But, just before the tip of the spear hi it, Rakna flicked his fingers upward and the spear changed course. The triceratops was unable to react as the weapon pierced its back and discharged a blast of cold energy.
    

    
       
    

    
      The explosion that resulted was at least three times bigger than the one made by 
      Dáinsleif
      . Rakna reflexively covered his eyes because of the light. Since he still had 
      Fabled Sight
       active, the effects were magnified to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, during his momentary blindness, something deep within him reacted violently. His instincts and soul were warning him of an impending doom. Purely following those urges, Rakna’s senses went in overdrive and happened to pick up on something coming from behind.
    

    
       
    

    
      He turned around as fast as possible and put his wings in front of him as several earth spikes were thrust at him. All of them went through his wings, causing more pain than he expected, but they stopped before they could reach his body.
    

    
       
    

    
      He snarled and activated 
      Stealth
       before turning into mist and blending in with the fog, just like he had done earlier when falling. The spikes that were stabbing him naturally dropped to the ground while he became incorporeal.
    

    
       
    

    
      The stegosaur thundered in fury and glanced at the other Dreorin. The triceratops was not dead yet, but after the explosion, a hole had made its appearance in its body and it was only a matter of time before it succumbed.
    

    
       
    

    
      The stegosaur had no idea of what it should do. A lot of its stamina and mana had already been exhausted while fighting both adversaries. It barely had enough to perform one last attack. But if it couldn’t even see where its opponent was, it wouldn’t matter either way.
    

    
       
    

    
      After an excruciatingly long minute of silence, the blue mist made its return above the stegosaur. It shaped the silhouette of Rakna who unhesitatingly thrust Sonata at the Dreorin.
    

    
       
    

    
      The ancient dinosaur responded in kind, using parts of its remaining mana to reinforce itself, and lashed out with its tail.
    

    
       
    

    
      Seeing that he couldn’t avoid it in time, Rakna dropped his weapon temporarily and turned into a wolf in midair. The sudden change in size allowed him to evade the attack and he turned back into a werewolf afterward whilst catching Sonata between his fangs mid-transformation and stabbing the stegosaur’s eye.
    

    
       
    

    
      The Dreorin roared in pain as the cold energy carried by the blade pierced through its flesh. In a moment of panic, it tried to use every last bit of mana it had into one last spell. A torrent of energy was released that shredded everything nearby and the whole forest started shaking.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna flew away but not before pulling out six of the explosive discs he had bought. He tossed all of them at the beast and they exploded on contact. But the stegosaur persevered through the blow and prepared to invoke his magic.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna clicked his tongue. “I only have ten seconds left…” His mind hurriedly raced through several scenarios but before he could go through any of them, he spotted a peculiar yellowish fog getting mixed with his own.
    

    
       
    

    
      The unfamiliar fog surrounded the Dreorin and it inadvertently inhaled it. The consequences were immediate. It stopped moving and Rakna sneered as he dashed through the air. He landed on the beast’s back and pressed his hand on its neck without resistance.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good job, little guy,” he muttered and a red light flashed under his hand. “[
      King of Spades
      ,]” with these three words, an ethereal blade shot out from his palm and beheaded the Dreorin in one clean cut. Rakna immediately felt his body getting stronger thanks to the gained experience. He sighed in relief and his fur promptly shed its blue color and reverted to black.
    

    
       
    

    
      His eyes also went back to purple from golden. Although 
      Fabled Sight
       had no cost, it still was hard on his mind to maintain; he would have to practice it.
    

    
       
    

    
      As Rakna was about to open all the System notifications that Alexa had hidden for him as to not bother him during the fight, his instinct made him arch his back as a blade of wind passed by and slashed dozens of trees on its path.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked at the source of the attack with a frown and saw the triceratops slowly getting back up, although visibly struggling to keep its legs straight.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Give up,” he said coldly and used his 
      Star Make
       to craft three small knives. “It’s over,” he added and threw them at the gaping hole inside the Dreorin’s body. They stabbed into its bare flesh and exploded just like the other constructs, albeit in a far weaker fashion.
    

    
       
    

    
      The behemoth finally succumbed and collapsed on the ground lifeless. After that, Rakna sat down cross-legged on the dead stegosaur’s back and brought up the numerous System windows.
    

  
    Chapter 54: First Spoils

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Lv.45 Ancient Dreorin
       killed.
    

    
      Lv.44 Ancient Dreorin
       killed.
    

    
      Congratulations! 
      You have killed a foe more than four times your level! Experience octupled!
    

    
      Congratulations!
       You have killed a foe more than four times your level! Experience octupled!
    

    
      Level up! 
      x6
    

    
       
    

    
      +6 Free Points!
    

    
      +0.6 Strength!
    

    
      +0.6 Speed!
    

    
      +0.6 Intelligence!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Requirement for level-up updated.
    

    
      Current progress: 57/160
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      He had gone up by six levels for killing both creatures. That also meant that his Path increased his Attributes for the first time. Rakna skimmed over the number of points he got before scrolling up through the log of System messages. He went straight to the beginning of the fight; the moment where he cast his magic.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have cast
       Cold Star Manifestation – Internal Release.
    

    
      For the next three minutes, your magical might and magic defense will be increased by 50%. Your mana consumption will be decreased by 50%, and you will be immune to ice and cold magic.
    

    
      Your body will continuously release the 
      Cold Star Mist
       without cost and plunge the surroundings into a non-dispersible fog. Once settled, you will be able to turn your body into mist and navigate intangibly through the fog.
    

    
      Cost:
       75% Stamina.
    

    
      Cooldown: 
      120 Hours.
    

    
      Note:
       The 
      Cold Star Manifestation
       is a spell ingrained in the user’s very soul. Nothing is required to cast it other than fatigue afterward.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna had already read this information before casting it but, in all expectation, experiencing the actual thing gave him a clearer perspective. It was simply an amazing spell that could turn the tide of any battle.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have learned a new spell; 
      Cold Star Mist.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      -
       Cold Star Mist 
      (T.10)
      : 
      A simple spell used to cover an entire area into an unclearable fog. While inside the affected area, the user will see their furtive skills’ efficacy increased by 50%. Their appearance will also be warped and their voice will become scattered.
    

    
      Cost:
       5 MP per minute.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      This had been a byproduct of him activating the 
      Manifestation
      . This
       
      mist was, after all, a simple spell that could easily be learned. Though, its effects were probably severely lesser than when he had displayed just a moment ago.
    

    
       
    

    
      The next System windows were something that he already was aware of to some extent.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Cold Star Magic
       has leveled up!
    

    
      Mystic Cold Star Magic 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have created a new sub-spell; 
      Gungnir 
      (T.8).
    

    
      ---
    

    
      -
       Gungnir 
      (T.8)
      : The imitation of a spear said to have belonged to Odin, the God of War and Death. When thrown, the legends say it was impossible for it to miss its target. No matter the angle, the strength, the speed, Gungnir would always hit its target.
    

    
      The user is able to mentally control the trajectory of the construct after throwing it and it will create an explosion concentrated in a straight line instead of a spread one.
    

    
      Cost: 
      40% of Mana Pool
      . (Soul Core Correction: 28%)
    

    
      Attack: 
      User’s Magic Attack multiplied by 4.
    

    
      Cooldown: 
      1h
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s a Tier lower than 
      Dáinsleif
       but considerably more affordable,” Rakna muttered.
    

    
       
    

    
      The truth was that when he made this spear, he had used Mystic Magic instead of the normal. The effects were clear; his mana consumption was tripled and the damage was doubled; or to be exact, increased by a factor of 2.1 after the skill had leveled up.
    

    
       
    

    
      In the end, when adding the boosts and reductions of 
      Cold Star Manifestation 
      and the werewolf form, he had expended 42% of his mana pool and the spear’s final damage came to the whopping figure of 714. It had been more than enough to surmount the triceratops’ defense, magic resistance skill, and reinforcement all at once.
    

    
       
    

    
      However, the only reason it worked was thanks to the 
      Manifestation 
      unconditionally increasing his magic damage. It multiplied the attack value by 1.5 
      after
       the calculations of both the spell and the Mystic Magic were applied.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Funny how a fight can be explained by playing with numbers,” Rakna commented. He looked at the next prompt, which was honestly the most predictable of all.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Eyes of the Soul 
      has leveled up
      !
    

    
      Mana Control 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Stealth 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Reinforcement 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Weapon Reinforcement
       has leveled up!
    

    
      Stealth 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Fabled Sight
       has leveled up!
    

    
      Reinforcement 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      …
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      This went on for quite a handful of lines until Rakna found something interesting in the middle of everything.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have learned
       Mana Sense
      !
    

    
      ---
    

    
      - 
      Mana Sense 
      (Lv.2)
      : After learning 
      Mana Control
      , some believe that 
      Mana Sense
       is easy to learn, but it is a misconception. 
      Mana Sense
       requires one to be able to sense every mana fluctuation and be able to do so without looking at the source.
    

    
      The more proficient one becomes at sensing magic, the easier it will be for them to feel how fast or strong a magic will be as well as its nature, source, and effect. At the highest levels, one can even grasp every detail of a spell.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. Better than never,” Rakna uttered and looked to his right where Pronos was coiled, waiting for him to finish. “Hey, little guy, what was that fog you used against the dinosaur?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos hissed happily and a System window immediately opened in front of him.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      - 
      Paralyzing Fog 
      (T.10)
      : One of the most basic variations of poison magic. Summons a cloud of poison that attacks the nervous system and halts the connection between the brain and the rest of the body.
    

    
      Cost:
       10 MP.
    

    
      Note: 
      Ignores defense.
       
      Effect duration can vary from several minutes to a few seconds depending on the level and poison resistance of the victim. Mana can also be used as a counteragent to the poison.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thankfully, the Dreorin wasn’t keeping attention to his surroundings. Or else it would not have been taken off-guard by this,” Rakna said and huffed. “That was a good call.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos smirked and nodded, acting completely aware of that fact. Rakna snorted and tried to push himself to his feet only to fall back with a grunt. His entire body was sore and barely responded to him. In the end, it had taken a lot from him to use 
      Cold Star Manifestation
      . Even his mana, which reached 140 while in his werewolf form, was depleted.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sighed and forced his muscles to move as he stood up.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 
      Fatigue Resistance
       has leveled up! ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      He snorted at the well-timed notification and carefully jumped down from the stegosaur’s carcass. He winced a little bit as the wind hit his wounded wings. He looked at the bloodied holes in them and groaned. He wondered if he should drink a potion to heal them or not. He also had no idea of what would happen if he retracted them at this point too.
    

    
       
    

    
      He hummed and looked down at something on the ground. It was a small pile of objects along with many coins seemingly made out of gold. Their presence felt surreal.
    

    
       
    

    
      He picked up one of the coins and inspected one of its sides. The letter ‘T’ was engraved on it and it was surrounded by various small decorative lines. He flipped it and saw that the other side had the number 5 on it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “These… are Talys, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative. These coins are the physical form of Talys,] Alexa stated. [Would you like to collect them, Rakna?]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes,” he nodded and the coin in his hand and the ones on the ground became motes of light before entering his body.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 4500 Talys have been added to your balance. ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      After the coins disappeared, Rakna walked over to the other dead Dreorin and did the same thing on a second pile of items lying there.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 4400 Talys have been added to your balance. ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Once he was done with that, he grabbed all of the Items and gathered them together with the ones next to the stegosaur. In total, there were five items and all of them were giving off a certain glow of different colors. The first one was a sort of scaled chest plate with a blue hue around it.
    

    
       
    

    
      He grabbed it and simply willed to see its attributes before it showed him everything about it.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Armor/Chest Plate
    

    
      Name
      : Dreorin’s Scale
    

    
      Rarity
      : Blue
    

    
      Durability: 
      100%
    

    
       
    

    
      Description:
    

    
       
    

    
      A chest plate made out of the scales of an Ancient Dreorin. It is imbued with the power and blood of these ancient creatures.
    

    
       
    

    
      Perks
      : +40 (L) Defense / -10 (A) Agility
    

    
       
    

    
      Additional Abilities:
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Dreorin’s Heritage: 
      For one minute, your defense will increase by 20%.
    

    
      Cooldown
      : 30 min.
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Earth Shell
      : Summon an earth wall in front of the user.
    

    
      Cost: 
      5 MP. 
      Cooldown
      : 10 min.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Alexa, what do ‘(L)’ and ‘(A)’ mean?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [They refer to the range of application of the perks. ‘L’ stands for ‘Lone’; it only increases defense for the part of the body covered by it. ‘A’ stands for ‘All’; it affects the whole body instead.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see…” All in all, the Item’s perks and the abilities were decent enough but there was something about the agility reduction that irked Rakna too much for him to like it.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I’ll give this one to Allan,’
       he thought and turned toward the second item. This one was a pair of brown boots that also had a blue glow.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Armor/Boots
    

    
      Name
      : Swift Dreorin Boots
    

    
      Rarity
      : Blue
    

    
      Durability: 
      100%
    

    
       
    

    
      Description:
    

    
       
    

    
      A pair of boots made specifically from the hide of an Ancient Dreorin, the Triceratops. It is imbued with the blessing of the wind and the toughness of the earth.
    

    
       
    

    
      Perks
      : +20 (L) Defense / +20 (A) Agility
    

    
       
    

    
      Additional Abilities:
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Dreorin’s Heritage: 
      For one minute, your defense will increase by 20%.
    

    
      Cooldown
      : 30 min.
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Wind Blade
      : Creates a blade of wind after a kick. Can be cast consecutively twice.
    

    
       
      Cost:
       3 MP. 
      Cooldown
      : 5 min.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, this is definitely good to have… Though how am I supposed to equip this as a werewolf?”
    

    
       
    

    
      In response to his question, Alexa forwarded a prompt to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Do you wish to equip Swift Dreorin Boots?
    

    
      Yes/No
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled. “Yes,” he said and the equipment disappeared in a flash. He blinked, looked around and then looked at himself before blinking again. Nothing happened. “Alexa…?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [It is normal. Equipment in the System is generally dematerialized. Unless you decide otherwise, any sort of body equipment will always be unperceivable from the outside. That applies to all your forms, Rakna. Keep in mind that the protected areas stay the same as well. For instance, while in your quadrupedal form, your feet will be protected by the boots; which means all four paws.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Interesting. The first thing you said is one thing, but the second is a mechanic I had never heard of before,” he remarked and continued to look at his spoils.
    

    
       
    

    
      The third Item was a massive two-meter-long Greatsword glowing orange. The handle was dark brown and red with two curved barbs forming the guard and the blade had a very irregular shape with one of the serrated edges being shorter than the other one and being entirely ashen in color with red lines across its surface.
    

    
       
    

    
      When Rakna picked it up, he was a bit surprised by the weight but still managed to lift it pretty easily in this form. If he was in his normal body, it would have probably been considerably harder to wield. He then took a look at its description and his eyes widened a bit.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Blade/Greatsword
    

    
      Name
      : Deadric Dreorin Greatsword
    

    
      Rarity
      : Orange
    

    
      Attack power
      : +125
    

    
      Durability
      : 100%
    

    
       
    

    
      Description:
    

    
       
    

    
      A powerful two-handed blade forged from the bones of an Ancient Dreorin and infused with the power of their blood. It is in consequence a weapon bordering the status of cursed.
    

    
       
    

    
      It has a very good mana conductivity capable of increasing the sharpness without straining the blade too much.
    

    
       
    

    
      Perks:
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Mana Blade: 
      By infusing mana into the weapon, the sword will be automatically coated in a layer of sharp energy, making the blade at least two times sharper. 
      Minimum Cost:
       5 MP/Min. If this weapon is subjected to 
      Weapon Reinforcement
      , it will be converted all the same.
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Blood Wave:
       Let the weapon drain your blood and swing it to release a crimson crescent wave of energy at your foes. The power of the attack will depend on how much blood is drained.
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Dreorin Rage:
       Spend half of your mana to summon the spirit of the Dreorin. You will be granted increased defense and attack for a short period of time and the summoned spirit will release a compelling roar that will put hostiles into a state of shock for few seconds.
    

    
      Cooldown:
       1h.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
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      “This is a good weapon. Overall, it’s several times better than Sonata…” Rakna muttered. “Would it be preserved if it was absorbed?” He mused to himself and waved the Greatsword around with one hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      “By the way, Alexa, I have a question. It seems that these Items are scaled to me in some way. Can you tell me how exactly?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [You’re half-correct, Rakna. This Loot is actually scaled to the Plateau instead of you specifically. But that does not mean these aren’t good Items. An orange item like this sword could probably be considered a rare commodity even until the 50th Plateau.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see…” Rakna hummed and put the sword inside his spatial ring before looking at the two final drops at the same time; one orange and the other purple. One of them was a ring and the other was a necklace. He took a look at the ring first.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Spell Item/Ring
    

    
      Name
      : Basic Earth Ring
    

    
      Rarity
      : Orange
    

    
       
    

    
      Description:
    

    
      A magical ring forged with the essence of earth magic.
    

    
      Effect:
    

    
      - Allows the unrestricted use of 
      Spike 
      (T.10)
    

    
      - Allows the unrestricted use of 
      Anchor 
      (T.10)
    

    
      - Allows the unrestricted use of 
      Quake
       
      (T.9)
    

    
      Cooldown:
       5 minutes between each use.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note: 
      Keep in mind that these skills still require mana to be cast even if they are Item dependent.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, it gives me the ability to cast magic outside of my element, huh?” Rakna commented. “Not bad. It has plenty of potential uses. Especially 
      Anchor
      . As for this necklace…”
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Spell Item/Necklace
    

    
      Name
      : Eruption Gem
    

    
      Rarity
      : Purple
    

    
      Uses:
       3/3
    

    
       
    

    
      Description:
    

    
      A necklace imbued with the magic formation of a powerful spell.
    

    
       
    

    
      Effect:
    

    
      - Allows the use of the Tier 7 Earth Spell, 
      Eruption
      .
    

    
      Cooldown:
       10 Min.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note: 
      This Item will break after all of its uses are spent.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eruption… That’s the spell that the stegosaur used against me when I was falling. I’ll have to look into it later,” he said and equipped both accessories which, just like the boots, were not visible.
    

    
       
    

    
      After he was done with that, Rakna eyed the large corpse of the Dreorin, and once again, his vision tunneled and highlighted the veins of the creature leading to its heart. When he saw where said muscle was, he realized why the triceratops hadn’t died although its upper body had been blasted by 
      Gungnir
      . For some reason, their heart was awfully close to their neck.
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was thinking that and trying to resist the small urge to just gouge the heart out to eat it, he suddenly got an idea. When he ate Aquila’s heart, he had felt something similar to a mana flow go through his body. Then, his Nirvana Skill somehow converted all of it into a genome.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What if…” He muttered while deep in thought and Pronos looked at him. After contemplating for a minute, Rakna made his decision. “What’s the worst that could happen?” He said and approached the carcass’ neck. He extended his claws and drove his hand inside its body, cutting the arteries around the heart and then dragging it out.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stared at the bloodied heart. “I hope this works,” he mumbled and bit into the muscle with his fangs. A disturbingly good taste spread in his mouth. He swallowed the first bite and then put the rest into his mouth.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then sat down to meditate. He observed the flow of energy infiltrating his body and this time, instead of letting his Nirvana Skill do its work, he forced it down with his soul power and managed to sustain the energy in its raw state all across his body.
    

    
       
    

    
      After a few seconds, he started feeling some pain, but nothing unbearable. At the same time, he also noticed some of the energy being absorbed by the cells of his body. A minute later, the pain was considerably higher but the energy was also almost depleted.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, ten seconds later, when everything had been absorbed, Rakna snapped his eyes open and released the breath he was holding. He glanced at his wings and was relieved to see that his little experiment had been successful; his wounds had been healed. Even his stamina and mana were back to around half of their value. He even felt stronger than before for some reason.
    

    
       
    

    
      A second later, the System sent him the prompt that he was half-expecting.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have employed your soul to control your internal flow; 
      Soul Core
       has leveled up! Mana and Stamina Consumption reduction has increased by 2%! Mana drain has increased by 1 MP.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Congratulations! Through executing a specific action and meeting several conditions, you have learned a new Nirvana Skill; 
      The Scavenger!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      - 
      The Scavenger
      : A derivative of the Nirvana Skill, 
      The Harvester
      . By manipulating the flow of energy when eating a creature’s heart with soul power, the user can scavenge it to heal and restore both mana and stamina. Additionally, a small percentage of the victim’s attributes will be permanently bequeathed to the Host.
    

    
      The Absorption Factor is equal to 0.5% for creatures of the same level. This number increases by 0.5 for every ten levels above the user. As for foes below the user’s level, the percentage will decrease by 0.1 for every level until nothing is gained.
    

    
      Note:
       The effectiveness of the heal and the amount of mana and stamina regenerated will also depend on level difference.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh…” Rakna uttered dumbly. He had expected some sort of self-healing skill since it was what he was going for by doing this but it had straight-up given him a second Nirvana Skill.
    

    
       
    

    
      On top of that, anyone with common sense could see this was a completely broken ability. With this, he could go around stealing monsters’ attributes and get ahead of everyone else long as he delegated enough time to hunt.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well,” Rakna quickly recovered from the surprise and immediately went to the other corpse. He took out the Dreorin Greatsword from his ring and beheaded the triceratops with two slashes before reaching for its heart just like the other.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then ate it as well, and this time, the process took exactly a minute and he was almost back to full power again. Then, a small window flickered in front of his eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Heart of 
      Lv.44 Ancient Dreorin
       absorbed. 
      Absorption Factor
       = 2%
    

    
      +1 Strength
    

    
      +0.9 Endurance
    

    
      +0.4 Speed
    

    
      +0.2 Dexterity
    

    
      +0.4 Intelligence
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna was honestly astounded. He had just gained the equivalent of around 3 attribute points by just eating a heart. A heart that was, granted, from a level 44 creature but it did nothing to mitigate how amazing this skill was. When he was finally able to stop staring at the System window in front of him, he closed it and opened his full status.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name:
       Rakna Xiorra
    

    
      Age:
       17 | 
      Level
      : 16 
      (57/160)
    

    
      Path/Race
      : Nine-Tailed Werewolf
    

    
      Affiliation
      : Throne of Glory
    

    
      Titles
      : Legendary Slayer, Wolf King, Divinity Slayer
    

    
      Potential
      : S+ |
       Host Rank
      : I
    

    
       
    

    
      Werewolf Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 10 | 
      END
      : 7.5
    

    
      SPD
      : 20.3 | 
      DEX
      : 19
    

    
      INT
      : 14.4 | 
      LCK
      : 9
    

    
      Normal Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 6.5 | 
      END
      : 4.9
    

    
      SPD
      : 13.3 | 
      DEX
      : 12.4
    

    
      INT
      : 9.4 | 
      LCK
      : 9
    

    
       
    

    
      Available Attribute Points: 7
    

    
      Available Skill Points: 1
    

    
       
    

    
      Equipment:
    

    
      - 
      Swift Dreorin Boots
    

    
      - Ulvia’s Veil
    

    
      - Basic Earth Ring
    

    
      - Quake Gem
    

    
       
    

    
      Werewolf Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 83/84.2 | 
      MP
      : 159/164
    

    
      SWI
      : 89.5 | 
      AGI
      : 78.3
       
      + 20
    

    
      SEN
      : 365.4 + 5 | 
      ATC
      : 55.5 
      (Unchanged)
    

    
      ATT
      : 102.8 + 10% Cold | 
      DEF
      : 52.4 + (L)20
    

    
      MA:
       63.1 | 
      MR:
       1.34/min
    

    
      Normal Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 55.2/55.2 | 
      MP
      : 114/114
    

    
      SWI
      : 65.4 | 
      AGI
      : 58.1 + 20
    

    
      SEN
      : 270 + 5 | 
      ATC
      : 55.5
    

    
      ATT
      : 74.2 + 10% Cold | 
      DEF
      : 41.2 + (L)20
    

    
      MA:
       48.2 | 
      MR:
       1/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      - 
      Flight
       
      (Lv.9)
    

    
      - 
      Weapon-Mastery
       
      (Lv.8)
    

    
      - 
      Taekwondo
       
      (Lv.7)
    

    
      - 
      Cooking
       
      (Lv.6)
    

    
      - 
      Karate
       
      (Lv.6)
    

    
      - 
      Judo
       
      (Lv.6)
    

    
      - 
      Taijutsu
       
      (Lv.5)
    

    
      - 
      Mana Control 
      (Lv.5)
    

    
      …
    

    
      - 
      Mana Sense 
      (Lv.2)
    

    
      - 
      Tracking 
      (Lv.2)
    

    
       
    

    
      Magic Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Cold Star Magic 
      (Lv.3)
       =>
       
      [Cold Star Manifestation
       (T.0); 
      Star Make
       (T.10 – T.1); Cold Star Mist (T.10)
      ]
    

    
      - 
      Mystic
       
      Cold Star Magic 
      (Lv.2)
    

    
      - 
      Dependent
       
      Earth Magic
       => [Eruption 
      (T.7) {3/3}
      ; Quake 
      (T.9)
      ; Anchor 
      (T.10); 
      Spike 
      (T.10)
      ]
    

    
       
    

    
      Cognitive Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Eyes of the Soul
       
      (Lv.15)
    

    
      - 
      Pain Resistance
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Fear Resistance
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Fatigue Resistance 
      (Lv. 8)
    

    
      -
       
      Soul Core
       
      (Lv.3)
    

    
      - 
      Ireful Shell
       
      (Lv.2)
    

    
       
    

    
      Spontaneous Skills:
    

    
      -
       
      Claws 
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      -
       Stealth
       
      (Lv.8)
    

    
      - 
      Fabled Sight 
      (Lv.6)
    

    
      - 
      Appraisal 
      (Lv.5)
    

    
      - 
      Reinforcement
       
      (Lv.5)
    

    
      - 
      Weapon Reinforcement
       
      (Lv.4)
    

    
      -
       Intimidation
       (Lv.3)
    

    
      - 
      Call of Fangs 
      (Lv.2)
    

    
      -
       
      Artzpul
       
      (Lv.2)
    

    
      Nirvana Skills:
    

    
      - 
      The Harvester
    

    
      - 
      The Scavenger
    

    
       
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
      - 
      Eion Auto-Sustainable Nanomachines
    

    
      - 
      Obsidian Blood
    

    
      -
       Shape Shift
    

    
      - 
      Smell of the Wolf God 
      (Incomplete)
    

    
      - 
      Luquila’s Wings
    

    
      - 
      Lesser Regeneration
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      It was really starting to get full and he had barely started exploring what the System had to offer. “Alexa, were you the one who removed the short descriptions?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Nice QOL. Good job.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Thank you, Rakna.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Now,” after finally getting down with everything, Rakna put the bodies of the Dreorins into his spatial ring just in case and wrapped Sonata around his neck. “Get on, little guy.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos promptly jumped on his shoulder in one try, something that was already impossible for any normal snake. When he snuggled under Sonata, Rakna breathed in and unfolded his wings as a silver mist emerged from the tip of the feathers.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Artzpul
      ,]” he muttered and a shockwave was generated under his feet. With a single wave of his wings, he took off and activated 
      Stealth
       followed by his newest spell,
       Cold Star Mist
      . The result was a disturbingly fast haze zooming through the sky, giving no room for anyone on the ground to see him moving inside.
    

    
       
    

    
      Since he had the option to conceal his figure even better whilst flying, he would take it.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna glanced at his map being filled as he moved and looked at the two remaining arrows with squinted his eyes. “Why not,” he muttered and changed his course slightly.
    

    
       
    

    
      This specific Trial seemed to be considerably farther away from the train station than the Battle Trial was. After five minutes of flying at full speed, he wasn’t able to reach his destination but his 
      Fabled Sight
       caught something that intrigued him.
    

    
       
    

    
      He plunged and used 
      Artzpul 
      to land in a nearby forest. The mist followed him and invaded the area. While he was still hidden, he turned back into a therian and dispelled the spell.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he made sure that there was no one around, he walked out of the relatively small forest and headed toward the village he had spotted in the distance.
    

  
    Chapter 56: Seed Grotto

    
      As Rakna approached the village, his eyes wandered over the houses and roads. Compared to what he saw in Black Steel, it was as if he had jumped thousands of years back in time. But with a closer look, the structures of this village were obviously more than just what they appeared.
    

    
       
    

    
      Though nowhere near anything as technologically advanced, concrete and metal had been used in the construction of the buildings. “There are claw marks on more than a few of them. Monsters?” Rakna muttered to himself as he stepped inside the village.
    

    
       
    

    
      As soon as he did, a voice greeted him from behind, “Are you a fledgling Host, young man?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes narrowed and he slowly turned around to see a short elderly man standing behind him. He hadn’t sensed his presence at all before he had called him out; something that he almost thought impossible after the massive increase his senses had gone through.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…you are?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The old man chuckled heartily. “I’m the chief here,” he said and walked past Rakna, going further inside the village.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled and followed him whilst keeping his distance. “A Local, I assume?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, that would be how the System calls us,” the chief said with a smile as they properly entered the settlement. They walked by a few people performing their daily routine. A few of them would bow their heads to the old man when they saw him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Are you here for your Trial?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna was pulled out of his thoughts by the question. “Not exactly... It was on the way and I was curious to know what a village such as this one was doing here.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What a blunt and roundabout way of asking what the hell this place is for,” the chief jested and waved his hand in a certain direction. “In that direction, there is a Dungeon. From time to time, it overflows with monsters and, if left alone for too much time, might lead to a stampede. It can have a lot of different consequences but the main concern is the safety of the area around the station of the Black Steel’s Spear.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see…” Rakna uttered. “So, if I understand correctly, Dungeons give birth to monsters?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s an odd way of putting it, but yes. Dungeons are essentially big clusters of mana capable of manipulating organic matter to a certain extent. Dungeon monsters are, in a way, antibodies made to keep intruders away. You can see overflows as a consequence of the Dungeon getting sick.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “And then I’m the one who puts things oddly,” Rakna retorted with a monotonous voice and the chief laughed as he stopped in front of a relatively larger house.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm, I can see that you are new to the System... Yet you seem to possess strength equal to someone who has spent weeks in here,” he smirked. “Say, are you willing to do something for me?”
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Gaelius Kein, Acting Chief of the Second P.1 Settlement, 
      extends a Quest to you.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Objective:
       Head into the Dungeon, Seed Grotto, and cull the number of monsters present on the first three floors.
    

    
      Rewards:
       100 Exp, 1000 Talys, ???
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Do you accept?
    

    
      Yes
      /
      No
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “In other words, you want me to do your job for you,” Rakna said.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Now, now, that’s a mean thing to say. I’m on vacation, you know? And it’s not like I’m asking you to do this for free, am I? You need to complete Quests to promote.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna grunted to acknowledge his words and accepted the request mentally. “Just the first three floors then? How many would I be required to kill?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Around fifty in total should be fine. I trust you will easily be able to do that much.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. Your confidence in me aside, how far is the Dungeon?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gaelius chuckled. “It is about three hundred meters to the north-east. You won’t miss it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Understood,” Rakna checked the compass of his map and was about to leave when Gaelius spoke again.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait, what is your name, young man?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Rakna. Rakna Xiorra.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Does it have a meaning?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled at the old chief. “As far I know, Rakna does not. But I have been told in the past that Xiorra could mean ‘next universe of thought’. How ironic, now that I think about it. Why?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gaelius smiled. “You can think of it as an old man’s antics. Let’s say that I value names. I wish you a good Dungeon dive. And, survive well,” he said before entering the house behind him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna furrowed his eyebrows. “That line… is already starting to get obnoxious,” he muttered to himself and left in the direction of the Dungeon. Once he was out, he reinforced his body and ran off to the north-east.
    

    
       
    

    
      After twenty seconds, he came close to what seemed to be the entrance of an underground cave. He approached it and stuck his head inside. He scanned the interior from all possible perspectives and the only thing he saw was an endless hole under him.
    

    
       
    

    
      He activated 
      Fabled Sight 
      to try and see the bottom and Pronos similarly used his natural night-vision to take a look. He barely managed to see a dark rocky bottom.
    

    
       
    

    
      “How would monsters even climb out of this...? Maybe they are specifically attuned to climbing or digging?” He muttered to himself and leaned away. He knocked the outside walls of the entrance and circled around it before returning to the front.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Alexa, to be sure, how do I enter the Dungeon?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Jump.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “…I’m not sure if I should praise it to be so candid or denounce it for asking people to jump down a dark tunnel with no knowledge of what is at the bottom,” he said with a dull tone but nonetheless jumped inside the hole without missing a beat, counting the seconds as he plummeted.
    

    
       
    

    
      He balanced himself vertically and cast 
      Artzpul
       before hitting the ground. He had found out earlier that he could still use this skill without unfurling his wings.
    

    
       
    

    
      He landed lightly on his feet and inspected his surroundings with his eyes still glowing golden. The cave was around ten meters wide and the ceiling was about three meters high. Aside from that, there was a large stone gate at the back.
    

    
       
    

    
      He walked toward it and placed his hand on it, which was followed by a System prompt.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Do you wish to enter the Dungeon, Seed Grotto?
    

    
      Yes/No
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes,” Rakna answered.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Please select a difficulty:
    

    
      ⦓ 
      Easy
       ⦔ - ⦓ 
      Normal
       ⦔ - ⦓ 
      Hard
       ⦔ - ⦓ 
      Fiendish 
      ⦔
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Difficulty? That old man didn’t specify one, did he?” He mused for a short moment and selected the normal difficulty. Only an idiot would pick the harder difficulties without knowing anything about laid behind this door.
    

    
       
    

    
      The second he made his choice, the stone gate opened inward and revealed a straight tunnel with surprisingly smooth and chiseled walls. There were also lanterns hanging from the ceiling, lighting the path ahead. And if the very unnatural color of the light and the fluctuations of the flame were anything to go by, Rakna was almost sure that those weren’t natural in the slightest.
    

    
       
    

    
      He also noticed that this ‘corridor’ seemed to be quite short. He could see a dead-end barely thirty meters ahead.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he was fully inside, the gate closed behind and, directly after, several parts of the corridor’s walls collapsed. Rakna’s eyes sharpened and Pronos jumped down with a hiss. A few seconds later, they both started hearing odd purring sounds coming from the gaping parts.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s expression twitched as he watched long hairy legs slowly emerge from all sides, sticking to the walls. Soon enough, the owners of those legs came out; giant black and red spiders quickly filled up the path. After less than a minute, at least twenty of them had come out.
    

    
       
    

    
      At first, they seemed pretty docile but when Rakna moved to transform Sonata, more than half of them abruptly opened their mouthparts and let out a high-pitched cry. They proceeded to rush at him with startling speed.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna opened his mouth to inhale and exhaled a crystallized breath. “Sadly for you,” he whispered and his body began to release cold air. “This place doesn’t work to your advantage,” he declared and a thick fog immediately invaded the tunnel, engulfing all of the spiders as they charged at him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna kicked the ground while enclosed by his 
      Cold Mist
      , closely followed by Pronos who could easily navigate in the fog with his echo vision. He slithered up a wall and jumped on a spider that was clueless as to where he was, whether it was based on sound or sight. He plunged his fangs in the back of its head and released a dose of Eion Poison strong enough to kill it in a second.
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, Rakna jumped over the whole horde and latched onto the ceiling with his claws before using it as a foothold to get behind all of them. He whirled Sonata and dashed into their rear lines as he swung his weapon in a wide arc that bisected four of them simultaneously.
    

    
       
    

    
      One of the spiders immediately turned around when he did so and secreted a string of silk that he dodged with the acuity of his 
      Fabled Sight
      . He then created five knives with 
      Star Make
       with no particular ability and threw them at the same number of spiders. They stabbed the arthropods’ heads before dissolving into cold particles.
    

    
       
    

    
      The rest of the fight lasted thirty seconds with Rakna crushing the last spider’s head with his grip and claws. He flicked his hand to get rid of the blood, showing no reaction to the repulsive scene, and dispersed the mist with a single thought.
    

    
       
    

    
      When the view was clear, Pronos and Rakna saw themselves standing amidst the many corpses of the Arachne, their legs curled up to their stomach or twitching from a post-mortem spasm.
    

    
       
    

    
      When the last spider stopped stirring, many piles of Talys emerged from their bodies in quite a disconcerting way. At the same time, at the very end of the corridor, the wall collapsed to reveal a staircase.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have completed the First Floor. Would you like to exit?
    

    
      Yes/No
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Their level wasn’t high enough for me to receive exp,” Rakna complained after refusing to leave and shouldered Sonata as the Talys were collected by the System along with the very few other drops that were sucked into his spatial ring.
    

    
       
    

    
      He walked over the dead spiders and headed to the staircase.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s hope the next floors pose more challenge.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos followed after him with a deadpan look.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked at him as if he knew what he was thinking. “Yes, I know I chose normal but you can’t expect me to pick hard or fiendish without knowing how strong the monsters inside are, do you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The little snake cocked his head to the side and tried to emulate a shrug. Rakna sighed and stopped in front of the stairs.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Anyway, let’s go down.”
    

  
    Chapter 56: Vermin

    
      The second floor was at least twice as big as the first and the color of the lighting had also changed from a warm hue to a colder one. When Rakna stepped down the last stair with Pronos around his neck, the path behind him was closed off instantly by a descending stone wall.
    

    
       
    

    
      He glanced over his shoulder and hummed. He scrutinized the second floor and everything was the same as above except for the size. He stood in place for at least a minute and nothing happened, no walls breaking down or spiders crawling in.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then started to walk down the corridor with Sonata at the ready and his senses reinforced with mana to the bare minimum. When he reached the halfway point, he heard a distinct clicking sound. It was followed by a grinding noise.
    

    
       
    

    
      Several squarish breaches appeared on the walls and shot out long metal spikes. Rakna casually stepped aside from one, caught one in midair, and deflected two others with Sonata.
    

    
       
    

    
      He had made it look so considerably easy that it could have taken the attention away from the fact that the spikes had been fast and strong enough to pierce the walls of the Dungeon for at least half a meter.
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, traps are a thing too, huh?” Rakna muttered and dropped the spike in his hand. He quietly took another step and immediately crouched when a spike whizzed above him. “Hold tight, little guy,” he said and Pronos nodded.
    

    
       
    

    
      While he was still in that position, he gathered his strength in his lower body and started running at full speed. Several spikes sprung up from all sides but he weaved in between them as if he knew where they were coming from.
    

    
       
    

    
      He only needed to listen to the noise and the subsequent opening of the wall. But he had to admit, he couldn’t tell how the traps were triggered.
    

    
       
    

    
      He wasn’t stepping on any sort of pressure plates or anything. 
      ‘Perhaps a more sophisticated kind of weight sensor? Or magic?’ 
      He thought as he jumped over ten arrows meant to hit his legs.
    

    
       
    

    
      And as he was in the air, the ground below him opened up to reveal a pit. There weren’t spikes at the bottom, mind you. No, it wasn’t anything as nice as that. It was a bubbling green liquid that would probably painfully eat away at his flesh.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna eyed it curiously before opening his mouth, “
      Artzpul
      .” He moved as if he was stepping on thin air and zoomed to the other side of the pit.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 
      Artzpul 
      has leveled up! ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      He nodded pleasantly at the notification. This skill had a lot more potential than just being a way to take off or land if used correctly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Now,” he squinted his eyes at the dead-end that was a mere five meters away from him. He mused and pulled out a small silver disc. He pressed on the button and calmly threw it before unfurling his wings and covering himself with them.
    

    
       
    

    
      The disc exploded on impact and Rakna made sure to not be blown away by the shockwave as he heard various dying screeches, followed by a System prompt informing him of his kills. When it was over, he unwrapped his wings and took a look at his handiwork.
    

    
       
    

    
      The walls to the sides were broken and amidst the debris, several cockroaches-like monsters lay dead on the ground. Rakna noted that the wall he suspected to be blocking the path to the next staircase was undamaged; not even a scratch.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘As expected,’ 
      Rakna thought then looked at the holes in the walls. He could see more of those large insects coming out. The explosion had only killed the closest ones. He sighed and redeployed his wings.
    

    
       
    

    
      The feathers making up the upper layers began to vibrate before suddenly detaching themselves as if they broke the laws of physics. A dozen of them were shot at the cockroaches every second; leaving them no chance to escape.
    

    
       
    

    
      After twenty seconds, Rakna stopped and retracted his wings. The walls and ground in front of him had been littered with black and silver feathers and the insects were dead. The exit then slid open to reveal the staircase to the next floor.
    

    
       
    

    
      The same System message as before appeared before him.
    

    
       
    

    
      He picked no again and went down the stairs, repeating the same process with the loot that had been dropped around him. The third floor followed the same pattern. Once again, it was bigger; twice the size of the second floor. At this point, it was as wide as a highway back on Earth.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I was wondering,” Rakna muttered as the wall closed behind him again. The walls also proceeded to collapse like they had on the first floor but that didn’t stop him from voicing his thoughts. “How many floors does this Dungeon have? Is it infinite?” He asked both to himself and obviously Alexa as he slammed a spider coming at him with the shaft of Sonata.
    

    
       
    

    
      [It is not. However, there exist Dungeons that have never been completely conquered, making it impossible to know how many floors there are. The most popular one would be the 
      Grail Road 
      on the 500th Plateau. To this day, 126 floors have been explored and even the highest-ranked Hosts haven’t managed to get farther.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” Rakna blankly said and back-fisted one cockroach while dodging an arrow shot from a trap while Pronos breathed out a purple poison fog that killed the monsters in seconds.
    

    
       
    

    
      All in all, this floor was a sort of combination of the two others. The two of them went through it like a breeze and soon enough, all the traps had been both engaged and evaded while the monsters were all dead.
    

    
       
    

    
       ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have completed a Quest! Return to Gaelius Klein to receive your rewards.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have completed the Third Floor. Would you like to exit?
    

    
      Yes/No
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hmm, how many floors does this one have?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [
      Seed Grotto
       has been recorded to have seven, excluding the boss floor.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. I might as well go and see for myself then,” he said and refused the system prompt before continuing. While walking down the stairs, his HL abruptly ringed and a holographic screen with the caller was projected by the contacts. “Answer,” he said and the call was picked up by Alexa.
    

    
       
    

    
      Three names slid into his vision’s periphery. “Hey, folks, I found something,” Allan’s voice sounded. He had initiated a group call with the four of them through their HLs.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What is it? A Dungeon?” Nyx’s voice followed up as her name flickered on the projection.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not really. It looks like… some sort of ruins. My AI keeps telling me there might be something good in there but there’s a sort of invisible barrier around it and it says I can’t enter without being in a party of at least three people. Do you want to check it out?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm, where is it?” Flavia asked.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s straight to the East from where we took the Trial. If you go for about two miles, you should be able to find it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I don’t mind going there,” Nyx said.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Neither do I,” Flavia conformed. “What about you, Rakna?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “If three is the minimum, go there without me. I’m inside a Dungeon and I’m not sure how long I’ll stay here for.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “A Dungeon, huh?” Allan muttered. “How is it? Hard?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I can’t draw any conclusions as long as I don’t go deeper. Let’s share what we found after meeting up. If you guys need more time, tell me. I’ll do the same.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right then. Teach, Nyx, I’ll wait here until you arrive.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Understood. Give me five minutes and I’ll be there,” Nyx said before hanging the call.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’ll take a bit longer for me but I’ll be there soon as well,” Flavia stated and also left.
    

    
       
    

    
      “See you later, Rak.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna responded with a hum as he reached the fourth floor. “Good luck to you,” he said and the group call was ended. His HL turned off and he shifted his attention to the large creatures crawling on the ceiling and the walls with their hundreds of legs.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Centipedes… Is this place just full of vermin like these?” Rakna uttered with some faint traces of annoyance in his tone. On the other hand, Pronos seemed to be completely disgusted.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, instead of attacking, the long insects burrowed themselves into the walls by going through cracks in the ceiling. Their presence gradually lessened until even Rakna had to focus to just sense the general area they were in. A few seconds later, he sighed and drove Sonata inside the wall next to him without even looking.
    

    
       
    

    
      A dying screech resounded through the stone and a greenish liquid, hemolymph, spilled out when he pulled his weapon out.
    

    
       
    

    
      “This is getting bothersome,” he said and looked at Pronos. “Little guy,” he said and simply pointed at the gaps that the centipedes had used.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos immediately understood what he meant and slithered up the wall. He headed for one of the cracks and a puff of purple smoke escaped his mouth as he gathered his mana. It only took him a few seconds before he released a significant volume of poison fog inside the hollow space behind the corridor’s walls.
    

    
       
    

    
      A minute later, the System notification appeared and the next staircase opened up. Then, Rakna silently continued the exploration.
    

    
       
    

    
      The next three floors went pretty much the same way. The fifth floor was full of giant flying insects that were quickly dispatched after a use of the 
      Cold Star Mist
       and Pronos’ poison. The sixth floor had traps once again coupled with dozens of large ants.
    

    
       
    

    
      But that still wasn’t enough to stop Rakna who quickly proceeded to the seventh floor where every monster and trap was recycled to make one massive comprehensive floor. This one took quite a lot of time compared to the rest, considering he wasn’t willing to use too much effort on them.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the end of the day, he was overqualified for the normal difficulty of this Dungeon, and the fact that he had reached level 16 thanks to the Dreorins only meant that he wasn’t even receiving any experience from it.
    

    
       
    

    
      After forty minutes of trouble-free Dungeon exploration, he finally walked down the last staircase where the wide corridors he had gotten used to turned into a spacious dimly-lit circular room.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, well, aren’t you menacing?” Rakna spoke sardonically with his usual emotionless tone.
    

    
       
    

    
      In the center of the room stood the boss of this Dungeon; a dark green praying mantis easily four meters tall with sharp-looking scythes and entirely black eyes with red dots in the center.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s see if you’re worth the time wasted.”
    

  
    Chapter 58: Down we go

    
      “Pronos, you can sit this one out. I’ll tackle it alone,” Rakna said and the little snake nodded before jumping off and retreating to the edge of the room.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna slowly started circling around the praying mantis that seemed to be keen on not taking the first move. He thought about using 
      Appraisal
       but he didn’t think there would be a point learning this monster’s specific abilities.
    

    
       
    

    
      Instead, he simply turned Sonata into a bow and pulled the string before releasing three arrows at the same time. The mantis waited until they were about to reach it to destroy them with a swing of its scythes.
    

    
       
    

    
      And, with that, Rakna kicked the ground in its direction after having grasped what numbers could not completely tell him; its reaction speed, its scythes’ accuracy and toughness, its stance when faced with an attack… he had gotten all of them in just a glance when it cut through his arrows.
    

    
       
    

    
      While he was running, he turned the bow into a dual chain blade and used them to both attack and defend from the mantis’ bladed limbs coming from above. The two pairs of scythes were entangled with a surprising sound of steel clashing.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Definitely not natural for a mantis’ forelegs to make that sound,’
       Rakna commented inwardly and pushed away one of the mantis’ scythes with his own by deviating it to the side. He repeated the action with his other hand and kicked the insect’s open side while it was out of balance.
    

    
       
    

    
      The mantis let itself be hit but simultaneously jumped and deployed a pair of translucid wings to lessen the blow. Rakna reacted instantly and grabbed the middle of Sonata’s chain. He twirled the entire weapon and threw it at the mantis.
    

    
       
    

    
      The insect tried to parry the weapon but unfortunately, its scythes caught the chain instead of the blades, which then bounded its body and tore one of its wings.
    

    
       
    

    
      The mantis lost control over its flight pattern and before it could stabilize itself, Rakna suddenly leaped toward it and muttered one word, “
      Artzpul
      .” He rocketed toward the insect and grabbed its neck.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You were easy in the end,” he uttered and flung the monster toward the ground as he reinforced his arm. The mantis crashed on the Dungeon’s floor with a broken neck and died near instantly.
    

    
       
    

    
      The boss room brightened and the mantis’ body let out a pile of Talys and one other Item. When Rakna landed, a System window flickered into view.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have killed a 
      Lv.10 Praying Mantis.
    

    
      No experience gained.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have completed the Seed Grotto!
    

    
      Difficulty:
       Normal
    

    
      Number of Participants:
       1 | 
      Average Level of Participants
      : 16
    

    
      Rewards: 
      200 Talys, ‘
      Scan’
       Skill Card
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You will automatically be transported outside in one minute.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      When the message appeared, the Talys were directly added to his balance and a card materialized in front of his eyes. The back had the image of a small loupe and the front had a short incantation along with the name of the skill; just like 
      Ireful Shell
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna grabbed it and the System immediately notified him he couldn’t learn it because he had an already higher grade of appraising skill. “Well, I guess I could give it to Allan or sell it,” he muttered and walked to the mantis’ corpse.
    

    
       
    

    
      He collected the Talys and the Item without even checking what it was; he would do that later as he was pretty sure only a minimal part of the Loot he got here would actually interest him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Soon after, he saw a stream of light engulf his body and he underwent a similar sensation to when he was teleported to the First Plateau. Before he knew, he was already back to the surface, in front of the Dungeon’s entrance, with Pronos on the ground next to his feet.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hmm,” Rakna looked around. “Well, round two,” he said blankly and jumped back inside the hole under the straight-faced stare of Pronos who ultimately followed him inside. After confirming that the Dungeon could indeed be repeated, they entered again.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      In the next hour, Rakna took his time to conquer the hard difficulty. The monsters were all level ten at the lowest, which quickly allowed him to check off one of the conditions for his promotion to Rank II.
    

    
       
    

    
      The monsters were indeed stronger but it still was as one-sided as the first run-through.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, when he was back to the boss room, the praying mantis was there once again and he didn’t even need to use 
      Appraisal
       to know that it was at the very least five levels ahead of its ‘normal’ counterpart.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he fought it for the second time, he continued to use the chain blade, not really because it was the most fitting but because dual-wielding enabled him to parry both scythes without leaving any openings.
    

    
       
    

    
      If he used his glaive, it would be considerably harder to defend against both forelegs as they could come from two different directions at any moment. Twin weapons erased that problem.
    

    
       
    

    
      He initiated the second fight in the same way as the first but he quickly noticed a difference.
    

    
       
    

    
      In contrast to before when his strength was more or less equal to it, this time, the mantis was able to push him back while entangled and forced him to retreat. The insect chased after him and tried to trap his shoulders in its appendages.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna narrowed his eyes and used 
      Reinforcement 
      to stop the scythes before casting 
      Artzpul
       to launch himself backward. He wanted to reposition himself to a safer location but what he failed to take into account was a wind blade that flew at him as soon as he did that.
    

    
       
    

    
      He promptly unfurled his wings to evade it with a second 
      Artzpul
      . At the end of the day, this skill worked infinitely faster with his wings deployed. Rakna flew up to a wall and fixed himself to it by using the blades of his kusarigama.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he looked back at the mantis, his 
      Fabled Sight 
      caught a green aura around the insect’s legs which he now could perfectly sense as mana; with quite an obvious wind element to it.
    

    
       
    

    
      While he was still on the wall, the mantis flew off as well and rushed toward him while spreading its mana across its entire body. 
      ‘So, it can reinforce itself too, huh?’ 
      Rakna thought and also kicked off the wall and used 
      Artzpul
       to dash at the mantis. 
      ‘Two can play at that game.’
    

    
       
    

    
      He activated his 
      Reinforcement 
      skill by consuming around ten mana and clashed with the mantis in mid-air with equal force. While experimenting with this skill, Rakna had managed to make an estimate of what exactly was reinforced and how much.
    

    
       
    

    
      The first thing he had noticed was that 
      Reinforcement
       was restricted in its application. Although it could indeed enhance pretty much every aspect of his body, it didn’t have anywhere near the same effect as if he had increased his attributes. It was more about enhancing potency.
    

    
       
    

    
      In other words, his body would indeed be stronger but it would be imbalanced. If he increased his speed to a certain level, he would have to do the same with his endurance and senses in order to cope with the increase and that would reduce the effectiveness.
    

    
       
    

    
      In conclusion, in real combat, this skill would increase his fighting capability by something along the lines of 3 to 5% if he only used 10 MP. If he used around 50 MP, he could probably raise that percentage to 10%, and with around 100 MP, it would be 15%.
    

    
       
    

    
      The pattern here was clear. The more he wanted to increase his strength, the more mana he would need and on top of that, the strain on his body would become more and more unreasonable.
    

    
       
    

    
      As he thought about that, the mantis’ scythe brushed past his ear but his expression remained as stoic as always. The both of them had been clashing against each other every few seconds while flying around the Boss Room for a while now.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he decided that it was enough, Rakna’s eyes widened and released an icy hue. He charged at the mantis one last time and muttered, “[
      Star Make – Swords of Liberation.
      ]”
    

    
       
    

    
      Three energy swords appeared around him and whizzed toward the mantis who was confused by the sudden appearance of the objects. The insect managed to destroy two of them but the last one went through its defenses and pierced its shoulder area.
    

    
       
    

    
      The boss monster then felt the immediate effects of the Cold Star Magic’s nature. A bone-freezing temperature invaded its body and made it squirm as a part of its internals was being paralyzed by the cold.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna then rapidly closed in and beheaded it. The mantis’ wings stopped moving right away and its body fell to the ground, followed by Rakna who landed as he retracted his wings.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have killed a 
      Lv.15 Praying Mantis.
    

    
      Requirement for level up updated:
       69/160
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have completed the Seed Grotto!
    

    
      Difficulty:
       Hard
    

    
      Number of Participants:
       1 | 
      Average Level of Participants
      : 16
    

    
      Rewards: 
      500 Talys, ‘
      Scan
      ’ Skill Card, ‘
      Wind Incision’
       Skill Card
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You will automatically be transported outside in a minute.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna collected the Loot from the mantis’ body and spear-handed the corpse. He pulled out the heart of the creature and ate it; he was already used to it by now. It took around half a minute for his Nirvana Skill to process the power. The System’s report that followed told him that most of his attribute gains were lower than 0.05.
    

    
       
    

    
      He snorted and was teleported out of the Dungeon right after. He then took his time to check two things; the new skill card he got and the spell that his 
      Star Make
       had just chronicled.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Tier 9 Skill Card: Use it to learn the spell ‘
      Wind Incision
      ’.
    

    
      Requirements:
       Wind Element, Mana Control above Lv.4.
    

    
      Description:
    

    
      One of the most fastidious wind spells in the System. A talented mage could use this spell to even perform surgeries. If concentrated in one spot, it has an incredible piercing power, but it is very hard to master.
    

    
      Fixed Cost: 
      5 MP
    

    
      1cm Concentration 
      (Default)
      : 
      MA x2
    

    
      5mm : 
      MA x3
       | 3mm : 
      MA x4
       | 1mm : 
      MA x6
    

    
      Note: 
      This spell has a very short range. Casting it over more than a few meters will cause it to lose most of its potency.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      The Sub-Spell,
       Swords of Liberation, 
      has been created.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      -
       Swords of Liberation
       (T.9)
      : The user summons three cold energy swords with low power but exceptional sharpness. When hitting a target, the swords will not have enough energy to explode but their coldness will be effectively spread in the target’s body, forcing them to either destroy the swords or suffer momentary pain and paralysis.
    

    
      Cost: 
      20 MP. 
      (
      Soul Core Correction
      : 17.2 MP)
    

    
      Attack: 
      User’s Magic Attack multiplied by 2.
    

    
      Cooldown:
       15 Min
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      The card’s spell seemed to be a close-range focused ability. The higher the 
      Mana Control
       of the caster, the stronger it would be. 
      ‘That’ll be for Flavia then,’ 
      Rakna thought and went over the new sub-spell he made. He was starting to think that it was an easy thing to do.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘The cost is completely different from 
      Gungnir
       and 
      Dáinsleif
      ,’ 
      he noted inwardly. 
      ‘Those two spells use a percentage of my full mana pool. As I get stronger, even with the magic attack multiplicator, they will become inefficient… Should I try to remake them? If I created them, I should be able to tweak them, right?’
    

    
       
    

    
      He sighed and postponed that idea as he put the skill card inside his ring. He turned toward the Dungeon entrance for the third time. “Hey, little guy, curious to see how fiendish the difficulty can get?” He said in a joking manner and Pronos rolled his eyes before they both jumped.
    

  
    Chapter 59: Hidden Boss

    
      During the third run-through, Rakna almost wondered if it had been a good idea to go through the fiendish difficulty. Every single one of the enemies was now almost as strong as the mantis in hard mode.
    

    
       
    

    
      Though, in the end, the only thing that changed was the time it took to kill them, otherwise, both the result and the process had been the same. The experience, however, was completely different. Most of the monsters were above level 13.
    

    
       
    

    
      After going through the three first floors, he had both leveled up to 17 and almost reached 18. He now had nine attribute points saved and the many hearts he had consumed from them had raised his attributes by around 0.5.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I should be able to get pretty close to level 20 with this Dungeon,’ 
      Rakna thought as he entered the fourth floor. This one should have been filled with centipedes, ready to burrow themselves inside the walls on his arrival.
    

    
       
    

    
      But what was presented to him instead was an empty corridor. Rakna would have normally been confused about the situation if instead, his instinct hadn’t suddenly screamed at him.
    

    
       
    

    
      He reflexively transformed into a werewolf when he heard something above him. His whirlpool-like eyes spiraled until they turned golden and he lifted Sonata. The ceiling collapsed immediately and the blade of the Guandao struck the giant claw-like structures of a giant centipede’s mouth.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shuddered and reinforced both himself and his weapon. He grabbed his weapon with both hands and pushed the monster aside before dashing further inside the corridor.
    

    
       
    

    
      The red centipede didn’t go after him and clawed at the ground instead, which easily gave in, and disappeared underground like a mole.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘What is this thing? It’s even stronger than the mantis,’ 
      Rakna thought as he looked around.
    

    
       
    

    
      [A Hidden Boss,] Alexa said. [It is a Boss that appears when certain conditions have been met. In this case, I would posit that you made it appear by gassing the home of the centipedes of this floor every time you came.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Really now,” Rakna scowled and gestured at Pronos who was on his shoulder, still a bit shocked by what had just happened. “Use your poison. I don’t think it will kill it but it shouldn’t be useless.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The little snake nodded and jumped toward one crevasse in the wall and breathed out the greatest poison he could produce. The effects made themselves clear when they heard a sudden movement behind the walls and dust falling.
    

    
       
    

    
      But, as expected, whatever was making that noise didn’t seem to be about to die. Rakna was even ready to bet that it was merely a bit annoyed by the poison. He clicked his tongue and conjured his 
      Cold Mist
      , saturating the entire floor.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then concentrated on what his senses were picking up and a minute later, he shoved his glaive into the wall next to him. However, what happened next was completely out of his expectations. Not only did his attack hit nothing but the ground behind him caved in to reveal the large insect.
    

    
       
    

    
      Thankfully, his 
      Soul Core
       and 
      Eyes of the Soul
       accorded him enough urgency to boost his reaction time by many folds. He crouched in a split second and the monster whizzed above him, its poison glands dripping with venom.
    

    
       
    

    
      It hit the wall and burrowed itself again and in the time that it took for it to get completely inside, Rakna cast 
      Appraisal
       which was followed by a surprising notification.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      The target has a counter-scan skill.
    

    
      Appraisal
      ’s level is too low.
    

    
      The assessment has failed.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘That’s a first. That must be part of the reason why I failed to sense its real position,’ 
      Rakna remarked inwardly and as he stood up from his previous posture, he turned Sonata into chain blades.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Pronos, I will try to stop it the next time it comes. Take the occasion to poison it.” The little snake nodded and used 
      Camouflage
       to blend in with the surroundings and kill his presence.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna breathed in and closed his eyes to focus on whatever he could pick up. The tremors of the ground, the variations of air from the cracks in the walls, the mana fluctuations…
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Tracking 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Mana Sense
       has leveled up!
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      With his eyes still closed and his soul empowering his instinct, he stepped silently to the side as the centipede emerged from the ground to his left. He then opened his eyes wide and waved his hand downward as cold energy emanated from his body.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Swords of Liberation
      ,]” he uttered and three cold swords descended and stabbed the centipede across its exposed length. It released an ear-wrenching cry and Rakna promptly stabbed it with one of the kusarigama’s blades before using the other to wrap a chain around its neck and mouth-parts.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna gritted his teeth as he pulled on the chain and felt the arthropod’s body slowly building up mana; though it had no element, it could still reinforce its body. The 
      Swords of Liberation
       were already starting to disintegrate when Pronos jumped out from his hiding spot and sunk his fangs into the monster’s body.
    

    
       
    

    
      The Eion Poison was released in high density and quantity and the centipede started wriggling to escape. The swords eventually gave out and Rakna nearly let go. It seemed that even his strength as a werewolf wasn’t enough to compare to this centipede.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Spike
      ,]” he intoned right before he was about to lose his grip on Sonata. The invisible ring on his finger flashed and a spike of earth raised from underground and pierced the centipede right in its head but it apparently was enough to break its defense.
    

    
       
    

    
      At that moment, while it was being hindered by the spike, Rakna let go of the chain and grabbed the scythe that he had used to stab the monster. He yanked it with both hands and growled as he opened a massive gash on its body. He conjured a sphere of raw cold energy and shoved it inside the wound; freezing its internals.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, Pronos bit it for a second time. The centipede struggled for a while until it finally stopped moving and turned limp. Piles of Talys materialized from its corpse along with two Items.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have killed a
       Lv.20 Crimson Centipede!
    

    
      You have leveled up!
    

    
      + 1 Free Point!
    

    
      Requirement updated: 
      7/180
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have defeated the Hidden Boss of the
       Seed Grotto!
    

    
      Number of Participants:
       1 | 
      Average Level of Participants
      : 17
    

    
      Rewards: 
      1 000 Talys, 2 Free Attribute Points, ‘
      Absolute Cover
      ’ Skill Card, ‘
      Centipede Venom
      ’ Skill Card.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have cleared the Fourth Floor.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna staggered back with a grunt and the monster fell to the ground with the other half of its body still buried. Pronos also distanced himself and sprawled tiredly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Seriously. Is this still considered luck?” Rakna grumbled and disengaged the 
      Cold Mist
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      He reverted to his therian form and sat down on the ground to recover his breath. He cracked his neck and was pleased to see he had gotten 2 Attribute Points from killing this boss along with two skill cards. He checked the details of both immediately. If he hadn’t guessed wrong, one of those two would be providence for him.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Skill Card: Use it to learn the skill ‘
      Centipede Venom
      ’.
    

    
      Requirements: 
      Poison Secretion, Poison Resistance.
    

    
      Description:
    

    
      The potency of a centipede’s venom generally varies depending on its size. A small one could induce a large variety of symptoms but they would not be threatening unless the victim was vulnerable to it.
    

    
      On the other hand, at its most potent state, centipede venom causes incredible pain to the poisoned individual as well as many sorts of perilous symptoms. Without sufficient resistance, it could lead to internal bleeding, cardiac arrest, severe necrosis, etcetera…
    

    
      Through using this skill card, the user will gain the ability to produce this poison.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. I’m lucky I didn’t let myself be touched by its stingers,” Rakna muttered and threw the card at Pronos who caught it with his tail. “Can you learn that?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The little snake looked at the incantation and tilted his head before opening his mouth and hissing somewhat consistently until the card merged with his body.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted then looked at the card that interested him the most.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Skill Card: Use it to learn the passive skill ‘
      Absolute Cover
      ’.
    

    
      Requirements: 
      None.
    

    
      Description:
    

    
      Absolute Cover
       is an anti-type skill. Its primary function is to protect the user from any external sensing or inspection made through another skill.
    

    
      At level one, 
      Absolute Cover
       will block any attempt to access the user’s status if the other party’s level is lower than two times the user’s level or if the attempt is made over a distance of fifty meters from the user’s location.
    

    
      Otherwise, the user can choose something to hide in particular in his status. There is a definite limit to how much can be hidden based on the user’s inherent abilities.
    

    
      Current Limit Allowed
      : Calculation Pending.
    

    
      Additional Effect:
       Passively increases the effectiveness of furtivity skills by 50%.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hmm, this skill has quite the specific working conditions but overall, it’s a skill that can save me a lot of trouble with hiding my race,” Rakna muttered. “Calculation pending… I suppose I need to learn it for it to begin.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      My Vow is Secrecy. My Oath Is To The Robe Haunting My Quarries,
      ]” he intoned the ominous words written on the card and assimilated it; which was followed by a scrolling System window.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Calculation has begun.
    

    
      …
      Appraisal Lv.5
       has been noted.
    

    
      …
      Eyes of the Soul Lv.15
       has been noted.
    

    
      …
      Soul Core Lv.3
       has been noted.
    

    
      …
      Cold Star Magic Lv.3
       has been noted.
    

    
      …
      Nine-Tailed Werewolf Mystic Magic Power
       has been noted.
    

    
      …
      S+ Potential
       has been noted.
    

    
      …
      Luck
       has been noted.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Calculation complete.
    

    
      Your limit has been set at 12 elements.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, that’s interesting… Alexa, what does it mean by ‘elements’?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [A status’ element is any particular information it contains. A skill, an attribute, a title, the Path, the Race are all counted as an element independently.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, I can only hide twelve, huh?”
    

    
       
    

    
      […affirmative.] Alexa resolved to not comment on the fact that the word ‘only’ had no place in that sentence. The average Host would have barely gotten two or three. [Please tell me what elements you want to hide and I shall arrange them for you.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna mused and came to a decision, “Hide the following elements; Path, Race, Mystic Magic, The Harvester, The Scavenger, Shape Shift, Luquila’s Wings, Flight, Fabled Sight, Attack, Legendary Slayer, and to be sure, Smell of the Wolf God.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Acknowledged. These won’t appear on an inspection of your status unless a user overpowers the skill itself or is far above your level.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna grunted positively and stood up. He walked up to the dead centipede and temporarily shape shifted to dig it out. He stared at it with the peculiar vision his Nirvana Skill gave him and noted that this monster had three hearts.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I wonder…’ 
      He thought inwardly and pulled them all out before eating them. After half a minute of absorption, his attributes had increased by around 0.25. It seemed that he had indeed absorbed the equivalent of three hearts at once.
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right,” Rakna collected the Talys and the two Items dropped by the centipede as well as the latter’s body since a Hidden Boss might be worth something. “Let’s wrap up this Dungeon so I can check the loot I’ve gotten,” he said and retrieved Sonata. He walked to the exit of the floor that had been opened the boss’ death and went down the stairs.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Alexa, assign 1.1 to Speed and 2.3 to Dexterity,” he said as he reached the fifth floor. “Let’s get this done, little guy,” he told Pronos before rushing into the swarm of giant flying bugs.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Half an hour later, Rakna was stepping on the dead body of the praying mantis. After increasing his attributes, defeating it was quite easy in his werewolf form and the only thing that had changed from the previous fight was that it had been able to use tornado-like magic. It also obviously had stronger attributes and a higher level. After killing it, his level now sat at 19 and Pronos’ at 16.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have killed a 
      Lv.18 Praying Mantis.
    

    
      Requirement for level up updated: 54/190
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have completed 
      Seed Grotto
      !
    

    
      Difficulty:
       Fiendish
    

    
      Number of Participants:
       1 | 
      Average Level of Participants
      : 19
    

    
      Rewards: 
      600 Talys, 1 Free Attribute Point, ‘
      Jade Rouse’
       Skill Card, ‘
      Wind Incision
      ’ Skill Card, Tier 9 Healing Pill x3
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      With this, he gained a duplicate for 
      Wind Incision
       and a new magic skill card; the same one that Aquila used. Then, there were the healing pills; essentially a more expensive alternative to healing potions. The best thing about them was that it acted a lot faster.
    

    
       
    

    
      After collecting everything and eating the mantis’ heart, Rakna left the Dungeon and stretched under the afternoon sun as Pronos took his spot under his scarf to rest. He then started heading back to Gaelius’ settlement as he made inventory of everything he had gotten.
    

  
    Chapter 60: Badge of Honor

    
      First of all, Rakna made a rapid mental calculation to find out how much Talys he had gained from all the monsters and it came to a hefty sum of 8 460. He had killed about 250 monsters in total so on average, he had gotten 33 Talys for each kill.
    

    
       
    

    
      As for the Items he got, Rakna couldn’t remember everything he had put inside his ring, and if he wanted to count them, he would have to take out everything. But, based on a rough estimation of what he saw, he should have collected around fifty gray Items, twenty green Items, ten blue, three orange, and one purple.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s see…” Rakna muttered as he retrieved the most important items. The first one he inspected was the purple one, dropped by the hidden boss; a red wooden statue of a centipede.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Special Item/Totem
    

    
      Name
      : Seed Grotto’s Crimson Totem
    

    
      Rarity
      : Purple
    

    
      Uses:
       1/1
    

    
      Description:
    

    
      A summoning artifact linked to a Dungeon on the First Plateau. This is an Item that can only be dropped by a Hidden Boss.
    

    
       
    

    
      Effect:
    

    
      - Allows the user to summon monsters that exist in Seed Grotto, with a limit of 50, for an hour.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note: 
      The Boss and Hidden Boss can also be summoned. The level of the monster will be scaled to the difficulty in which the Item was dropped.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “One use only but it could help me in many kinds of situations,” Rakna commented and stored it again to focus on the orange items this time. The first one was also dropped by the centipede and was a pill.
    

    
       
    

    
       ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Pill/Antidote
    

    
      Name
      : Inferior Panacea
    

    
      Rarity
      : Orange
    

    
      Description:
    

    
      One of the most basic imitations of the legendary Panacea. It was made with a concentration of powerful venom and thus is more a counterpoison than a pure healing or curing medicine.
    

    
       
    

    
      Effect:
    

    
      - Upon consumption, the user will gain immunity to most poisons for half a day.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. Simple enough,” he said and took out the second Item, which was a pair of curved daggers with dark green edges.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Blade/Twin Daggers
    

    
      Name
      : Praying Vehemence
    

    
      Rarity
      : Orange
    

    
      Attack Power:
       +80
    

    
      Durability: 
      100%
    

    
      Description:
    

    
      A pair of daggers forged from the mutated scythes of a praying mantis.
    

    
       
    

    
      Perks:
    

    
      - 
      Green Flurry:
       At the cost of five mana per minute, the daggers will generate a wind blade that will elongate the reach of the weapon and increase attack based on the user’s magic damage.
    

    
      - 
      Gale:
       Activate this ability to increase your agility and swiftness by 20% for two minutes when wielding Praying Vehemence. 
      Cooldown:
       15 Minutes.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna twirled both daggers and mused. “So, this is considered as a single Item, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then Sonata can probably absorb these two as well,” he said and looked at the last Item he wanted to check. It was another drop from the mantis; a sort of dark green cloak.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Armor/Cloak
    

    
      Name
      : Praying Shadow
    

    
      Rarity
      : Orange
    

    
      Durability: 
      100%
    

    
      Description:
    

    
      A cloak made out of the wings and scales of a praying mantis.
    

    
      Perks
      : +50 (A) Agility / +10 (A) Defense / +5 Senses
    

    
       
    

    
      Additional Abilities:
    

    
      - 
      Wind Blessing
      : At a negligible cost of mana, Praying Shadow allows the user to glide.
    

    
      - 
      Enhanced Stereo Vision
      : Allows the user to judge distances better.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “This is considered armor, huh? Equip,” he said and the cloak vanished just like the other items before he felt his stats go up in consequence. When he was done with that, he had already arrived at the village. He would have to go through the rest of the loot after returning to Black Steel.
    

    
       
    

    
      Once entering the settlement, he directly went to the house where he had separated from Gaelius but halfway there, a voice sounded from behind him, “I see you’re back.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s expression twitched as he turned around. He raised an eyebrow at the old man who began to chuckle. “You don’t need to look at me like that. Sneaking up behind Hosts like this is one of the few fun things I can do,” he said with a smile. “So, how did it go? Did you clear the three floors?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I did.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gaelius rubbed his beard. “You probably did more, didn’t you? You wouldn’t have taken so much time otherwise. How far did you go? What difficulty?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I finished the normal difficulty.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The old chief nodded. “That’s what I--”
    

    
       
    

    
      “And the hard difficulty.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “--thought… huh? Well... that’s impress--”
    

    
       
    

    
      “And the fiendish difficulty.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gaelius blinked in shock and before he could say something, Rakna added one last thing.
    

    
       
    

    
      “And I killed the Hidden Boss,” he stated with a blank look.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…you’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you? Are you taking revenge on me? My poor old heart is being manhandled for playing a prank?” Gaelius said with a weary sigh.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Just give me the rewards, old man.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gaelius stopped his act and snapped his fingers.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Gaelius Kein
       has confirmed the Quest completion.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      - 1 000 Talys added to the Balance.
    

    
      - 100 Exp acquired.
    

    
      - A third reward will be given to you personally.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Frankly, I never expected you to clear the Fiendish difficulty. If you had maybe gotten to the last floors of the Hard difficulty, I might have understood but I have never seen a new Host clear the most treacherous difficulty of a Dungeon, along with a Crimson Centipede, one day after joining the System.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ve been told I have talent,” Rakna shrugged.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Look at you,” Gaelius snorted. “I don’t know if you truly have that much ego or are still messing around with me. You’re quite a brazen brat for someone with that face,” he said and pulled out something from his pocket. “Here, this is the third reward.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna tilted his head as he took the object. “A badge?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. I was originally going to give you the Steel grade, but after all of what you’ve done, this one is more worthy of you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled and used 
      Appraisal
       on the emerald badge in his hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Badge of Honor – Emerald
    

    
      Description:
    

    
      A mark of distinction distributed by the Pavilion to meriting Locals. There are ten grades:
    

    
      Bronze – Steel – Silver – Gold – Platinum – Emerald – Ruby – Jade – Diamond – Ebene Diare
    

    
      Each grade has its own benefits within the Pavilion. Locals have the right to give a Badge of Honor to anyone they deem worthy. The grade of the badge they offer has to be two grades lower than their own at the very least.
    

    
      The holders of a High-Grade Badge of Honors are considered nobles of the Pavilion. Those who hold the rank of Diamond or Ebene Diare are also said to be even more powerful than some of the top-ranked Hosts.
    

    
      Emerald Grade Benefits:
    

    
      - 20% discount on all products purchased at the Pavilion.
    

    
      - VIP treatment in all businesses affiliated with the Pavilion.
    

    
      - Enforcement rights in all areas owned by the Pavilion.
    

    
      - Priority to services.
    

    
      - You can use the badge to navigate through the Plateaus you have visited before without requiring to pass by the Pavilion Hall.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note: 
      This badge has been automatically registered with your ID. It can now be used as so. Keep in mind that Hosts do not possess the right to give Badges to others.
    

    
      To increase your rank, different conditions will have to be met and the Pavilion will have to acknowledge your achievements.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stared at the badge in his hand. “Old man... did you just give me a nobility rank?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gaelius grinned. “That I did. How do you like it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna gazed at the old man with squinted eyes. If he understood correctly, this badge was quite a weighty recognition, for probably Hosts and Locals alike. On top of that, he had been given the sixth rank; the Emerald Grade. That would imply that Gaelius was at least Jade Grade.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Are you sure about this? I don’t think I’m anywhere near strong enough for this grade yet.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Do not fret, young man. Only Jade grades and above have strength requirements. I gave you the emerald because I believe you have the potential to surpass it. Just accept it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna gazed at the old chief for a while before pocketing the badge. “...I’m still skeptical of your unfounded belief in my potential.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gaelius chuckled and pointed at him. “Potential… How could I find a better potential than the one of a day-old ‘King’ with legendary and divine blood on his hands.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes widened a bit. “You can see my titles.” He wasn’t asking but stating a fact.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Correct. Locals have that nifty authority. However, high-level titles like yours are hard to see for most Locals. I also notice that you have veiled your Legendary Title since last I saw you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s expression became colder as he remained silent.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Now, now, young man,” Gaelius waved his hand. “Do not be like this. I merely want to tell you; if you are trying to hide something, the 
      Badge of Honor
       might be of some help in the future if you ever become a target.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” Rakna said and glanced at a virtual chat box that his lenses projected in his eyes. The others seemed to be done with their exploration. “I’ll be going, old man. Though, I have a question before leaving.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh? What is it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What is someone of your caliber doing here? I’m sure you could slaughter any monster that comes out of that Dungeon.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gaelius laughed lightly. “Don’t you remember what I said earlier? I’m on vacation.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “...right. In other words, this job is as easy as taking a vacation for you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gaelius nodded happily. “Exactly, young man. You have it figured it out splendidly.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna deadpanned at the obvious sarcasm and turned around. “Thank you for the gift,” he said as he channeled his mana to his wings concealed inside his body which then converted the mana into a propelling force. “
      Artzpul.
      ”
    

    
       
    

    
      He shot up in the air and activated 
      Artzpul
       a few times to get to a sufficient height. He instinctively activated his cloak’s 
      Wind Blessing
       and started being carried by the wind currents.
    

    
       
    

    
      He cast 
      Artzpul
       one more time to boost himself horizontally and dashed toward the horizon.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gaelius watched on with a smiling expression. “Quite a resourceful way to fly,” he commented and returned to his house whilst chuckling.
    

  
    Chapter 61: Trafford

    
      Rakna pushed himself forward with another 
      Artzpul
       while pondering, 
      ‘This method of flying is costly but at least, I don’t have to show my wings for it.’
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was thinking that, his HL ringed again and connected a call like last time. “Finished?” Rakna asked immediately.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah,” Allan responded with a grunt. “It was annoying as heck, to be honest. Basically, when we entered the ruins, a horde of level ten monsters spawned and attacked us. At first, it was relatively easy but it went downhill pretty fast. They would always come back with an even higher level.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed. Additionally, it was impossible for us to leave the area,” Nyx added.
    

    
       
    

    
      “There wasn’t any prompt for you to decide if you wanted to continue or not?” Rakna inquired.
    

    
       
    

    
      “No,” Flavia answered. “But I think you’ll understand why if I tell you that, at some point, every monster was level 17 and we couldn’t go for any longer. When that happened, and Allan was about to get mortally wounded, they all disappeared without leaving a trace.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see…” Rakna squinted. “In other words, this challenge you went through is a sheer survival game and it stops whenever you fail to be able to go on.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, that’s what we thought as well and that’s what our AIs told us. But they also said that there were different types of ‘Ordeals’.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Did you get anything after the challenge ended?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yep,” Allan chirped merrily. “We each got 5 000 Talys, several Items, and a few skill cards. I’m not going to lie, while it was annoying, it was profitable.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What level have you reached?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Cause we partied again, we leveled up quite efficiently, I’d say. I’m level 15, while Nyx and teach are level 16.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, you’re lagging behind, huh?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey! Not my fault! I’ll remind you that my void magic isn’t really being useful right now! These two cheats characters over here can kill on sight; literally! I did my job as a vanguard or else we’d have been done in way earlier.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What about you, Rakna?” Flavia chuckled and followed up. “How did it go on your side?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I cleared the Dungeon three times. Each time in a different difficulty that was proposed to me. I got a lot of Items from it, so I’ll give some to you. As for my level… I’m close to hitting 20 and Pronos is about to hit 17.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ha! See, I told you!” Allan exclaimed and the girls stayed silent.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Told what?” Rakna asked back.
    

    
       
    

    
      “We made a bet on how far ahead of us you’d be. I said 20, teach said 18, and Nyx said you’d be the same as us. Now, girls, I want my one hundred Talys.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I admit I severely underestimated how much experience a Dungeon could give,” Nyx sighed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “And I shouldn’t have believed for a second that Rakna would do less,” Flavia said with an equally defeated tone.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hahaha!” Allan merely laughed like a kid who had gotten enough money to buy candies.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna listened with a complicated expression. Should he praise Allan for having that much faith in his abilities or rebuff them for betting on his person?
    

    
       
    

    
      “…Nyx is right though,” he then said, catching their attention. “It wasn’t the Dungeon that gave me the lead. I was level 16 when I entered it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Huh? Wait, wait, wait, that doesn’t make sense,” Allan uttered. “When we called you, you said you had just found the Dungeon and that was not even half an hour after we separated from the Battle Trial. What did you do to increase your level like that?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Remember the two dinosaurs we saw fighting?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I do? Why…? No! Don’t tell you did what I think you di--”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I killed them both.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…you know what, girls. Keep your Talys. This bet was flawed from the very beginning.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I agree.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Same.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “In any case, I’m on my way to the station. Are you guys coming as well, or not?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re going back to Black Steel already?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. I want to go to the Pavilion and see if I can sort the Items I got. Then, I’ll take a look at the second half of the Pavilion and meet up with Gray.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I don’t mind going back,” Flavia said. “I’ve had to use my telekinesis a lot more than my magic. I would like a rest, to be honest.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I also am tired from trying to manipulate Aeter,” Nyx supplemented.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I’ll switch it up. You guys can leave first; I want to level up more,” Allan said.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Understood. Nyx, Flavia, if you want to come back with me, I’ll be at the station in a few minutes.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “We’ll be there,” Nyx said and the call ended.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna tapped twice on his temple to make the clock of his HL appear. He then looked at the map and at the small icon representing the train. Apparently, Black Steel’s Spear would stop by every half an hour, and the next one was in ten minutes.
    

    
       
    

    
      Five minutes later, he reached the station and saw Nyx and Flavia leaning against the wall of the station. They also seemed to notice him as he cut off his cloak’s gliding ability. He free-fell and with one last 
      Artzpul
      , a counter-force blew the dust on the ground and allowed him to land softly.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 
      Artzpul 
      has leveled up! 
      x2 
      ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see you arrived before me,” he commented as he walked up to the two women.
    

    
       
    

    
      “By barely a minute,” Nyx clarified. “How were you flying just now? Allan told us you had taken off with a pair of wings. What happened to those?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “They’re still here,” Rakna retorted. “They’re just retracted. Thanks to them, I unlocked a skill that generates a propelling force through them as a medium. I used that along with an Item that allows me to glide. Though, it’s incredibly inefficient. It’s slow if I don’t use more mana to accelerate and the minimal cost is already 2 MP per ‘jump’.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “And I suppose you are not going to tell us why you have wings?” Flavia asked with a smile.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shrugged. “Habits die hard. But if you want, I can tell you it has something to do with what I did to Aquila while you were away.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hmm, interesting. Ability steal?” Nyx tilted her head to the side.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not exactly but I can’t say that you’re wrong,” Rakna said and mused. “And yes; you have another mystery to uncover now though.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Another mystery?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I got a second Nirvana Skill.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…I wish this train was faster,” Flavia uttered and Rakna snorted.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Sometime later, the trio was descending from the train, back in the underground station of Black Steel. Rakna could already hear the city noise from there.
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, where are you going?” Nyx asked him the moment they disembarked with several other Hosts and Locals next to them.
    

    
       
    

    
      “While in the train, Alexa told me there was a shop called Trafford that does business in rebuying and processing monsters and beasts. I intend to go there to sell the Dreorins’ bodies as well as a Hidden Boss I killed.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Dreorin?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “The dinosaurs.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh,” Flavia exclaimed in understanding. “Then we’ll go with you. We also have a body we want to sell. Our AI told us it was very valuable.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “A body? Where?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx was the one to provide the answer as she showed a ring around her finger. “I got this spatial ring as one of the rewards for clearing the ruins. It’s a T.10 but it’s more than enough to store a few items and... the corpse of a squirrel.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…a squirrel?” Rakna almost tripped as they climbed the stairs of the station.
    

    
       
    

    
      “A Gold Eater Squirrel, to be exact. It’s a super rare animal that can eat and digest gold. All I know is that this supposedly makes its entire body even more valuable than precious stones. We found one hiding in the ruins.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That sounds weird,” Rakna commented dully as the three of them reached the surface. They all nonverbally agreed to take public transportation to head to their destination; considering flying in Black Steel didn’t seem unregulated in the slightest.
    

    
       
    

    
      “But, as long as it is valuable, I say why not.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I could have not said it better,” Nyx smiled.
    

    
       
    

    
      After ten minutes or so, they reached a large and populated street with one particular building catching their attention. It was big, but not comparable to the Pavilion. It had an eastern design and seemed to be made of only wood.
    

    
       
    

    
      They followed the crowd until they stepped through the front doors.
    

    
       
    

    
      Once again, the second they entered, at least three-quarters of the people disappeared as if they had never been there. “A Filter Dimension...” Rakna commented as he viewed the warm interior of Trafford.
    

    
       
    

    
      The trio looked around until they spotted signs above certain doors or arches. There seemed to be different sections for different kinds of clientele. In their case, they quickly found the sign that said, ‘Corpse Vending’.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What… pioneering terminology,” Nyx commented with some amount of satire in her voice.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I don’t know. I kind of like it,” Flavia said offhandedly as they approached the entrance.
    

    
       
    

    
      Once again, when they reached the other side, people around them vanished. But this time, there wasn’t anyone else but them and two tall men wearing suits.
    

    
       
    

    
      One of them walked to them and asked in a detached voice, “ID.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna pulled out something from his ring and showed it to the man. “Will this do?”
    

    
       
    

    
      When the guard saw the emerald colored-badge, he was startled and promptly made a ninety-degree bow. “Absolutely, sir! I will immediately bring you the VIP area,” he said with a cordial tone and beckoned his colleague who stepped away to make a call. “Please follow me, someone will be there to welcome you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed in response and started following the guard with an astonished Nyx and Flavia behind him. They had simply no idea of what he could have possibly done in a few hours outside of the city that could have given him access to VIP treatment.
    

    
       
    

    
      Over a short distance, they were welcomed into a private room where a handsome man wearing a business suit welcomed them with a smile.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Welcome to Trafford, Sir. My name is Baires; I’m one of the board’s executives. Please take a seat,” he said and waved at the couch while he went to sit behind a desk. Rakna complied with Nyx and Flavia accompanying him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I never expected to receive an Emerald Grade customer here; someone who is a freshly new Host to top it off. Are you perhaps a Descendant?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “A Descendant?” Rakna raised an eyebrow.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes,” Baires nodded. “A Descendant is the common way of referring to Hosts that are born within the System. But, going by your reaction, I was incorrect in my assumption. You must have had a good encounter then.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You could say that.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Baires chuckled and crossed his fingers. “Now, what can I do for you, Sir?”
    

  
    Chapter 62: Item Box

    
      “I’m here to sell the bodies of three creatures.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh? May I ask which?” Baires inquired with a polite smile as he took a sip of tea. Inwardly, he was already thinking that he would be handing him things like goblins or lizards; common monsters on the First Plateau.
    

    
       
    

    
      Heck, a few people would sometimes come to Trafford trying to sell completely normal animals like rabbits. Maybe bears, tigers, or something might have been barely acceptable, but rabbits?
    

    
       
    

    
      “Two Ancient Dreorins. Level 44 and 45. As well as a level 20 Crimson Centipede.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Baires spat out the tea he was drinking and started coughing. His head had been briefly filled with rabbits and that had made Rakna’s words sound more incredulous than they were.
    

    
       
    

    
      “R-Really? Two Ancient-Class Dreorins and a Hidden-Class monster?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna cocked his head to the side with an unreadable expression and spoke one word, “Yes.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Do you have them on you or…?” Baires was pretty sure a newbie couldn’t carry such humongous creatures. But he audibly swallowed his words when he saw the Tier 5 spatial ring. “I... I see. Your Emerald Grade isn’t just for show. Can you please tell me what species the Dreorins were before I give you an estimate?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “One of them was Triceratops and the other was Stegosaur. Oh, and their level were respectively 44 and 45.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right. In that case… I could buy you the Dreorins’ bodies for 30 000 Talys at face value. But I have to see their state first. As for the Crimson Centipede, I’ll offer you 40 000 Talys. Once again, I would like to see the state of the body.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna was surprised by the figures which was a feeling the two girls next to him shared. “That’s a generous amount.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Of course. Their level aside, Ancient-Class Dreorins are rarer than their normal counterparts and their body parts are also more valuable. As for the Crimson Centipede, its value cannot simply be overvalued since its status as a Hidden Boss makes it precious enough already.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. Where can I show you the bodies then?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You could hand them me to me right now,” Baires said then thought of something. “Oh, sorry. Do you have 
      Item Box
      ?” Rakna scowled in return and he chuckled. “It seems you don’t. It is a skill meant to be used in conjunction with a spatial storage. It allows you to visualize everything you have stored digitally and manage it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Baires rubbed his chin in thought then opened a drawer before pulling out a small box. He opened it and its contents were constituted of literal decks of Skill Cards. He grabbed one of them and fanned it before picking a certain one.
    

    
       
    

    
      After putting the box away, he gently threw the card to Rakna. “Consider this a small gift from my part. It is not that expensive anyway. I just hope we can maintain a good relationship in the future.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna took a look at the card and the description of it. It was indeed called 
      Item Box
       and it did exactly what Baires had explained.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Order In Oneself
      ,]” after pronouncing the short chant and learning the skill, he just thought about it and it appeared just like his status.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was a System window with a toolbar at the top and a grid with each slot containing something different along with a color to go with it. He tried to use his mind to select one of them but it didn’t work. He tapped it with his finger instead and a roll-down menu appeared; displaying things like ‘Equip’, ‘Destroy’, ‘Exchange’, etcetera.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was a very video-game-looking and useful ability but the thing that caught Rakna’s attention the most was that it was the first time a System window had required him to touch it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “As you can see, it tells you of everything you currently possess in external spatial storages. Now, press on the ‘Sort’ button to bring what you’re searching to the front,” Baires advised and Rakna followed his words.
    

    
       
    

    
      He sorted the Items by nature and filtered out anything that wasn’t an organic object. In a matter of seconds, the only cases filled in his vision had caricatures of the Dreorins and the centipede. It also displayed things like its name and level.
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right. You can now select ‘Exchange’ on the menu and initiate a trade with me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna did as he was told and his System automatically connected to Baires. The specifics of the exchange cropped up in front of them and only needed to be accepted after setting the prices.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s see…” Baires used his own 
      Item
       
      Box
       to select the bodies. In his vision, a 3D model appeared in the exact state in which the bodies had been stored. He raised an eyebrow in confusion before looking at the two other bodies.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Other than the Triceratops who had a part of its chest blown off, the two others are in very good condition. The Stegosaur seems to have been decapitated cleanly as well so there is no problem there,” he said, skillfully hiding how shocked he was by that information, and paused.
    

    
       
    

    
      “But… why does every single one of them have their hearts gouged out?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna remained impassive as he replied, “No comment. Will it lower their value?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, not by a lot, but it will,” Baires mused and added a sum to the trade. “Is this price fine?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “62 000,” Rakna muttered that number calmly and couldn’t help but feel gratified. Large amounts of money would always have that effect on people. “I accept. You’re the expert here.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Splendid,” Baires smiled. “I already accepted the trade on my side; you only need to do the same.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded and pressed on the button that said, ‘Finalize Exchange’. And just like that, the large bodies that were stored in his ring were seamlessly transferred to Baires’ spatial storage while his balance suddenly went by 62 000; making it exactly 87 200.
    

    
       
    

    
      “A pleasure to work with you,” Baires said pleasantly and proceeded to look at Nyx and Flavia. “Do these ladies have anything to sell as well?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “A Gold Eater,” Nyx said candidly and Baires froze.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sorry? I must have heard wrong. Can you repeat?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “A Gold Eater Squirrel is what we want to sell.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Baires made a very comical expression as he heard that for a second time. “Give me a minute,” he said and rushed out of the room, leaving the trio together with the security guard, who awkwardly stayed still until his boss came back forty seconds later, carrying a sort of golden scale.
    

    
       
    

    
      He put it on the table facing the couch before covering it up with a blanket. “Could you please put the squirrel on here?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx nodded and her ring flashed. A small squirrel with glittering golden fur instantly appeared on the scale. Baires knelt and inspected it very carefully. He lifted the legs of the animal, checked its underside, and then its neck before looking at the scale.
    

    
       
    

    
      He stared blankly at the number displayed on the small screen of the apparatus.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Um, are you okay?” Flavia jolted him out of his daze and he rapidly stood up straight. He cleared his throat and opened his mouth to speak.
    

    
       
    

    
      “This... is indeed a Gold Eater Squirrel. No doubt. Now, what you have to know is that a Gold Eater’s value depends on how long the animal has lived and how much gold it has eaten in its life. Based on those variables, the price could go from a measly thousand to millions of Talys.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia hiccupped at the price and Nyx blinked in surprise. On the other hand, Rakna appeared curious more than anything else, “What makes it so valuable in the first place?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Everything,” Baires said as if he was expecting that question. “Its eyes are filled with mana molded into the Gold Element. Its blood can make anything edible with just a drop of it; pick a rock from the side of the road, put a drop of Gold Eater blood on it and it’ll become a delicious treat. It can even heighten the taste of normal dishes. It’s very sought after by chefs. The meat of a Gold Eater is very expensive as well, and don’t get me started on its organs that are sometimes called the gift of the Alchemy God. There’s also its fur that can be used as an enchanting medium.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…this sounds like something that shouldn’t be on the First Plateau,” Flavia muttered.
    

    
       
    

    
      Baires laughed. “A Plateau has their own specialties. Gold Eaters are only seen on the First Plateau and it’s something that gives a lot of income and connections to Black Steel.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Anyhow, this squirrel you have brought me is in perfect condition. Not even a drop of blood has been spilled, which is a very good thing. It weighs roughly 600 grams and seems to be twelve years old. Its concentration of Gold Mana is about 168. In other words, 860 000 Talys; that’s how much I’m willing to give you for this squirrel.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia didn’t make a sound and Nyx didn’t even know what to say. It’s not like money made her nervous. She never ever worried about such a thing in her life. However, giving one squirrel they caught on the side of the road for what seems to be a fortune was an interesting experience.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s a lot of money,” Rakna broke the silence with a laidback but nonetheless impressed tone.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed,” Baires nodded. “Especially for new Hosts like you, it is quite a fortune. Now, to be sure, are you willing to sell this squirrel to us? You could auction it; it would likely sell for even more.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx snapped out of it and shook her head. “It’s all right. I will sell it to you. You were kind enough to explain to us how valuable this is so it’s only fair.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thank you, Miss,” Baires smiled and bowed. He grabbed an empty briefcase from below his desk and placed it on the table open. “Retire 860 000 Talys,” he uttered and the case was filled with a bunch of shining Talys.
    

    
       
    

    
      “The balance limit of a new Host is 100 000 so here you go. You can take this briefcase and deposit everything in it at the Pavilion,” he said as he pushed the money toward Nyx. “This briefcase has been made so that only the person who closes it can open it again. I will give it to you along with the money.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The former goddess nodded in understanding and confirmed with her AI that there were indeed 860 000 Talys in front of her before closing the briefcase.
    

    
       
    

    
      Baires then proceeded to store the Gold Eater Squirrel inside his own spatial storage and smiled good-naturedly at the trio. “Will that be all?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes,” Rakna said and stood up. “Thank you for your honesty during this trade.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Naturally. I pride myself on my fairness and professionalism. If you ever have more bodies to sell in the future, please come to us. Since we are a business affiliated with the Pavilion, we have branches wherever the Pavilion is. So, we might see each other again in upper Plateaus.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “In that case, let’s meet again, Baires,” Rakna said and exited the room with Nyx and Flavia along with the guard guiding them.
    

    
       
    

    
      Baires sighed contently as he looked at the new entries in his Item Box. Other than the Gold Eater, the bodies weren’t much for someone of the higher plateaus but Baires didn’t forget who gave him these and where.
    

    
       
    

    
      A Host that arrived on the First Plateau the day before had come to him to sell Lv.40+ creatures and a Hidden Boss. He could only shake in excitement at what kind of things he might bring them in the future.
    

  
    Chapter 63: Sorting

    
      “Are you sure that I should be keeping all of it?” Nyx asked Flavia as they were on their way to the Pavilion.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s fine. You were the one who found the squirrel, after all.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “But you were the one who caught it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right, what about this; why don’t you just bank it and you’ll withdraw a bit of it whenever any of us need some,” Flavia offered.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Or you could just split the money equally and deposit it at the same time since you’re in the same Guild,” Rakna intervened with a blank tone as he landed on the roof of a building and used 
      Artzpul
       to regain his momentum. “You know, the logical thing to do.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The two girls looked at each other and giggled softly. “Let’s go with that then.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Also, don’t forget to give some to Allan. He deserves it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No worry. I was planning to do so already,” Nyx declared.
    

    
       
    

    
      After that, they soon arrived at the Pavilion and climbed the left staircase. “See you later,” Rakna said just before he stepped on the last stair and the girls nodded at him. In the blink of an eye, the noise of the crowd disappeared and he was now in the empty lounge.
    

    
       
    

    
      He walked up to one of the couches and practically collapsed in it. At the same time, Pronos came out from under Sonata with a yawn. “You really like sleeping, don’t you, little guy?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos hissed and sheepishly rubbed the back of his head with his tail. He jumped on the empty side of the couch and looked around as Rakna opened his 
      Item Box
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      To sort his items, first of all, he dismissed all of the gray items since they simply had no worth to him. Their quality was low and they had no special ability whatsoever. He also filtered out every weapon since they were useless to him at the moment.
    

    
       
    

    
      As for the armor, after confirming with Alexa, he knew that it was impossible to wear more than one type of armor at once. In other words, he couldn’t just equip a chest plate over another chest plate. So, he ignored every piece of armor that was a cloak, a cape, or a pair of boots.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he was about done with the basic filters, Pronos jumped on the table in front of them and curiously looked at an object lying on the table. He pressed on it with his tail and the TV fixed to the wall lit up.
    

    
       
    

    
      “| This morning, a member of Nine-Tailed Wolf Clan was sighted on the streets of Black Steel as he carried a lost child back to her mother… |”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna immediately sat up and looked at the television with owlish eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “| Unfortunately, the surveillance system around that area was corrupted so we were not able to get images of the scene… |”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thank god for my luck…” Rakna mumbled in relief, nearly out of character. At that time, although Pronos had been hiding under Sonata, the scarf in itself was something that could have given him away. He could only hope that they wouldn’t mention it or just forget about it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “| However, witnesses have reported hearing the Nine-Tailed Wolf introduce himself as ‘Obsidian’. This story has spread across the city like wildfire. Many citizens are praising Obsidian for the noble deed he performed. There have also been rumors about an official reward that the Mayor decided to hand over personally-- |”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna reached for the remote and turned the TV off with pursed lips. He stared at the black screen for a moment before lying down again.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s act as if nothing happened,” he muttered and Pronos sweat dropped.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna resumed his sorting whilst pushing what he had just seen to the very back of his mind. He started by looking through the armors that he had collected. Most of them couldn’t even compare to the cloak or the boots he was wearing but he nonetheless picked out the best ones and equipped them without hesitation until his whole body was protected.
    

    
       
    

    
      Of course, their defense hadn’t stacked. On average, the protection he wore increased his defense by fifteen. This wasn’t like a game where the more armor you had, the tougher you were.
    

    
       
    

    
      Ultimately, you just had to think about it logically. The armor only protected the part that it was covering, nothing less, nothing more. The only exception to that rule was the cloak which added a defense over the armor.
    

    
       
    

    
      Once he was done with that, Rakna used the full potential of his 
      Item Box
       to separate the items he wanted to sell, keep, or use for himself into three different windows.
    

    
       
    

    
      His focus then turned to the accessories. After asking Alexa, he learned that there was a limit of five that could be equipped at once. This also meant that he had four of them already used up by the ring and necklace he got from the Dreorins as well as the spatial ring and Ulvia’s Veil.
    

    
       
    

    
      Though, in the end, he replaced Ulvia’s Veil with a necklace that increased his senses by ten and granted him a skill called ‘
      Scan Life
      ’, which revealed to him the life forms around him as far as his sense value allowed him to.
    

    
       
    

    
      As for the last slot, he chose to equip a simple ring that made him capable of casting a basic fireball. This was an item that he had gotten from the giant ants on the sixth floor of the Dungeon. He also took the occasion to properly equip his spatial ring so that it would not be materialized.
    

    
       
    

    
      The last things he checked were the consumables. There were only four of them; two healing pills, one healing potion, and one stamina potion. All of them were Tier 9 and had a dark green glow to them.
    

    
       
    

    
      Alexa proceeded to explain that items classified with Tiers also had colors to them that matched the spectrum of rarities. For instance, Tier 10 was still gray, but Tier 9 and Tier 8 were dark green and light green respectively.
    

    
       
    

    
      After all that, Rakna tried to make Pronos equip some of the items but it failed. Alexa spoke right after, [Pets can only equip items specifically made for them. Those items are generally quite scarce and also do not drop just anywhere.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “What about the pet shop that Kaelith mentioned?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [The pet shop is a privilege for pets with high potential. It proposes items that can be bought for a certain currency called Teilys. Pets can earn that currency by killing monsters but they also gain a set percentage of the money their Host acquires. For example, if you collect 1 000 Talys, Pronos will have 250 Teilys added to his balance.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. It makes sense,” Rakna remarked as he closed the Item Box. He stood up and Pronos jumped back on his shoulder as he began to head to the shop.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he opened the doors of the shop, a chime sounded and he instantly spotted Kaelith lazing around on a sofa while reading a book.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he came in, she looked over and smirked. “Hey, wolfy. How did your day go?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…do you live here or something?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hah, as if. I’m notified whenever you enter the second floor. So, I just come and wait for you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “And what if I don’t come to the shop at all?” Rakna inquired as he took a seat in front of her.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I just finish my read with a pout and go back home,” she giggled and closed her book. She straightened herself with her tails waving from side to side. “So? What is today’s business?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m here to sell some items.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh? What kind?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna took a few seconds to ponder on how to answer. “All sorts. Sixty… two of them?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith sighed and rubbed her eyes. “Seriously?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
       
    

    
      She let out a dry chuckle and waved her hand. “All right. Pull them all out.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded and opened his Item Box to initiate a free trade. When Kaelith saw the window pop up in front of her, her expression shifted several times until settled on… “Okay, sure,” she uttered with a dull voice and accepted the trade. “I’m totally not shocked that you have a skill that costs a hundred thousand Talys. Definitely not.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “A hundred thousand?” Rakna’s eyes widened a bit. “I had no idea it was that valuable. He told me it wasn’t that expensive when he gave it to me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Who?” Kaelith looked away from the window with a curious twinkle in her eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “A guy called Baires. We went to Trafford before coming to the Pavilion and he attended to us.”
    

    
       
    

    
      She scowled. “Why would an executive of Trafford personally… you know what? Never mind. I don’t want to know. I finished calculating. Here,” she said and forwarded a transfer request.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Kaelith Yahkshasa 
      offers you 5 650 Talys.
    

    
      Do you accept?
    

    
      Yes/No
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna selected ‘Yes’ without missing a beat.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Still, how did you get that many items? It should be from a Dungeon, right? And based on what I see here, it should be Seed Grotto. Did you enter the Fiendish difficulty? With a party?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No, I was solo. I did three runs and what I sold to you is most of what I got there. Of course, I kept a decent part of it for myself and my friends.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith exhaled. “You’re truly unbelievable… I guess I will have to get used to it. Though, you must have a high luck value, right? That’s the only thing that can explain the quantity of loot you got.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “The drop rate is proportionate to luck?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. The higher the luck, the more you get. Hosts and even Locals with high luck are very valued by Guilds and other organizations for the treasures they can provide,” Kaelith explained patiently as she stood up and approached the shop’s counter.
    

    
       
    

    
      She grabbed a teapot placed there and a bluish flame surrounded it for a few seconds before she poured herself a cup of tea.
    

    
       
    

    
      “There are also people with skills that can extract items from corpses. Trafford happens to have quite a few of them to process the corpses that are sold to them.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna abruptly narrowed his eyes as her voice came from his left. He had been looking at her for the entire time but before he knew it, she was already back on the sofa adjacent to him, sipping on her drink.
    

    
       
    

    
      When Kaelith saw his reaction, she grinned mischievously at him. “What’s wrong, wolfy? Stunned by my beauty?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “As if,” he replied and she glared at him through half-lidded eyes. She then turned her head to the side and Rakna followed her line of sight to see Sylvie, her small vulpine pet, jump over the counter with a box on one of her tails.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Looks like your little friend bought something,” Kaelith commented as she received the box.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna glanced at Pronos who seemed very eager to see what was inside of it. She unsealed it and was startled to see what was inside. It was a pill; one with a gold and red hue.
    

    
       
    

    
      “This is… wolfy, how much money do you have?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm?” Rakna tilted his head. “Right now? With what you gave me, I have 92 850 Talys.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith groaned as she heard that and picked the pill up and showed it to him. “This thing here has a market value of 50 000 Talys and is sold for 35 000 Teilys in the pet shop. I figured you would like to know,” she said with a wry tone as she flicked the pill with her thumb.
    

    
       
    

    
      It flew right to Pronos who jumped on Rakna’s head to eat it faster. Right after swallowing it, his entire body started shining with a cyan light.
    

  
    Chapter 64: Do Not Seek the Answer, Reach for it.

    
      Rakna felt really heavy.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I feel really heavy,” he voiced it with an even tone.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I bet you do,” Kaelith laughed.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sluggishly turned his head to the right where he saw the head of a white snake with blue eyes sticking out his tongue at him and hissing softly. Until this point, it was mostly a normal thing. What wasn’t though was the size of said head.
    

    
       
    

    
      If he didn’t know better, he would have thought he had a literal python coiled around his neck and body at the moment. Pronos had become at least six meters long with a girth probably larger than a regular python but lower than an anaconda.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I have to say; an S potential pet is something else. To grow to that size at that level is impressive,” Kaelith remarked as he savored her tea.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna raised an eyebrow and mentally brought out the former-little guy’s status.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name
      : Pronos
    

    
      Master
      : Rakna Xiorra
    

    
      Age
      : 3 | 
      Level
      : 16 (120
      /
      160)
    

    
      Race
      : Eion Snake | 
      Title
      : Nil
    

    
      Path:
       Ouroboros
    

    
      Potential
      : S |
       Rank
      : I
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 4.5 | 
      END
      : 10.6
    

    
      SPD
      : 13 | 
      DEX
      : 2
    

    
      INT
      : 5.6 | 
      LCK
      : 3
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 76/76 | 
      MP
      : 114/114
    

    
      SWI
      : 47.2 | 
      Agi
      : 27
    

    
      SEN
      : 31.2 | 
      ATC
      : 38.7
    

    
      ATT
      : 58.3 | 
      DEF
      : 67.56
    

    
      MA
      : 36.8 | 
      MR
      : 0.77/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      - 
      Bite 
      (Lv. Ex)
    

    
      - 
      Grapple & Strangle 
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Mana Control 
      (Lv.3)
    

    
      - 
      Mana Sense
       
      (Lv.1)
    

    
       
    

    
      Magic Skills:
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Poison Magic 
      (Lv.3)
       => [Acidic Venom 
      (T.9)
      ; Poison Fog 
      (T.9)
      ; Paralyzing Fog 
      (T.10)
      ]
    

    
      - 
      Infinity Magic 
      (Lv.1)
    

    
       
    

    
      Cognitive Skills:
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Poison Resistance
       
      (Lv. Ex)
    

    
      - Pain resistance
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Fear Resistance
       
      (Lv. 6)
    

    
      - 
      Fatigue Resistance 
      (Lv. 4)
    

    
       
    

    
      Spontaneous Skills:
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Poison-Secretion
       
      (Lv.9)
    

    
      - 
      Camouflage
       
      (Lv.8)
    

    
      - 
      Anesthetic Secretion
       
      (Lv.4)
    

    
      - 
      Gigantism 
      (Lv.1)
    

    
       
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Eion Scales
      : +20% Defense.
    

    
      - 
      Eion Poison
      : Poison Secretion can produce Eion Poison.
    

    
      - 
      Eion Blood
      : 50% increase to MP and Stamina.
    

    
      - 
      Night Vision: 
      Light Amplified Sight.
    

    
      - 
      Thermal Vision: 
      Infrared Sight.
    

    
      - 
      Echo Vision: 
      Sight acquired through sound feedback.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Other than this magic and proficiencies, the only thing that truly differed from before was the skill 
      Gigantism
      ; which Rakna promptly appraised.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      - 
      Gigantism 
      (Lv.1)
      : This is a skill that can only be learned by compatible beings. It allows them to modulate their body size under a limit set by their level and proficiency in the skill.
    

    
      When transforming, attributes will not be altered but be aware that static numbers do not imply that nothing will change. Heavier mass, longer reach, larger body to control… Although your body’s capabilities would not change, everything else would.
    

    
      Although this is a powerful skill, the rarity of its able users makes it cheap enough for most people to get one. The limit size that one can reach with this skill can also depend on how much of the user’s body is molecularly malleable.
    

    
      Cost: 
      1 STA for every percentage of increase or decrease in size.
    

    
      Note: 
      When ingesting the Gigantism pill, users that are not compatible will be at risk of harming their body, imploding in the absolute worst of cases.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. So that means you can return to normal, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos nodded at his question and his body immediately began to shrink. Rakna gradually felt the weight on his shoulders disappear until it was barely noticeable. Pronos had not only shrunk back but he now was even smaller than before; around thirty centimeters long.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was apparently fully premediated as he happily snuggled under Sonata with considerably more ease than before. It also felt even more spacious for him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sighed in relief right after, confusing Kaelith. “For a moment I thought I would have to call you something other than little guy.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The fox woman sweatdropped. “Your priorities aren’t right, wolfy.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Maybe. Hey, can I also buy this pill?” He asked.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What? You mean you want to use the Gigantism pill for yourself?” She raised an eyebrow. “It is available to Hosts in this shop but let me tell you that it is disgustingly rare for a humanoid species to be compatible with it. Even us pureblood who generally have two forms have a very low chance of being compatible with it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I get that,” he replied, silently noting to himself the info that she had just given him. “Still, is there a way for me to know if I’m compatible or not?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well… that’s automatic. Browse the item and if you are compatible with it, the System will tell you. If you are not, it’s all the same.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded and opened the shop window. “Alexa.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Right away,] she replied and complied with her Host’s unspoken command. Within a second, the item he was looking for appeared in front of him. The description was the same as he had just read but there was one line at the bottom that almost made him want to smirk.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Scan complete.
       Three forms have been discerned within you. Therian; 
      Not Compatible
      . Wolf; 
      Compatible
      . Werewolf; 
      Compatible
      .
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ll buy it,” he said without hesitation.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…eh?” Kaelith exclaimed. “No way, right? You’re joking… right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Foxy, I said I’ll buy it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The vixen opened her mouth and closed it with a groan. “Goddammit… fine then. Do it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna confirmed his purchase before she could even finish her sentence and the System informed him of something that he almost had forgotten about.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Total Value of Your Cart:
       50 000 Talys.
    

    
      Emerald Privilege Detected.
    

    
      Final Value:
       40 000 Talys.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna watched Sylvie rush in the back store and then turned back to Kaelith who had most likely gotten a similar notification since she was staring a hole in his person with even more intensity than when he said he wanted to buy the pill.
    

    
       
    

    
      “How. Did. You. Get. A. 20%. Discount?” She asked mechanically.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna had a lot of things he could answer with. He could also just tell the truth but he decided to summon his inner Gray, “I’m just that awesome.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…sorry, my bad. Obviously. How could I not have thought of that? It all makes sense now,” she nodded exaggeratedly. “As if it would!” She then snapped immediately. “Are you saying that after all the shit I’ve done in this System, I don’t even get to have a better discount than you?! What kind of preferential treatment is that?!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna pursed his lips and blinked with a blank expression. He stood up and slowly backed away from the panting enraged beast in front of him until he was leaning against the opposite wall.
    

    
       
    

    
      She frowned at him. “What the heck are you doing?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Strategic retreat until the storm passes.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith glared at him for a moment before sitting down again with a sigh. “Your sense of humor is all over the place, wolfy. It’s not like I’m going to maim you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna cocked his head to the side as if saying ‘really?’.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Maybe I’d break an arm or two but not anything too bad,” she added dismissingly and he snorted in amusement before returning to his seat right when Sylvie returned with the box.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s get this over with,” Kaelith said with a sigh. “Don’t worry, one day I’ll be immune to you. I swear it on the name of my clan,” she declared as she opened the box and pushed it toward him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Challenge accepted,” Rakna quipped as usual and grabbed the pill inside the box. He took a look at it and put it inside his spatial ring for now.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is there anything else you want to buy? With the money you have right now and that godforsaken discount, you should be able to get a few nice items.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna mused before shaking his head. “I will save it. I feel like I can get by with my current loadout and I also have a lot of luck as you said. I can probably loot whatever I would need.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Some people are truly too gifted to be fair…” Kaelith lamented. “At this rate, you’ll probably reach the 500th Plateau in about a year if you don’t waste time.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “A year? It’s that easy?” Rakna inquired.
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith snickered. “Well, depends on how you see it. You see, any of the more talented Hosts can probably reach the high Plateaus in a few years. But do you know why there are so few of them that proactively continue to the 800s or 900s?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna squinted and pondered about it for the first time. He already knew there was a three-year deadline to go from one Plateau to another. He also knew that some Hosts would supposedly take all of that time to train before…
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh,” he exclaimed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. Strong Hosts can quickly conquer the Plateaus, maybe in a few days or a few weeks, but as they go up, the harder it gets. The harder it gets, the longer they have to stay on one Plateau. Which is only natural. But something becomes obvious at some point.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith smiled. She knew he had already figured it out.
    

    
       
    

    
      “If they continue to go up recklessly like that, they will at some point fail to complete the Trials in time. Add to that the fact that there is no goal to aim for and people will naturally decide to spend those full three years, not because they want to get stronger as much as possible, but more because they do not wish to risk their lives for an inexistent goal. So, it would only be the logical thing to simply take life in stride and live for as long as possible.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith nodded. “Exactly. People like that; they do not stay on one Plateau because they’re not competent enough. They just believe that there is no point in climbing. For them, conquering the Trials is a sort of part-time job and instead, they spend their day fooling around, building a family, explore their hobbies…” She paused. “I wonder, wolfy, will you be like that too?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna closed his eyes in thought. Would he? He had no idea. He certainly wanted to conquer this System at the moment. He didn’t like it one bit that he didn’t know why or how he had been thrown into this situation.
    

    
       
    

    
      But, in the end, as much as he was determined to see through this, no one could really tell if their future self would actually respect that conviction. He might just give up at some point and settle down somewhere just like Kaelith said.
    

    
       
    

    
      “But…” He said as he opened his eyes. “That is not a question for today. No one ever gains anything by posing questions that cannot be answered. It only slows you down. Most solutions come to you, not the other way around,” he uttered and stood up.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thanks for the chat, foxy. Later,” he said and left the shop.
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith hummed and picked up her tea. She heated it up again with her flames and drank the rest in one go. “Not a question for today, huh? Perhaps… but that, unfortunately, means it’ll have to be answered someday, won’t it?”
    

  
    Chapter 65: Titanism

    
      “Alexa, is there an advantage to depositing Talys other than not hit the balance limit?” Rakna asked as he walked out of the shop.
    

    
       
    

    
      [There is. To be exact, there is a disadvantage in keeping all of your money with you as there exists skills capable of stealing it.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna froze for a second and made a beeline toward the bank. He opened the door and a chime just like the shop rung as he stepped inside. This new room was quite different though. It wasn’t as spacious as the shop and there wasn’t nearly as much furniture.
    

    
       
    

    
      The only thing of note was a wide counter right in front of the entrance. Many documents could be seen spread on it and several screens were displaying things that looked like accounting books.
    

    
       
    

    
      “AH! I’m late, I’m late, I’m late!”
    

    
       
    

    
      He heard a female voice coming from his left and soon enough, someone slammed open a door that was there and dashed inside. “I’m so sorry! I fell asleep!” She screamed apologetically.
    

    
       
    

    
      The newcomer was a woman of average height with long pink wavy hair and big bubbly green eyes. And, Rakna had never unironically considered this term when describing someone before but he couldn’t help but think that this girl’s skin looked like porcelain.
    

    
       
    

    
      She wore very thick-looking white clothing as if it was made of unprocessed wool and her figure was also quite pronounced. But, in the end, what caught his attention the most was the pair of coiling horns on the sides of her head and the fluffy big ears under them.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘A… sheep?’ 
      Rakna thought.
    

    
       
    

    
      There was also something about her that felt extremely out of place. She carried a very long and broad sword between her arms. She was hugging it, in fact. It looked like a nodachi at first sight and Rakna wouldn’t have cared much about it if it wasn’t for the fact that the weapon was even taller than him and was at least three times wider than a normal nodachi.
    

    
       
    

    
      He got jolted out of his thoughts when the girl bowed to him and concurrently got the sword out of his sight. “I’m a temporary worker for the Pavilion, I’m sorry if you waited,” she told him with small tears in the corners of her eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s fine… I’ve entered this room barely seconds ago.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Still, it should have been my duty to welcome you the moment you entered!” She shouted back in the split of a second.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s fine…” Rakna didn’t know what to say. This girl looked so stressed right now but she also seemed to be seeking reprimands. “Could you just help me deposit my money now?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah! Yes,” she said with a beaming expression and as she was heading toward the open side of the counter, she tripped on the tip of her own sword and face planted on the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…” Rakna and Pronos watched silently as she stayed still for about three seconds before slowly standing up with even bigger tears in her eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I-I’m not hurt, okay?” She stuttered out bashfully while rubbing her reddened nose.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘…what is this adorable creature?’
       Rakna couldn’t help but comment inwardly.
    

    
       
    

    
      After that little episode, she finally was behind the counter as she should have. She sat down on a tall chair, with her sword still in her arms, and smiled brightly at Rakna. “Welcome to the Pavilion’s bank! My name is Lanata Ovis Venera. You can call me Lana!” She said in an upbeat voice.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m Rakna Xiorra. This little guy under here is Pronos.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Nice to meet you,” she said and then attempted to put on a more professional expression that only managed to make Rakna, out of all people, find her even cuter.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos was also staring at her with glittering eyes though it was more because he thought her hair and clothes looked very comfortable to sleep on.
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, how can I help you today?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah… yes. I want to deposit my money.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Got it! Do you have an ID?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded and pulled out his badge. When Lanata saw the emerald object, she gawked at it in pure awe. “Ah!” When she noticed her behavior, she promptly stood up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to stare- Ow!” she said and tried to bow again only to hit her forehead on the counter.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s expression twitched as he saw her rub her forehead with teary eyes. 
      ‘This is bad. This girl has too much power,’
       he thought in all seriousness.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Um, y-you just need to scan your ID on this device and input the amount you want to deposit. If this is your first time, you will have to also set a personal lock,” Lanata said while handing him an object that strongly resembled a credit card reader.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna reached for it and swiped his badge over the screen. His ID was then displayed on it and a message appeared to tell him to choose a 12-digit code. He lifted an eyebrow and glanced at Lanata who looked back at him with a tilt of her head. Then, when she saw his frown get deeper, she yelped and turned around with another apology.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shook his head with a sigh and entered his code. Then, the message turned into a request to get his fingerprint. He blinked in surprise and pressed his thumb on the screen. It quickly made a scan of it and then asked him to inject mana into the device.
    

    
       
    

    
      “This is quite an extensive security,” he muttered unconsciously as he channeled a sliver of mana.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes,” Lanata said and turned around after confirming it was okay. “At the end of the day, the bank is something that is derived from the System mechanics but was created by the Pavilion. It is thus susceptible to hacking. One can never be too prudent... or so I was told,” she finished meekly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm, does that mean the System has a sort of infrastructure that can be programmed?” He asked as he entered the amount of Talys he wanted to deposit before his System made a confirmation.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes! The Pavilion has the best programmers in the entire System and amongst them is even the holder of the Nirvana Skill; 
      Cypher Dominion
      ,” she told and received the scanner back. She took a look at the number of the operation and typed it on one of the tactile monitors in front of her.
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right! Everything went well. 50 000 Talys have been successfully been transferred,” she said with a smile before her mind caught up with a few things. “Eh? 50k? Emerald? New account? New Host? Yesterday?” She mumbled to herself as if she was trying to find the solution to a puzzle.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, it was a pleasure meeting you, Lana. It was a nice contrast to my shopkeeper,” Rakna uttered and she looked up startled.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, huh, yes. The pleasure was mine, sir!”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Call me Rakna. A natural exchange if I call you Lana,” he said with a wave of his hand and turned around toward the exit. “See you again.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes! Please come again, Rakna,” she said with a happy smile and Rakna opened and closed the door with a slight curve on the edge of his lips. When he was out, he looked at the time and headed to one of the training rooms next.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he passed the doorstep, he was faced with a spacious white room lit by a roof entirely made of tiles of light. When he placed a foot inside, the door closed automatically and a synthetic voice echoed throughout the place.
    

    
       
    

    
      || Welcome, Host. I am at your service for as long as you remain here. Please demand, and I shall present you with the training environment you require. ||
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed. “Elaborate.”
    

    
       
    

    
      || Acknowledged. I am the Training Room’s Interactive Interface. I am connected to the spatial warehouses of the Pavilion and can offer you any equipment you’d need for your training. It is possible for me to give you something as simple as a target or even fill this entire room with water if you so desire. ||
    

    
       
    

    
      “Interesting. For now, I do not need anything. Stay on standby.”
    

    
       
    

    
      || Acknowledged. ||
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna walked to the center of the room and unwrapped Sonata from around his neck. He put it on the ground next to him with Pronos still unwinding in it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right, first of all…” Rakna muttered and closed his eyes. His skeleton started bending and his fur grew until he had to store his clothes. When he opened his eyes, he was in his wolf form. He looked back at his tails and grunted when he saw how many of them there were.
    

    
       
    

    
      He had tried to control the number of tails he grew in this form by trying to feel the establishment of the nerve connection during his transformation and cutting them off with mana and soul power.
    

    
       
    

    
      However, ultimately, the number of tails he ended up with was eight.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, at least I know it’s possible,” Rakna mumbled then sat down. He mentally commanded his spatial ring and pulled out the Gigantism pill. He grabbed it with his paw and threw it in his mouth before swallowing it.
    

    
       
    

    
      During the first seconds, he felt nothing but soon enough, his body went through the same thing as Pronos. His whole body radiated a blinding light which, interestingly enough, didn’t affect him too badly. At the same time, a System window opened in front of his eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have ingested a
       Gigantism Pill.
    

    
      Race of the Host: 
      Nine-Tailed Wolf… 
      Error!
       Royal Luquila Genes Detected
      . Error! 
      Overwritten Human Genes Detected… 
      Final Correction: 
      Nine-Tailed Werewolf.
    

    
      Calculating…
    

    
      …
    

    
      Compatibility Quotient: 
      123%
    

    
      Gigantism has been learned!
    

    
      Gigantism 
      has mutated into the Nirvana Skill; 
      Ascension of the Titan
      !
    

    
      ---
    

    
      - 
      Ascension of The Titan
      : A skill gifted to the System by Kronos himself after having been saved from imprisonment in Tartarus. This power allows the user to turn for a definite amount of time into a Titan with unparalleled strength and momentum.
    

    
      Effects:
       Your physical size will increase by 400% and your attributes will be incremented by 500 points. You will have increased regeneration and boundless mana for the duration of the skill.
    

    
      Cost: 
      All Stamina. All Mana. All Psychic Power. Three Days of Crippled State.
    

    
      Duration
      : (Level*5) Seconds
    

    
      Cooldown: 
      336 Hours
    

    
      Note: 
      Caution is advised when using this skill. When activating it, your mana, stamina, and mental power will be condensed and released all at once to grant you near unlimited energy for a limited period of time. Because of this, even the most resilient of beings will undoubtedly collapse out of exhaustion.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “…little guy. Alexa,” Rakna spoke up as he read the text. “I’m starting to think that it’s not only my luck; this System just loves me, doesn’t it?
    

    
       
    

    
      […]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘…’
    

  
    Chapter 66: Training

    
      “Well, this one at least is a true ultimate ability,” Rakna commented. “Alexa, define what ‘Crippled State’ means here.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [It implies a period of time where you’ll be unable to regenerate mana, will have slower healing from all aspects, and your stamina will deplete considerably faster. You will also be unable to use most of your skills.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see… truly a last resort. Unfortunately, it was mutated from the 
      Gigantism
       skill so I can’t use the latter as I expected to but it’s not a bad trade. I can always try to buy another pill later,” he said and turned back into a therian before once again transforming into a wolf.
    

    
       
    

    
      This time, he had seven tails. He growled and spent the next ten minutes repeating the process until a few of his proficiencies increased in level. After that, the number of tails he had was finally equal to how many he had unlocked. He had also tried and couldn’t get that number below two.
    

    
       
    

    
      A short moment after that, the interface of the training room spoke up, || Gray Whisles requested permission to enter. Do I let him in? ||
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sure,” Rakna replied and the door opened instantly. The cyber clown went through with a whirl of his cane and spotted him right away.
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, you were here. You’re a bit early,” he remarked as the door closed behind him. When he saw Rakna’s form and the number of tails he had, he tilted his head. “What happened? Didn’t you have all nine tails in that form?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Only two of them were actually ‘mine’ per se. I wanted to change that number so I would be able to transform without risking too much,” Rakna answered and shifted back at the same time. “From what I understood, people with several tails can change into an animal version, right? So, I should not be suspected as long as I don’t change into a werewolf in front of people.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm, that is true,” Gray nodded. “Though, what brought this idea up all of a… sudden… oh god,” he facepalmed as he realized something. “How come I didn’t make the connection faster? Obsidian. You’re the one who’s all over the news, aren’t you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…maybe.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t be droll with me. It truly is a miracle that there isn’t an image of the scene in a city like Black Steel. You’re even luckier that the Nine-Tailed Clan’s nobility makes it almost politically dangerous for common folk to take pictures of you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna blinked in surprise. “That’s an odd detail. Is the Nine-Tailed Clan that big of a deal?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “A lot more than you probably are thinking right now. You see, nine-tailed creatures are noble pureblood beings with tremendous power and their Clan is as influential as the Pavilion. They are born with nine tails and the power of Mystic Magic. It is simply not possible for someone to be a nine-tailed creature if not by birth. Truly, they are the definition of nobility; borderline royalty for all faunas.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “But can’t other beast men or even animals grow tails?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, they can. But they need to be pureblood, in other words, born from a lineage of sentient tailed beasts without mixed blood, and they also cannot grow more than eight tails. It’s simply their limit engineered at birth. You are born as a nine-tailed or you are not one. That’s it,” Gray stated then pointed at Rakna.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then, there’s you. You have the blood of a nine-tailed wolf but you seem to still be growing your tails. I still haven’t had the chance to ask you so; what are you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna tilted his head. “Haven’t you seen what I did to Aquila?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “The old bird?” Gray frowned. “Didn’t you just talk with him? I wasn’t there since I had to welcome the Hosts on the First Plateau. My job didn’t revolve around you only, you know?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” Rakna uttered and fell silent afterward.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray stared at him for a minute straight before he was forced to speak, “Okay. I get it. You won’t be telling me shit. Just be sure not to reveal yourself in the near future at least. Now... let’s get on with this training already,” he said and walked over to stand right in front of Rakna. “We have a few things to go through.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s see, where should I start…” The clown squinted and put his hand on his chin. “Let’s start with attributes and statistics. You must have experienced it to some extent already, right? How do you feel about it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “About what exactly?” Rakna asked back.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, how do you feel when your attributes increase? Same question with your statistics.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna thought about it for a few seconds before opening his mouth, “I’d say… when my attributes increase, I feel as if my entire body is invigorated. When the initial pain goes away, it settles into an odd sense of satisfaction.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “As for my stats, when they are either affected by my attributes, my items, or my skills, it’s as if I am getting something on top of everything. My highest stat are my senses and the higher it goes, the harder to control it is. It’s not downright an upgrade like attributes.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray nodded satisfyingly. “You have a good grasp of it. Now, let me expound on a few points. The most important thing you have to know is the specific difference between attributes and statistics. You must have at some point wondered why it was like that. Why not just have attributes?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded. He had indeed had that thought at first.
    

    
       
    

    
      “To understand it, let’s take your ‘Attack’ as an example. I have the perfect scenario for that too. Imagine you have a car in front of you and let’s say ‘100 ATT’, could you destroy that car?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes,” Rakna answered without hesitation. He had gotten a pretty good idea of what that number could do and a normal vehicle would probably not hold out for long under it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Correct. But, in that same scenario, would you be able to lift that car instead?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That... would depend on a different type of strength,” Rakna said, understanding what Gray was alluding to at the same time.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Correct again. You can see the attack stat as someone’s explosive power. Something that is put on top of your base strength and can also be increased with weapons and techniques. You also need to know that to lift something heavy, not only do you need strength but also enough endurance to sustain the weight,” Gray said as he slammed his cane on the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      “This is true for all statistics and attributes. They all work together in a certain way and knowing that fact can be tremendously beneficial in a battle. Should you try to use your superior attack to block an enemy’s blow, you have to remember that if your opponent has lower attack but higher strength, the deadlock will be lost by you. Do you understand until now?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded while processing the information.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good. Now let’s move on to one of the most important mechanics of all; Ascent. Hosts also call it capping or scaling,” Gray said while waving his hand. “A question for you, Rakna; how high do you think my strongest attribute is? Me, a ranker from the 900s.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna raised an eyebrow. “A thousand?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Nope.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Five thousand?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Nope.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “...ten thousand?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Nope,” Gray grinned wider.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…fifty thousand?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Nope.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Just tell me already,” Rakna muttered and the clown laughed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s…” He paused for dramatic effect and showed nine fingers in total. “Nine hundred.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray continued to smile as Rakna closed his mouth.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…you could have given it to me when I said a thousand.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Where’s the fun in that?” Gray cackled. “But, let’s be serious here, the System actually gives a lot more attribute points than just through leveling. Hunting, Dungeons, Ruins, Quests, Promotions… a lot of things can give free points. In fact, your guess of fifty thousand would be the most accurate one if that was all there was to it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then why is yours so low in comparison?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ascent; a mechanic put in place by the System where when an attribute reaches a new hundred, it becomes capped and ascends. In other words, once you reach 100 for any attribute, you become what we call a First Ascent and then have to use two free points to increase that number by one. That is why skills with attribute multiplicators are very sought after, especially later on.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see…” Rakna mumbled.
    

    
       
    

    
      “But that’s not the only thing about it,” Gray added. “When you Ascend, no matter which of the attributes reached 100, every other will also be required two free points to be increased.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That sounds incredibly infuriating.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You don’t tell me,” Gray groaned with an annoyed voice. “That’s why there exist things like Dual or Triple Ascents. It means raising several attributes equally and making them ascend at the same time. It is a slightly slower process but it is efficient. Personally, I’m a Dual Ascent.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That means you have two attributes in the 900s?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. Unfortunately, that also means my lowest attributes are down by a few hundred.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna mused. “Has there ever been Hosts who chose to ascend all of their attributes?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray snorted. “Of course. There are always people like that. But, it’s a self-destructing move in the long run. It takes too much time and you become a weakling for people with specializations. There is also the fact that with each ascent, the value of an attribute point changes dramatically. Someone with 500 Strength would lose 90% of the time at wrestling against someone with 501.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna immediately thought of 
      The Scavenger
       when he heard that. Would his Nirvana Skill allow him to efficiently become a Quinary Ascent? If he did it right, it probably wouldn’t be too hard but he also wasn’t sure if his skill would behave the same way when absorbing ascended attributes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “In any case, that’s all I have to say about this subject,” Gray announced and Rakna abruptly sensed a short-lived spike of mana coming from him. He became coated in a very thin layer of transparent energy and if Rakna hadn’t had 
      Mana Sense
      , he probably wouldn’t even have been able to notice it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right,” the clown said slowly as he grabbed his cane with both hands and unsheathed a hidden blade. His cybernetic features turned red and a wide grin appeared on his face. “For the next topic, let’s take a more practical approach, shall we?”
    

  
    Chapter 67: Aura

    
      Rakna hastily grabbed Sonata and pulled out his cigarette case inside the same hand. He turned the scarf into a Guandao with practiced ease and blocked an overhead strike from Gray’s sword cane. He instantly felt as if he had just tried to stop a truck going at full speed.
    

    
       
    

    
      His hands were so numb after the impact, he thought they were broken. But his instinct kicked in as always and made him jump back without even thinking. He then activated his 
      Fabled Sight
       and saw brief surprise on Gray’s face before it went away.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Swords of Liberation
      ],” the three swords materialized and shot off toward the clown who let out a chuckle. He simply ignored them and dashed forward. When they touched his body, it was like seeing paper being put into a shredder as the cold energy was destroyed.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes widened when he saw that but he was forced to quickly recover when Gray rushed at him with an even higher speed than before. This time, he snarled and his fangs grew along with a bit of fur. He had entered a semi-transformed state.
    

    
       
    

    
      His attributes increased by about 20% and he used them to dodge the clown’s strike and summon 
      Gungnir 
      as fast as he could. While it was still forming, he thrust it at the clown’s stomach since the difference in size between the two of them didn’t allow him a much better accessible target.
    

    
       
    

    
      Sadly, 
      Gungnir
       ended in the same way as the swords and was destroyed at the first contact with Gray’s body, or to be exact, the very discreet membrane of energy around it.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna clicked his tongue internally and used 
      Artzpul
       to retreat. He swapped his Guandao for the bow and pulled the string. Seven Eion arrows condensed at once and were shot right after.
    

    
       
    

    
      After evolving twice, Sonata had not only increased the number of arrows it could produce but also the damage it inflicted in all of its forms.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray watched the arrows fly at him and grinned as his cane sword blurred. Before Rakna could even react, the arrows were shattered midair and a blade was pressed against his neck. “Let’s stop here for now. You already achieved the purpose of this spar,” Gray said as he sheathed the blade.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna grunted and lowered his bow before it turned into a scarf again. “Thanks for holding back, I guess,” he said as he wrapped Sonata around his neck and Pronos, who was had been spectating the fight, came up to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “At least, you know that,” Gray snickered. “If I hadn’t been holding back, I would have cut you in half along with your weapon before you could even realize it. I’m a Warlock too; my main ascended attributes are intelligence and speed. I could have ended you with a single T.10 spell.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Are you done boosting your ego?” Rakna deadpanned.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. Yes, I’m done,” Gray said contently. “Anyhow, did you see what happened during our small spar?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, my magic was dispelled the second it touched the weird carapace around you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray nodded. “That’s
       Aura
      . It’s an active-passive skill. It has no cost and you can consider it as a sort of delocalization of your internal powers. Instead of having them inside your mana pool or your muscles, a bit like Ki, you take it and coat your body with it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “And that’s what stopped my magic?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, 
      Aura 
      is raw mana mixed with internal force and it fights back when another kind of energy comes in contact with it. People also use it as a means of intimidation or showcasing of their power. 
      Aura
       is very important when facing magic users. Let’s take something like 
      Blood Magic
       for example. Without any defensive measure against it, someone with that element could just take control of your blood and impale you from the inside. 
      Aura
       prevents something like that.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm, what about something like telekinesis?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You mean like the Nirvana Skill of your friend? It is the same idea, yes. Telekinesis can only be used on things perceivable by the user, so she wouldn’t be able to twist your insides or something but she can break necks, pull out eyeballs, strangle, twist fingers and limbs, stuff like that.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What?” Gray chortled. “Too graphic? In any case, to avoid that happening, you can either have such a strong body that you can ignore the telekinetic force or you use 
      Aura
       to repel the external influence. If 
      Aura 
      didn’t exist, powerhouses would most likely be dying left and right. Of course, if the power exerted on the 
      Aura 
      is too strong, it can be bypassed but that usually doesn’t happen with people of the same level.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “So?” Rakna uttered. “How do I do it? I guess I could try to externalize my mana but I have not the slightest idea of how to use internal force.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray smirked. “Are you sure? You should already be using it though.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Have you forgotten? 
      Reinforcement
      ; you have it, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…oh.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yep. ‘Oh’. I get that reaction a lot. Many tend to forget the description of 
      Reinforcement
      . Internal force is a sort of synonym for stamina and the skill uses it alongside mana. You probably have the image of Ki being something you can make energy waves or fly with, but honestly, it’s just the budding energy contained in your muscles and cells. In the System, that represents the source of energy for skills that require stamina to function.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Makes sense,” Rakna muttered. That explained how some skills could display magic-like effects without using mana. “What about soul power? Could I add that to 
      Aura
      ?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, sure. Soul power is a ve… ry… nice… say what now? Soul? Did you say soul?” Gray repeated with a dumbfounded tone. “Are you able to control your soul power?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I am.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uh… well damn. To be clear, soul power isn’t something managed by the System. It is something that belongs to you only, but it is indeed a very useful thing to have. Most people don’t have the necessary talent to even sense their soul, much less control it. How did you do it so quickly?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I have a skill for it,” Rakna shrugged. “I had it ever since I woke up in the Initiation.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Truly, some people are just born with talent,” Gray sighed. “To answer your question, yes. It is possible to add soul to your aura. If you want to see the specifics for yourself, why don’t you try to manifest your aura? It should barely take a few minutes for someone like you. And if you really can control your soul power, use it as a ‘recipient’ to form your aura. It’ll make things easier.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded and sat crossed-legged on the ground to meditate. If he wanted to manipulate his soul, he needed to concentrate. He followed Gray’s advice and covered himself in his soul power to use it as a recipient for the mana and internal force.
    

    
       
    

    
      He proceeded with the step that he would probably be able to complete the fastest. The soul mold he had made gradually became filled with mana.
    

    
       
    

    
      From an outside perspective, Gray was curiously observing as a very rough aura began to emerge from Rakna’s body. It was jagged and although the mana seemed to be kept in check by the soul power, it was still in an unstable state and seemed to be seeping out instead of staying in place.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna himself was aware of that fact. His MP was dwindling and if he had understood correctly, it wasn’t the desired result. But before worrying about that, he had to find out how to use his internal force.
    

    
       
    

    
      He didn’t know how to picture it nor did he have any idea on how to sense it as he had done with mana. So, he decided to activate 
      Reinforcement
       hoping that it would fill in what the 
      Aura
       lacked at the moment and get a feel for it then.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Good call,’
       Gray commented inwardly as he saw the unperfect aura become sharper and release less mana due to the effects of 
      Reinforcement
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna had immediately felt the difference after activating the skill. He had even somehow begun to be able to picture the three energies around him as three lines of different colors. He gritted his teeth as he imagined the three lines get bigger and bigger as they overlapped.
    

    
       
    

    
      But he seemed to be lacking one final push. His soul and internal force now seemed to be in perfect harmony but it was now his mana that was causing him problems. Before he could try and come up with a solution, it came to him in the form of a majestic blue star in his mindscape.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, before he knew, the star merged with the line of mana and he opened his eyes to see himself surrounded by a membrane of blue translucid energy, releasing cold air strong enough to reduce the air pressure around him and cause gusts of wind in the room.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray whistled in amazement as he stood unbothered by the wind while holding his hat in place. Meanwhile, Rakna was flooded with notifications.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Eyes of the Soul 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Mana Sense 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Mana Control
       has leveled up!
    

    
      Reinforcement 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Cold Star Magic
       has leveled up!
    

    
      Soul Core
       has leveled up!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have learned the Skill; 
      Aura
      !
    

    
      The Skill, 
      Aura,
       has mutated into 
      Soul Aura
      !
    

    
      The Skill, 
      Soul Aura,
       has mutated into 
      Cold Soul Aura
      !
    

    
      ---
    

    
      -
       Cold Soul Aura
       
      (Lv.1)
      : This is the natural evolution of the 
      Soul Aura
       skill after entering in contact with 
      Cold Star Magic
      .
    

    
      When releasing your aura, the temperature around you will drop considerably and could even cause harm to those weaker than you. Additionally, physical contact with you will have a chance of freezing the other party to the bone until the entire limb becomes lethargic.
    

    
      For as long as the aura is out, magic power directly trying to interfere with the user’s body will be mostly nullified and external magic power or energy will be lessened depending on how strong both the user’s internal force and mana are. Additionally, any ice or cold-related magic will turn into mana for the user to use for himself.
    

    
      The soul power infused in this skill makes it also a perfect protection against spiritual attacks of all sorts while the aura is active.
    

    
      Note:
       There is no calculation for this skill. The Aura will repel offending energies as best as it can for the user’s body but it will be ineffective when an attack carries more power at once than the user’s stamina and mana combined. Keep in mind that aura also gets weaker as you get tired during a fight.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna exhaled a white breath as he took a look at his aura. He tried to touch it but he didn’t feel anything out of the ordinary. He looked around and noticed that the wind he produced had died down after the entire training room became cold enough.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then heard the sound of someone clapping and turned toward Gray. “Cheers, Rakna. Not only did you learn 
      Aura,
       but your Star Magic was incorporated as well. I guess that is one more thing we didn’t know about this element; most other elements don’t just automatically do that.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna grunted and stood up as he tested out if he could manipulate his aura more concretely. After a few attempts, it seemed he could make it go colorless, smaller or bigger, and make it almost invisible. He also could modulate how cold it was if he wanted to.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Now,” the clown raised his voice. “Turn that off. It’s time for your next and final lesson of the day. There are two very common skills called ‘
      Magical Damage Resistance
      ’ and ‘
      Physical Damage Resistance
      ’. I will have you learn them.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled as he deactivated his aura. His mind also went back to what he had seen on the status of the Dreorins. “And how am I going to learn that?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Simple,” Gray grinned and summoned a fireball above his palm. “Get beaten up. Don’t parry, don’t run, don’t use aura, don’t use magic. I will hit you with magic and I’ll pummel you until you awaken both skills. Your little friend should join too since he also needs it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos started sweating when he was suddenly called out. The second he had heard ‘get beaten up’ he had wanted to run away to watch from afar but it seemed he was going to get dragged into it as well.
    

    
       
    

    
      On the other hand, Rakna’s expression twitched furiously as the fireball continuously expanded as seconds passed. “Ready or not; here it comes,” Gray cackled as he threw the fireball and caused an explosion in the training room.
    

  
    Chapter 68: Spell Revision

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have learned 
      Magical Damage Resistance!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      - 
      Magical Damage Resistance 
      (Lv.3)
      : A skill gained after the body has endured enough damage for it to develop a resistance against it.
    

    
      Effect: 
      Reduces incoming magical damage by a percentage equal to the skill’s level.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have learned
       Physical Damage Resistance!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      - 
      Physical Damage Resistance 
      (Lv.3)
      : A skill gained after the body has endured enough damage for it to develop a resistance against it.
    

    
      Effect: 
      Reduces incoming physical damage by a percentage equal to the skill’s level.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Ireful
       
      Shell
       has leveled up!
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked at those virtual boxes and huffed as he lied on the ground exhausted. His whole body was sore and bruised and even his clothes had been burned in some places. He had also tuned out the voices triggered by his 
      Ireful
       
      Shell
       and that had ultimately increased its level.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos was to his side at his maximum size with his tongue sticking out. He grunted and sat up to see Gray standing innocently in front of him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Nice, I love people with talent. You raised both skills to level 3 in just an hour,” he said with a grin. “It usually takes a lot more time but it seems even your body resilience is inhuman.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…I’ll get you for this one day, clown.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray laughed and Rakna grunted before changing the clothes he was wearing with a brand-new set from inside his spatial ring. “Is this training over now?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hmm, I’d say so, yes.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” Rakna replied blandly and took out two potions; one green and one red, then drank them at once. Gray blinked in surprise at his actions but Rakna ignored him and stood up. He stretched his revigorated body and released his 
      Aura 
      to practice it a little bit.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What are you doing?” The clown tilted his head in confusion.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Your training might be over, but mine isn’t,” Rakna said blandly and made a cold energy bow with 
      Star Make
      . “Interface… I’ll call you Trii. Place a square, unmoving target twenty meters away.
    

    
       
    

    
      || How large? ||
    

    
       
    

    
      “Human-sized.”
    

    
       
    

    
      || Acknowledged. ||
    

    
       
    

    
      Once the interface registered the command, a square target similar to one for archery appeared floating in the distance. Rakna faced the roof with his right palm and a swirl of cold energy surged out. He closed his eyes and focused on the shape of the construct.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray watched curiously from the side together with Pronos. After a moment, a four-edged sword modeled to be an arrow was condensed by the cold energy and the clown frowned.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘That is the spell he used against the golem. But… it seems different.’
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna breathed in and out before nocking the sword-arrow onto the energy bow. He pulled the string and aimed at the target before whispering one word, “
      Dáinsleif
      .”
    

    
       
    

    
      The projectile was launched at high speed and reached the target equally as fast. Gray squinted his cybernetic eyes and observed it happening in slow motion. When the tip of 
      Dáinsleif
       touched the target, it easily embedded itself inside but what happened next was unforeseen.
    

    
       
    

    
      Unlike the first time, it didn’t explode. Instead, the four edges composing the bladed arrow split off from each other in a burst of energy and rotated at the same time. The target was shredded to pieces as the blades spun toward the walls of the room but disappeared into particles before they could touch them.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna lowered his bow, which was releasing small trails of cold energy, and nodded at the result of his magic. It was accompanied by an update to 
      Dáinsleif
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Mana Control
       has leveled up!
    

    
      Cold Star Magic
       has leveled!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      The Sub-Spell
       Dáinsleif 
      has been updated.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      -
       Dáinsleif – Revised 
      (T.7)
      : The user summons a bladed arrow with four edges and a feather-shaped handle made out of raw Cold Energy. It can be used with a bow made of the same energy or a normal one strong enough to resist the strain.
    

    
      Once shot, the arrow will momentarily possess an outstanding sharpness capable of piercing most materials. Then, the projectile will split into four blades that will shoot out from a miniature reversed cold energy explosion. These blades will rotate at high speed as they are shot and shred anything they go through.
    

    
      It is possible for the user to make the blades explode instead of letting them disperse but the cost will increase. After revision; the cost has been considerably reduced.
    

    
      First Cost: 
      30% of the Host’s mana pool. 
      (
      Soul Core Correction:
       14%)
    

    
      Second Cost: 
      50% of the Host’s mana pool. 
      (
      Soul Core Correction
      : 34%)
    

    
      First Attack: 
      User’s Magic Attack multiplied by 3.
    

    
      Second Attack:
       User’s Magic Attack multiplied by 5.
    

    
      Unconditional Aspect:
       The attack will be increased by 2 for each additional mana point infused other than the initial cost. Note that this might lead to instability.
    

    
      Cooldown:
       1h
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna read the new description and was overall quite satisfied. He guessed that some spells just wouldn’t allow a cost other than a percentage. “Hey, Clown, are spells that cost a percentage of the mana pool common?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray blinked at him. “Did you just modify a spell that the System had already recorded on your first try?” He asked, but it was in a tone that suggested that he already knew. He looked up and wondered where he had gone wrong in life.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Clown.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, yes… It’s common. At least, every spell that gives you a multiplier to your magic attack has a cost in percentage,” the cyborg said then mused. “Hm, it’s true that I haven’t explained this to you yet. Let me tell you of the categorization of spells.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Tier 10 to Tier 8 spells are considered beginner to intermediate spells. Most of these have a flat mana cost. Spells from Tier 7 to 5 are considered advanced. A lot of them have percentage costs and they’re the ones Hosts use the most, generally speaking. Tiers 4 and 3 are referred to as first-class. The rarity shots up for these and their cost-type varies a lot honestly.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then, we have Tiers 2 and 1. These… well, they’re called grand and supreme spells, respectively. The former encompasses things like summoning a gate to literal hell while the latter spells are in the realm of god basically; resurrection, conceptual manipulation, and such.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled. “Resurrection?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. Resurrection is an actual ability people can have in the System. One of our guildmates has it, even. But it’s only useable a short amount of time after death and has various limitations; notably with matters relating to the state of the soul. There exist undead raising spells too, obviously, but they’re located in much lower tiers for the most part.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What about Tier 0?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Tier 0?” Gray cocked his head to the side. “I’ve never heard of that.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh. Then forget I said anything.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, right. As if I could,” the clown deadpanned instantly and shrugged. “But whatever. It's your secret. Our guild doesn’t mind that or we would have disbanded ages ago.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted and looked at the mana he had left. He could try to revise 
      Gungnir 
      as well but he didn’t have the same kind of inspiration as he had with 
      Dáinsleif
      . For the latter, he had gotten the idea of reforming it so it would split apart and he felt like revising a spell wouldn’t work without at least a similar idea.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Little guy, we’re leaving,” he told Pronos who was playing around with a gold and green aura around him. He had been even faster than Rakna to unlock it. To be exact, internal force had come to him a lot faster.
    

    
       
    

    
      He hissed in response when he heard his name and quickly turned back into a small snake before jumping on Rakna’s shoulder while powering off his aura.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I guess that means you’re done for the day?” Gray asked as they both headed to the exit.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. I’m going to eat something and go to sleep now,” Rakna said as he put a cigarette in his mouth and lit it. “If I stay awake much longer, it’ll get annoying.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray grew confused at his statement but didn’t comment on it. When they were about to head down the stairs of the Pavilion, the clown struck his own hand, “Oh, I 
      almost
       forgot. Here.”
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Gray Whisles 
      has sent you a Friend Request.
    

    
      Do you accept?
    

    
      Yes/No
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna furrowed his eyebrows at that. “What does it do, concretely?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, friends can, enter the Pavilion’s floors together, access private messages, access the other’s location through a request, and they can also request the System to teleport them to the other as long as they have an item for it and that they both accept it,” Gray listed while counting fingers.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…and you didn’t tell me about this before because?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I forgot.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then ‘almost’ is inappropriate,” Rakna retorted as he selected ‘Yes’.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Right,” Gray laughed as they stepped through the Filter Dimension and ended up in the populated hall of the Pavilion. “In any case, I will be staying in Black Steel for a few days, so if you need my help for anything, just contact me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded and separated from him at the entrance of the Pavilion. He made a call with his HL and his friends responded. Allan had already come back and they were apparently at a café waiting for him.
    

    
       
    

    
      They gave him the name and Alexa led him to it, updating the map he had of the Black Steel at the same time. When he arrived, the café in itself was pretty normal, even by Earth’s standards, and the moment he entered, he spotted his group right away.
    

    
       
    

    
      They were chatting with four other people that he also recognized.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see you’re all doing well,” Rakna said as he approached their table and they turned toward him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, good to see you too, Xiorra,” Leis, accompanied by Leia, Gantt, and Dan, replied to him with a good-natured smile.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sup,” Leia said and the two other men just nodded at him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You were in the Pavilion for a long time, did something happen?” Flavia asked as he sat down at their table.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not really. Gray was there and we decided to train for a bit.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, yes. Our guilds should also be holding a training soon,” Allan remarked. “They announced it in the Guild Chat. What did you learn with the clown?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm,” Rakna mused as he selected what he wanted to order on a tablet placed in the center of the table. “They’re going to give you more details about the System, then probably help you awaken a few essential skills. You’ll see in time.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey, isn’t that little guy smaller than before?” Leis commented as she saw Pronos eagerly jump out from under Sonata and land on the table to order something to eat as well.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re right, quite different actually,” Dan complemented.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos seemed to understand them and he jumped off the table. He activated his 
      Gigantism
       and turned python-sized in a few seconds before coiling on himself and lying his threatening head on the table.
    

    
       
    

    
      They all opened their eyes wide in shock at the display. “He got a pill from the shop that made him learn a size-modulation skill. He can grow or shrink now,” Rakna explained as a waitress brought a strawberry pie for him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Speaking of skills,” he added and three cards appeared in his hand, he threw two of them to Flavia and one to Allan. “Flavia; those are 
      Jade Rouse
       and 
      Wind Incision
      . And Allan, if you don’t have it yet, learn 
      Scan
      .”
    

    
       
    

    
      The two of them inspected the cards in their hands.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Also, Nyx, here; extra Items,” Rakna opened the 
      Item Box
       and exchanged the blue items he had kept. There were a few interesting ones for both mages and close combat fighters. When Nyx saw the content of the exchange, she pursed her lips.
    

    
       
    

    
      She went over every item before accepting the exchange; she didn’t have 
      Item Box
       and would not be able to do so afterward, after all. And with each entry, she grew more impressed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “If you don’t need some of them, sell them or give them to Leis,” Rakna said and stood up from his seat, catching everyone’s attention and forcing them to look at his empty plate.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘How did you eat that pie so fast?!’ 
      They thought unanimously.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos similarly gobbled up everything he had ordered and swallowed before turning into a small snake. That had been a very odd sight for everyone there.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m going to bed. I’ll be at the same hotel as yesterday. Accept this too,” Rakna continued to talk without letting them react and sent them all a friend request that they numbly accepted.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good luck with your training,” he wished with a tone as stale as always.
    

    
       
    

    
      The group was left in silence before Allan smacked his lips together, “Welp, can I see those items?”
    

  
    Chapter 69: Duty

    
       - You will never stop the flood. -
    

    
      -  The blood will always catch you. -
    

    
      - THE POOL WILL ALWAYS DROWN YOU! -
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes snapped open as they flashed red. He sat up and panted as he covered his face with his hand. Oblivious to him, crimson flickering lights had surrounded his body for a second.
    

    
       
    

    
      He groaned and got out of bed after looking at the city through the window to his right. The sun had not even risen yet but he had no reason to go back to sleep at this point.
    

    
       
    

    
      “This is grating… maybe I’ll ask foxy if there’s something for nightmares,” he muttered and glanced at Pronos who was mutely sleeping on Sonata. The scarf never gets too warm or too cold thanks to the Eion energy coursing through it and the little snake seemed to enjoy it.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted and visited the bathroom before changing. He then opened the fridge provided by the hotel and drank a small bottle of cold water. He looked at the clock on the wall and there were still three hours before sunrise.
    

    
       
    

    
      He mused for a moment and ultimately decided to wake up Pronos. The little snake first rubbed his eyes with his tail before Rakna’s intent came to him through their mental connection.
    

    
       
    

    
      He yawned and slithered out from his nest in Sonata. He jumped on Rakna’s shoulder as the latter put his scarf back. He then left his room and silently closed the room behind him.
    

    
       
    

    
      A minute later, he was out of the building and he now could see the cityscape with no lights from an inside look. Just like the day before, Black Steel had become devoid of any flashing light and the only ones remaining were very faint glows coming from the ground and cars on the roads. It was just enough to allow people to safely navigate during the night.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna joined the few people walking on the streets. He could have activated his 
      Fabled Sight
       to see everything as clearly as daytime but he wanted to enjoy the nocturnal atmosphere.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Alexa, does the Black Steel’s Spear operate all around the clock?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative.]
    

    
       
    

    
      He hummed and looked at the sky with squinted eyes. To be exact, he focused on the moon that was three-quarters full. 
      ‘Do you know what will happen to me when the full moon rises?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [I… do not know. I apologize.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘You don’t need to apologize. It’s not your fault. Though, I guess you are saying this because of my situation, right?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Yes. There is no precedent data on Nine-Tailed Werewolves. However, I can tell you that the full moon might not necessarily affect you. Ultimately, the moon is merely a celestial object. When a werewolf becomes stronger or goes berserk under the moonlight, it is not because of the moon itself but mostly the individual.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘In other words, certain breeds of werewolves simply ignore moonlight while others have a genetic reaction to it.’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Correct. That is why I cannot predict what will happen to you.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Then, when is the next full moon? Also, does every Plateau share the same time zone?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Four days. And the answer to your second question is yes. As we speak, every Plateau is at night time. Though you will come to know that there are exceptions.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘All right. Thanks, Alexa.’
    

    
       
    

    
      [You’re welcome, Rakna.]
    

    
       
    

    
      As they were talking, Rakna noticed he had once again wandered into a shady part of the city. This time, it was even worse than when he had found that child. He activated 
      Fabled Sight
       when it got too dark and looked around the dirtier alleys of Black Steel.
    

    
       
    

    
      He didn’t know how far he had gone, but at some point, he reached a new street. However, it wasn’t one of the main streets or roads. It was also considerably smaller and dirtier. There were also all sorts of makeshift tents and huts everywhere.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Looks like slums,’
       Rakna commented inwardly as he began to notice people with barely anything to cover themselves with, sleeping on the ground or against the walls.
    

    
       
    

    
      Additionally, after a bit more observation, he realized that what enclosed this ‘street’ were in fact the back walls of Black Steel’s buildings. It truly was a hidden dark side.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘
      I guess no matter how advanced a city is or how much like a game they make it sound like, reality will always catch up to you,’ 
      he thought and stopped in front of a mother and her son. They were both asleep in each other’s arms but their bodies were shivering because of the cold.
    

    
       
    

    
      He gazed at them with a hollow look. He compared them to the similar family he had helped in the morning and couldn’t help but to note the difference. 
      ‘Truly, you can’t escape it.’
    

    
       
    

    
      He continued walking down that street without looking back, leaving behind him the two people hugging each other, but with a brand-new blanket over them along with a pile of Talys that he had just withdrawn from his balance.
    

    
       
    

    
      [If I may, Rakna.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘What is it?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [I believed you were a cynical person,] Alexa bluntly said and Rakna paused on his tracks.
    

    
       
    

    
      He didn’t look surprised or mad about what she had just said. If anything, the feeling at the top of his mind was amusement. 
      ‘Why do you say that?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Because… I find myself curious,] she admitted. [Why did you help them? They are strangers. From what I understand of you; you would have been very capable of ignoring them. This is an inquiry I wish to extend to what happened this morning as well.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Hm,’ 
      Rakna mused as he resumed his walk. 
      ‘Summarized; you’re asking the reason for my actions because you do not understand them?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [That would be accurate.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Answer me this; if I was in mortal danger, would you warn me about it?’
    

    
       
    

    
      Alexa was confounded for a second before she answered, [I would.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Then, would you help me survive that danger as well?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Yes. I would do what I can.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Then I ask you; why would you?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Because it is my duty as your Artificial Intelligence.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Then, that is my answer to your question.’
    

    
       
    

    
      […your answer is… duty? Are you insinuating helping those people was your duty?]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Yes and no. It is a duty I owe to myself. It is a duty that one who wishes to call themselves humane must follow. It has nothing to do with justice or morality. This morning, my duty was to kill trash that would harm and kidnap a defenseless child. The duty that came after that was to bring a scared and crying child back to her mother safe and sound.’
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna walked for a few meters without saying anything before he continued, 
      ‘My duty… is to do what I know is right. It’s to help anyone whose situation would be something I’d like to be saved from myself. I’m a hypocrite in many ways, but this is not one of them. If I ignore someone in need, it will not be because I could but because I had no other choice.’
    

    
       
    

    
      Alexa tried to process everything he was saying and it felt like a painful struggle for her to actually incorporate those ideas in her mind. [But…is that… truly something genuine?]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Nothing is truly genuine, Alexa. But there is nothing more genuine than this. If you had someone that helped you in the past, wouldn’t it be the natural thing to do to repay that person? It’s just a different way of putting it. Duty. And not respecting that duty makes you a coward.’
    

    
       
    

    
      [With all due respect, Rakna, I cannot help but think… that is treacherously selfless.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Is that a bad thing though?’
    

    
       
    

    
      […]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘If being selfless is a bad thing, you’re setting the bar far too high. Most people are selfish; is that not a bad thing? Being neutral cannot be considered a good thing either, really. I’m not saying that I will sacrifice my life at the slightest chance of being a good Samaritan, but Alexa, if taking the path of the least adversity was always the good thing to do, how would you call living in this misery?’
    

    
       
    

    
      With those words, none of them spoke again and Rakna reached the underground station after leaving the slums with fewer Talys in his possession. He waited for the train and boarded it.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he reached the wilderness, he turned into a wolf and deployed his wings at the same time. He had been using his werewolf form last time but after thinking about it, if he wanted to be faster, would it not be better to use the transformation that prioritized his speed in the first place?
    

    
       
    

    
      That’s why, after mentally slapping himself, he flew off in his wolf form while using 
      Stealth
      . The place he was heading to was the Trial he had been looking for before visiting the Dungeon.
    

    
       
    

    
      After ten minutes or so, he flew over the settlement he had stopped by last time and reached what seemed to be his destination. It wasn’t an isle this time. In fact, it had nothing in common.
    

    
       
    

    
      The only thing he could see was a granite altar erected in the middle of nowhere. It was exuding a sort of liquid-looking light and two disk-like objects were hovering above it.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he landed near it, a prompt appeared in front of him like last time.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have reached a Trial Zone.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Second Trial of the First Plateau
    

    
      Touch the altar and a road of light will be formed; leading to a goal line. After a five-second countdown, the race will begin and the disks will start flying toward it.
    

    
      Conditions to Pass
      : Reach the goal before the disks.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is this the so-called Racing Trial?” Rakna commented as he neared the altar. He casually touched it with his paw and with a burst of light, an ethereal road of white light materialized under his eyes and also seemed to be complemented with invisible barriers. This meant that he wouldn’t be able to soar too high, but he still could fly at low altitude.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, the two disks whizzed toward the starting point defined by a red line. Rakna let out a snort, which sounded like a gruff grunt in his wolf form. He walked to the line and spread his wings as the countdown reached its end.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 
      3,
       
      2,
       
      1...
       
      Start! 
      ❮◈❯
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      When the countdown ended, Rakna immediately shot forward with 
      Artzpul
      , his wings leaving a silver trail behind him. Within a few seconds, he had already lost sight of the two disks.
    

    
       
    

    
      As expected, just like the first Trial, he was slightly overqualified. Even more so after leveling up nine times and scavenging the Dreorins.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna followed the path delimited by the Trial and single-mindedly flew at full speed until he saw a red line with a banner of the same color floating above it. It would only take seconds to reach it but what happened next nearly made him fear for his life.
    

    
       
    

    
      The barriers suddenly deformed and built an obstacle in his path.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Wha…?!’ 
      His soul core warned his entire body of the danger as he flapped his wings in the opposite direction as hard as he could. His feathers released even more silver mist as he slowed down and stopped right in front of the rectangular barrier.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 
      Flight 
      has leveled up! ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna placed his four paws on it with a sigh and fell to the ground after losing his momentum. He looked up afterward and watched the obstacle being retracted inside the barrier.
    

    
       
    

    
      “If I hadn’t stopped in time, my head would’ve been crushed like a watermelon,” he muttered with a dispassionate tone and Pronos shuddered at the thought. “Was this a trap for flying contestants?”
    

    
       
    

    
      After that small incident, Rakna folded his wings and leisurely ran to the goal. He looked over his shoulder and saw the disks dematerialize in the distance as a System window came up.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have reached the end line. You have passed the Racing Trial!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      First Plateau: 2/3 Trials Completed.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Right after, the path of light and the barriers dissolved, and the landscape returned to how it was before. “Well, one left,” Rakna commented and his ears twitched as he heard noises coming from his left.
    

    
       
    

    
      His gaze sharpened and he wordlessly released his 
      Aura
      . A wave of fire then swallowed him whole and he simply ignored it. His 
      Aura
       fended off the flames as if they were nothing, the cold subduing the heat.
    

    
       
    

    
      When the stream of flames died down, he looked around him and counted an entire horde of odd lizard-like monsters. They had a horn protruding from their head and spiky scales. After a quick appraisal, he learned that they were called Fire Basilisks, a variant of monster commonly seen in the System and which only came out at night.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna turned back into a therian and frowned as the effects of 
      The Harvester
       hit him. His vision blurred and switched to a semi-Xray one. The pulsing veins and hearts of the basilisks were bared to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      The attraction, again, didn’t feel as strong as Aquila and it was also weaker than the Dreorins but there was something different about it compared to either. The color was brighter and spread out across the creature’s body.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Seems like I need to learn more about this skill,’
       Rakna thought and turned Sonata into a glaive. He then activated his 
      Intimidation
       which, coupled with his 
      Aura
      , made the basilisks waver.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos took that as a sign to initiate the battle and jumped off before growing python-sized and breathing out a jet of acidic poison. The targeted fear-stricken basilisk couldn’t evade in time and was hit by the poison right in the head.
    

    
       
    

    
      The lizard screamed in pain as its scales melted and a poisonous fog entered its nostrils. That was the first victim of a one-sided slaughter as Rakna followed up by summoning spears with 
      Star Make
       and impaling several basilisks while beheading another with Sonata.
    

    
       
    

    
      After the effects of 
      Intimidation
       wore off, those who were the farthest inhaled until their bellies bloated and released new waves of flames. But even with so many of them stacked on top of each other, Pronos and Rakna still were able to grit through it with nothing but their 
      Aura
       and natural defense; both of them were already too strong for these monsters to handle.
    

    
       
    

    
      After a short minute or two, the twenty or so basilisks were lying dead on the ground. Rakna tore open their chests with terrifying calm and ate their hearts. The moment he bit into it; he noticed the taste was atypical.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was at least ten times better than what he had tasted until now and it recovered more mana and stamina than he had expected. Rakna cleaned the blood on his lips, and his mind went back to something he had seen when he unlocked the Luquila gene.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Compatibility… Is my harvest more compatible with… reptiles? But then again, it could be related to my integrated genomes,” Rakna supposed as he collected the drops and the Talys. “Wolves don’t hunt lizards as far as I know but they might have been prey for Luquilas instead.”
    

    
       
    

    
      After finishing eating the hearts, he gained a few new decimals of attributes and easily recovered whatever energy he had used in the fight. He glanced at the basilisks’ bodies and mused before putting them inside his ring. It’s not like there was a downside to it and their description did say that their hide and scales were decently valuable.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked at the arrow pointing at the final Trial and shrugged. “Why not. It can only be taken alone anyway. I could always do it first and inform the others later,” he muttered and turned into a wolf. “Get on, little guy.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos nodded and wrapped himself around his neck after shrinking. Rakna fluttered his wings and then shot off into the sky with a burst of mana.
    

    
       
    

    
      After a dozen minutes, he arrived at the location of the third Trial. But, much to his confusion, the arrow was pointing directly at a small wooden house in the middle of a peaceful meadow.
    

    
       
    

    
      He landed near the front door and shapeshifted before knocking on it. After waiting and receiving no response, he tried to open the door only for it to open on its own as his hand was about to touch the handle.
    

    
       
    

    
      He scowled as the door creaked and gave him a view of the house’s interior. It was very dark; a detail that would have probably been the same even in the day since the windows were obstructed by thick curtains.
    

    
       
    

    
      The entrance let into the living room where a fireplace was the only source of light, and where a silhouette sat on a chair half-illuminated by the flames’ glow.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna slowly entered with 
      Fabled Sight
       active and his 
      Aura
       set to its lowest visibility along with his 
      Reinforcement 
      flooding his muscles. If he remembered correctly, this should be the Mental Trial. It didn’t sound like a Trial that would require him to fight but he could never be too cautious.
    

    
       
    

    
      He stared at the back of the silhouette sitting a few meters in front of him and after a few seconds, the voice of an elderly woman sounded.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Welcome, young wolf. Could you close the door? Don’t worry, this is not a trap.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled before shutting the door behind him. He trusted his instinct with his life and for now, nothing seemed to be screaming danger at him. He walked to a side where he would be able to see the appearance of the obscured individual.
    

    
       
    

    
      As her voice hinted, she was quite old-looking and Rakna would have honestly pegged her to be close to eight or ninety years old. But he also didn’t know the average lifespan in the System so he couldn’t make a guess.
    

    
       
    

    
      The old woman chuckled at the taciturn observation he was making of her. “I see that you are the fear-less and cautious types combined. I’ll cut to the chase then. I’m Flegra, the monitor of the First Plateau’s Mental Trial.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “The monitor?” Rakna repeated.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, I have been so ever since light first shone on this land.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes widened. “Are you insinuating… that you’re as old as the System itself?” He had every right to be shocked since that would imply she was at least three thousand years old.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flegra chuckled before nodding. “I’m getting old, aren’t I? I pass my days sitting here, welcoming Hosts every year and guiding them through the Trial. In all honesty, the day I began still feels like yesterday. Now, young wolf, are you ready to take the Trial?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What will it be about?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Mental Trials come in many forms. They test qualities such as your willpower, your wisdom, your memory, your wittiness, your ability to discern truths and lies… My Trial will be composed of three questions that you will have to answer. I will decide at the end if you have passed or not.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna raised an eyebrow at that and listlessly leaned against the wall. “Then start.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The old woman smiled before lifting one finger. “First question; what does one plus one make?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…pardon?” He blurted out.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I only require you to answer the question, young wolf.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna blinked several times before opening his mouth tentatively, “2?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flegra nodded without a change to her expression and lifted a second finger. “Second question; if I were to attack you right now, what would you do?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna didn’t know what to make of this Trial at this point. He thought about it but no matter how hard he tried; he didn’t find any sort of hidden meaning in any of her words. So, he just answered honestly, “I would run.”
    

    
       
    

    
      She seemed amused by that answer as her smile widened. She then raised a third finger.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Last question; can you swim?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes... What do y--!?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Before he could finish, he was suddenly hit by drowsiness and a crippling headache. He held his hand to his temple and his pupils dilated and contracted several times continuously.
    

    
       
    

    
      When his vision somewhat returned to him, his lower body was submerged in water and the sky was overtaken by a storm. He looked around with a cold look and became aware that Pronos was nowhere to be seen.
    

    
       
    

    
      He tried to freeze the water with his magic but his mana didn’t respond. After a while, the waves became stronger and the color of the water darkened.
    

    
       
    

    
      He stiffened when he recognized the color that was starting to mix with the water. His ears then picked up a bizarrely loud sound coming from behind him. He slowly turned his head and looked at the source from the corner of his eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      He froze in place when he saw what it was; a large tide of gushing crimson blood loomed over his head and before he knew, it engulfed him. His breath left his lungs and his mind was invaded with voices and images.
    

    
       
    

    
      “
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      His eyes started flashing from purple to red and rage took control of his body. He transformed into a werewolf and roared with all of his strength. An icy aura erupted from his body and pushed the blood away. He continued to holler and the aura gradually turned red.
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was about to lose all control, a wave of soul power emerged from his body and shattered the world around him. He instantly came back to his senses inside Flegra’s house and panted.
    

    
       
    

    
      He instantly made sure to inspect his surroundings with 
      Fabled Sight 
      whilst stirring all of the soul power he could muster. The first thing he confirmed was that he had transformed and ripped the clothes he was wearing in the process.
    

    
       
    

    
      Other than that, he noted the cheerless expression on the old woman’s face and Pronos who was standing a few meters away from him. The little snake was watching him with a worried look as his body steamed for an unknown reason. Rakna also noted that the wooden floor under him was charred black and that the temperature in the house was considerably higher than before.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You made it back,” Flegra said with a solemn expression and he shot her a glare. It visibly didn’t affect her as she continued, “Please, calm down. I will explain what happened.”
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      “How did you know?” Rakna snarled whilst suppressing his anger. His face was still as stone but the venom that could be heard in his voice was unusual for him to display.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Calm down, young wolf,” Flegra raised her voice slightly and an invisible force pushed him down until he was forced to hunch his body. “I don’t want my house burned down because you cannot control your emotions.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna was surprised by the sudden display of power but quickly recovered. He breathed in and turned human again before donning on new clothes. “You dare speak of control when you tried to pry into my mind?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I didn’t pry. That… 
      pool of blood
      ,” she said and ignored the frown on his face. “Was the most buried thought in your mind. I merely stirred it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Didn’t you realize that something confined within another’s mind is meant to stay locked?” Rakna retorted scornfully.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flegra shook her head. “It is the purpose of this Trial. I was meant to take what you hide the most and make you face it. That nightmare of drowning in blood… although I do not know how it might have developed in you, was meant to be the Trial. However, I never expected it to surface like this. Your entire being went haywire and you almost burned down my house.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why do you keep saying that? I don’t have any ability capable of doing that.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The old woman looked at him in confusion. “Don’t you see the burning marks under your feet or the steam around your friend? He had been standing on your shoulder when it seized him.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna closed his mouth and glanced at Pronos who had gotten closer. The little snake nodded at his inquisitive stare and he immediately brought up his status but nothing had changed. However, a few skills had leveled up without him knowing.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Alexa, can you bring up any System windows that I have missed?’ 
      He asked mentally but even after a few seconds, she didn’t answer. 
      ‘Alexa?’
    

    
       
    

    
      […yes, Rakna. Here they are,] she responded with a weird tone but Rakna couldn’t ask questions about it as his focus was caught by the System prompts.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Flegra has asked you the third question, the Mental Trial has begun.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Your subconscious has been scanned; 
      no weakness has been found.
    

    
      A trial of a higher grade will be launched.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Your intuitive mind has been scanned; 
      a weakness has been found.
    

    
      The Trial will proceed. Mental Simulation; 
      Pool of Blood
      .
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Error
      .
    

    
      The System has lost control over the simulation!
    

    
      Attempt to wake the Host; Failed.
    

    
      Attempt to cut off the simulation; Failed.
    

    
      Error
      .
    

    
      Error
      .
    

    
      Error
      .
    

    
      An anomaly has been detected. 
      Obsidian Blood
       has been activated. 
      Ireful Shell
       has been stirred. 
      Soul Core
       has been roused. 
      Eyes of the Soul
       has responded.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Simulation terminated! Anomaly terminated!
    

    
      Obsidian Blood
       has been negated.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Ireful Shell 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Soul Core
       has leveled up!
    

    
      Eyes of the Soul
       has leveled up!
    

    
      Fabled Sight
       has leveled up! x2
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Pain Resistance
       has entered Exceled state.
    

    
      Fear Resistance
       has entered Exceled state.
    

    
      Fatigue Resistance
       has entered Exceled state.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘What just happened?’ 
      Rakna had never been more puzzled in his life. He had lived every moment of what had just happened to him but everything was a blur at best, so he truly was lost. His three resistance skills had even entered Exceled state.
    

    
       
    

    
      “As you probably have just read, the System judged you to be too strong for the normal level and asked me to increase the intensity,” Flegra admitted with an apologetic tone. “I just never expected that bottled-up thought to be so chaotic. It is normally meant for Hosts to question themselves and face their demons before truly starting to climb Plateaus.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scoffed and lit a cigarette, uncaring of what she would think about it. “How stupid. There is no demon inside me that I’m scared of. You got it all wrong. I’m only scared of one thing; to break the trust my uncle put in me and lose control. As for this thing I have in my head, if I could face it on an intellectual level, I would have already done so.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see…” Flegra lowered her head a bit. “There have been people like you with strong traumas that came to me in the past. But, the explosiveness of yours is very irregular, to say the least.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Are you done analyzing my psyche?” Rakna retorted, his temper was still a bit stuck on the side effect of 
      Obsidian
       
      Blood’s
       influence. “Believe me, I’ve done that myself for years, I don’t need you to bore me with more of this crap. Did I pass this Trial, yes or no?”
    

    
       
    

    
      She smiled wryly. “Yes, you did. Congratulations.”
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have completed the Mental Trial!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      First Plateau: All Trials Completed!
    

    
      You have gained the right to leave the First Plateau.
    

    
      Do you wish to exercise it now? You have 26 247 hours to make your decision.
    

    
      Yes/No
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted at the conversion of three years’ worth of time into hours. 
      ‘Alexa, I’ll be able to come back here whenever I want after accepting, correct?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative. Additionally, with the badge you own, if you so desired, you could accept and return to the First Plateau within a minute.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘All right then,’ 
      he thought and chose yes. Then, the window became bigger and showed a buffering bar before listing something.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      The Host’s strength has been evaluated. You’ve met the minimum conditions for several other Plateaus. A skipping right has been granted. Please select:
    

    
      - 
      Second Plateau
    

    
      - 
      Third Plateau
    

    
      - 
      Fourth Plateau
    

    
      - 
      Fifth Plateau
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Skipping?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [It is a mechanic put in place when a Host is stronger than the average standard progression. You have the strength to continue conquering the next Plateaus with ease. Thus, you are permitted to skip them. However, without special privileges, one can never skip a Plateau multiple of five.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Why?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Every five Plateaus, a new ‘stage’ is introduced. One could call it a biome. The first four Plateaus are similar in nature but that changes once it hits five. That applies for the tenth and so on.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I see… to be sure, if I choose the Fifth Plateau here, can I go to the ones I skipped?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘In that case, I will go to the Fifth Plateau.’
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Selection confirmed.
    

    
      The Host, Rakna Xiorra, will now be transferred to the Fifth Plateau, The Swamp. You will be automatically dropped at a random location in thirty seconds.
    

    
      Brace yourself for spatial transfer.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hop on, little guy. We’re going,” Rakna said and Pronos took his spot back on his shoulder after sighing in relief that his human friend was calm now. The heat he had emitted earlier hadn’t been that harmful since he didn’t stay in contact for long but it had been very forbidding.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It seems I was your last Trial,” Flegra commented and Rakna looked at her. “If you ever need a favor in the future, whatever it may be, come to me. This Trial revealed itself to be considerably harder than it should have. You were almost hurt because of me; I will pay for that blunder.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He scowled at the sympathetic gesture but grunted positively anyway. He wasn’t going to turn an apology down along with a free favor from a powerful entity like her. “I’ll keep that in mind. Also, don’t speak to anyone about my race.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The old woman nodded. “Naturally. What happened today will never leave my humble abode.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked at her in the eyes as she said that and ultimately disappeared from the room as the System finished the countdown.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      The spatial transfer hadn’t done much to him this time. Rakna had already gotten used to it at this point. However, the place he appeared was lacking a critical aspect.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Really?” He muttered dully as he started falling backward whilst facing the night sky. He grunted and turned around mid-air to look down.
    

    
       
    

    
      The landscape that laid before him instantly explained to him why the System had called this The Swamp; because it was literally what it was. It was a gathering of tall, withered trees in the middle mud ponds, with some firm land welcoming dark green grass and brownish plants.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna raised his head to look at the horizon and noted that this seemed to go on for a very long distance. After inspecting the land, he focused on his landing. He candidly made a long pole of Star Energy and threw it toward the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      It landed in the mud and pierced the bottom before starting to freeze whatever it was touching. Rakna effortlessly landed on the tip while using 
      Artzpul
       at a low output and looked around whilst balancing himself.
    

    
       
    

    
      He opened his map and sighed at how empty it was. “This… is truly a random-looking location. It’s nothing like Black Steel.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Indeed. This is designed to curb ambushes and in favor of a repartition of rewards and resources when exploring a Plateau.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ambushes?” Rakna asked as he dispelled the star energy construct and landed on the frozen mud under it. He started walking in a random direction while freezing the spots he walked on as Alexa replied.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Yes. Host killings are a risk in the System from both fellow Hosts and Locals.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “To steal?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Yes. When a Host dies, they drop all the Talys and items they possess. Additionally, if they happen to have unassigned free points, a random percentage will be given to the killer.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. Does that happen on the First Plateau as well?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative. But not inside the city; it is protected. That is also the reason why new Hosts are all transported to Black Steel directly; it is a default setting, so to speak. Other Plateaus with the same rules have what we call hub or major cities; the 100th, 250th, 500th, 750th, and 900th Plateaus fall in that category.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Interesting…” Rakna mumbled as he stopped in place, his feet releasing cold mist as the mud froze in his path. He slightly tilted his head to the side and his lupine ears folded. “Stop hiding,” he said out loud and several shadows slowly appeared from behind trees or on top of them.
    

    
       
    

    
      One of them leaped over to a tree root sticking out from the swamps and aimed a bow at him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “State your identity!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna frowned as he took in the other party’s appearance. It was a young man with dark skin and long ears. He had dark green eyes and a handsome face. He didn’t sense any evil intent from him or any of the other shadows surrounding him, so he raised his hands obediently.
    

    
       
    

    
      “My name is Rakna Xiorra. I’m a Host who just reached this Plateau.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “A Host? Plateau? What are you talking about?!”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Huh?” Rakna’s mouth moved on its own.
    

    
       
    

    
      The dark elf-like man frowned. “Tell us who you are and why you’re here! Now!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sighed tiredly and looked at the sky. The sun hadn’t even risen yet but he already knew this was going to be a long day.
    

  
    Chapter 72: Magic Theory

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name
      : Leaf Fei
    

    
      Age
      : 16 | 
      Level
      : 20
    

    
      Race
      : Dark Elf
    

    
      Affiliation:
       Fifth Plateau
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 8 | 
      END
      : 7
    

    
      SPD
      : 15 | 
      DEX
      : 15
    

    
      INT
      : 8 | 
      LCK
      : 2
    

    
       
    

    
      Equipment:
    

    
      Regular Leather Armor
      : +20 Defense.
    

    
      Long Bow:
       20~50 Attack
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 52/52 | 
      MP
      : 80/80
    

    
      SWI
      : 46 | 
      AGI
      : 45
    

    
      SEN
      : 45 | 
      ATC
      : 55
    

    
      ATT
      : 65.5
       
      | 
      DEF
      : 49 
      (29 + 20)
    

    
      MA: 
      24 | 
      MR
      : 0.56/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      -
       Archery
       
      (Lv.8)
    

    
      - 
      Tracking
       
      (Lv.7)
    

    
      - 
      Hunting 
      (Lv.7)
    

    
      - 
      Mana Control 
      (Lv.4)
    

    
      - 
      Mana Sense
       
      (Lv.2)
    

    
       
    

    
      Magic Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Plant Magic 
      (Lv.4)
       => [Emergence 
      (T.9)
      ; Entangle 
      (T.10)
      ]
    

    
      - 
      Spirit Magic
       
      (Lv.4)
       => [Dark Mantle 
      (T.10)
      ]
    

    
       
    

    
      Cognitive Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Nature Perception
       
      (Lv.7)
    

    
      - 
      Physical Damage Resistance
       
      (Lv.1)
    

    
      - 
      Magical Damage Resistance 
      (Lv.1)
    

    
       
    

    
      Spontaneous Skills:
    

    
      -
       Projectile Reinforcement 
      (Lv.7)
    

    
      - 
      Stealth 
      (Lv.6)
    

    
      - 
      Reinforcement 
      (Lv.5)
    

    
      - 
      Scan 
      (Lv.4)
    

    
      - 
      Weapon Reinforcement 
      (Lv.4)
    

    
       
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
      - 
      Spiritual Sense: 
      An elven ability that allows one to perceive and talk to spirits. Thanks to this, elves possess a large talent when it comes to anything related to mana manipulation. They are also master at tracking spiritual traces and have very high empathy.
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Dark Taint
      : A taint in the soul that signifies one’s fall from a pure elf after engrossing in negative emotions. They gain affinity with dark spirits but lose every ability to communicate with light spirits.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note:
       One of many young warrior scouts of the hidden village of the dark elves. They mostly live secluded because of their dark taint and the stigmata associated with it.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Strong… but nothing I can’t handle,’ 
      Rakna thought as he appraised the people besieging him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Most of them were between level 18 and 20. It would be a bit hard to take them all on in his normal state but if he were to transform, it’d be another story. He also had ten unused free points in case of an emergency.
    

    
       
    

    
      Hence, he had five options; to kill, run, subdue, surrender, or talk. Frankly, he could go with any.
    

    
       
    

    
      He wasn’t going to kill them just because they pointed a weapon at him; he wasn’t that cruel. But it was still an option depending on what they wanted to do with him. He could run, but that would mean letting go of a chance to learn more about the Plateau. He could capture them but that might make him some enemies. He could surrender but he had no idea of how they would treat him.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘That only leaves ‘talking’ as the most viable option but that also…’
       He trailed as he frowned at the fierce expressions of the young elves in front of him. In fact, most of them were even younger than him for some reason. 
      ‘They’re not inclined to diplomacy,’ 
      he clicked his tongue internally.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…no thanks,” he ultimately spoke up and before the elves could react, cold mist gushed out of his body akin to steam and drowned the swamp. A large portion of the water and mud froze over.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Fall back!” The elf leader shouted and jumped away from the mist that continued to fill more and more space.
    

    
       
    

    
      On the other hand, Rakna activated 
      Stealth
       and turned into a wolf with two tails. He ran off toward the edge of the mist’s area of effect and hid inside a bush. He disengaged his mist afterward and the elves noticed without much surprise that he had vanished.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Regroup! He might be waiting to ambush us somewhere! We will return to the village and report before doing anything else!” The leader said as they gathered around him.
    

    
       
    

    
      When they left his sight, Rakna squinted his eyes. He hadn’t chosen to run; unironically, this had been the perfect example of a strategic retreat. His objective precisely was to make them retreat so he could follow them back home.
    

    
       
    

    
      Of course, they probably knew this swamp way better than he did, and although his stealth skill was at quite a high level now, it still wasn’t perfect. They seemed adept at dealing with a hidden threat too. Unfortunately for them, they couldn’t know the extent of his abilities.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna jumped out of the bush and unfurled his wings. He flew off and activated 
      Fabled Sight
       to look at the place where their scent came from. His vision zoomed past the small gaps between the branches of the trees and locked onto the dark elves.
    

    
       
    

    
      He snorted and started tailing them from afar, flying in arcs. Since it was still nighttime, it would be even harder to spot him in the air. Meanwhile, his 
      Stealth 
      and 
      Tracking
       leveled up and after a few minutes of continuous moving, he finally spotted a divergence in the landscape.
    

    
       
    

    
      At first, it looked like a slightly bigger tree but when he got a closer look, it was a sort of artificial plant with dark elves standing on top of it like sentinels.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed and stopped paying attention to the group he was following. He flew up to an even higher altitude and looked down at what he guessed was the village he was looking for.
    

    
       
    

    
      There was nothing around the ‘sentinel tree’ but Rakna managed to spot something odd on the ground next to it. His assumptions were proven right when the dark elves arrived and opened a secret path leading underground.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well then, I might as well,” Rakna muttered and turned into a werewolf whilst flying. He huffed a crystallized haze and a star flared to life in his pupils. “Let’s try this,” he whispered and extended his hand toward the sky while maintaining a stationary flight with mana.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Star Make
      ,]” he uttered and a huge chunk of mana left his mana pool. “Oh, this is bad…” Rakna almost regretted his decision as he saw his mana reserves dangerously nearing rock bottom.
    

    
       
    

    
      A large whirlpool of cold energy emerged from his hand and coalesced into a certain shape. His hand grasped the object he had created and marveled at how exquisite it looked. If it wasn’t for the fact that he had precisely imagined it to be like that, he would have been stunned speechless.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was a menacing trident with extravagant decorations, wrapped in ribbons of a darker shade of blue that flailed with the wind.
    

    
       
    

    
      Before the dark elves could notice him, Rakna hurriedly used the trident in the way that he had envisioned it. He whirled the polearm and threw it at the sky where it started glowing. It dispersed into small motes of light after a short moment.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, it happened. An unnatural formation of clouds began to appear above the swamp and after not even a minute, thunder boomed and a downpour began. The dark elves looked up, bewildered as they rushed to take cover from the rain.
    

    
       
    

    
      On the other hand, Rakna was hidden by both obscurity and the very dense rain currently ravaging the swamp. He almost couldn’t believe his eyes at how well it had worked.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I knew it,’ 
      he thought as Pronos gawked at what was happening. A series of System windows came up to him soon after.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      A new sub-spell has been added to your 
      Star Make
      ; please input a name.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have developed a new proficiency; 
      Magic Theory
      .
    

    
      -
       Magic Theory
       
      (Lv.1)
      : The ins and out of magic formations and theories represent the full scope of application of magic as well as its potential.
    

    
      Magic does not stop at the First-Degree. Legends, stories, emotions, fables, concepts, ideas, hypotheses… the root of magic is everything that has the power to influence the world.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      This was the proficiency he saw on Nyx’s status. If he understood correctly, it referred to anything that logic could not truly explain; magic was a swirling mix of fantasy and clarity.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Call it 
      Neptunia
      ,” Rakna named the spell and another window appeared.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      The Sub-Spell
       Neptunia 
      has been created.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      -
       Neptunia 
      (T.8)
      : A facsimile of the legendary Trident wielded by Poseidon, God of the Sea. This spell was created with but one objective in mind; to summon the wrath of the sea and wind.
    

    
      When crafted, the trident does not possess any piercing power worthy of notice but when thrown at the sky, it will summon a storm in a limited radius and time based on the caster’s overall prowess.
    

    
      Cost: 
      150 MP 
      (
      Soul Core Correction
      : 123 MP)
    

    
      Cooldown:
       1h
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘My cold star can’t directly summon something like a thunderstorm ,’ 
      Rakna thought.
       ‘But it does not mean that I can’t engineer a magic capable of it. If the element itself cannot produce such a result, a ‘catalyst’ of some sort is needed. In this case, my attempt to recreate the trident of the Sea God is a connection to a ‘higher concept’. This is probably part of what they call magic theory.’
    

    
       
    

    
      Until that point, Rakna understood the gist of it. But there was something that confused him. Yes, he understood how he had performed this feat but he couldn’t comprehend why it had worked.
    

    
       
    

    
      For instance, he was instinctively sure that it would be impossible for him to use cold energy, or simply 
      Star Make
      , to cause something related to fire; even if instead of Poseidon, he used a figure like Hades as a substitute in his spell creation. At best, such a contradiction was definitely not at his level of prowess to wield.
    

    
       
    

    
      Lightning and rain fell under that same category, so, why did it work? There had to be something that enabled him to do it so easily. The answer probably had something to do with Poseidon.
    

    
       
    

    
      “A connection between cold stars- no, between Star Magic and Poseidon…” Rakna mumbled as he still paid attention to the dark elves through the rain with 
      Fabled Sight
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      “Star, stars, links…!” His eyes widened in realization. “
      Delphinus
      ,” he whispered. “That would be the most likely explanation,” he muttered and Pronos looked at him in confusion.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed when he saw that every sentinel had sheltered themselves from the rain, which was cold enough to freeze water. He had a clear path to the secret entrance he saw earlier and that was the whole purpose of this experiment.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I’ll think about this later...’
       He decided internally and conjured his cold mist on top of the already obfuscating storm to make sure he would not be seen. He turned into a therian as he landed on the ground and started looking for the method to open the passage; unbothered by the rain.
    

    
       
    

    
      He couldn’t even get wet since after manifesting his aura, every single drop of water getting close to him would freeze. After a while, he finally pressed on something on the ground that activated a mechanism. He stepped back and an underground tunnel with a staircase opened up to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Old school,” he snorted. He ran inside in his wolf form and the passage closed behind him.
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      Rakna didn’t bother running and flew down the stairs diagonally. When he reached the end of the passage, he was faced with a wooden gate.
    

    
       
    

    
      He hummed and closed his eyes as he pressed his ear against it. After making sure that there were not any guards right behind it, he opened it with one of his tails and slipped past like a ghost.
    

    
       
    

    
      The second he saw what was on the other side, he almost froze in surprise. It was a massive cavern inclosing an entire village. If it wasn’t for the two elven guards dozing off a few meters away giving him a sense of urgency, Rakna would have spent a lot more time admiring it.
    

    
       
    

    
      He dashed to the side and ran up the walls of the underground village with his claws while making sure that no one would notice him. Fortunately for him, most of the residents seemed to be asleep or at the very least, within their houses.
    

    
       
    

    
      He continued to run on the walls, close enough to the ground that he would be hidden by houses or the subterranean trees planted all over. After a while, he got back on the ground where he could hide in.
    

    
       
    

    
      He looked up and noticed that this cave appeared to have a sort of enchanted lighting to keep track of the day-night cycle, if the ethereal moon he was seeing was anything to go by.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Now…’ 
      Rakna began to think about what to do. 
      ‘First of all, Alexa, do you know why they didn’t seem to know anything about the System?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [I’m afraid I don’t, Rakna. However, I can tell you that this is not a normal occurrence.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I see. I guess I’ll have to find out by myself,’
       he said internally and leaned over the corner of a house he was hiding behind to inspect the streets. 
      ‘My instincts tell me something is wrong...’
    

    
       
    

    
      “What are you doing, big doggy?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m observing,” Rakna replied with a hum, unaware that Pronos abruptly stuck his head out with a bewildered look. “Maybe I should follow the scent of those scouts I met... They said they were going to report so they must be heading toward their chief or someone similar.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re looking for the chief? Daddy said it’s not a good idea to go see him. He’s dangerous.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I don’t know if he’s dangerous or not but there’s definitely something weird going on here. No one is on the streets, the silence is heavy, I feel presences inside the houses but they’re oddly weak. On top of that, everyone I encountered until now was oddly young. Also, why build a village underground?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Dunno. Mommy said our grand-grand-grand... uh, grand-grandparents? They did it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna mused and then blinked repeatedly. 
      ‘… Alexa, was that you talking?’
    

    
       
    

    
      […negative.]
    

    
       
    

    
      He blinked again and turned around to see a little girl, no older than eight, with silver hair, dark skin, and golden eyes watching him with a tilted head. She was wearing embroidered pajamas and hugging a plushy in her arms.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stared at her for a while before gathering his wits. “Where do you…” He began to ask only to spot one of the houses nearby had a backdoor; which was currently open. “How did you…” His second question was answered as he reflexively cast 
      Appraisal
       on her.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name
      : Vivi Silverlight
    

    
      Age
      : 8 | 
      Level
      : 1
    

    
      Race
      : Night Elf
    

    
      Affiliation:
       Fifth Plateau
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 1 | 
      END
      : 1
    

    
      SPD
      : 2 | 
      DEX
      : 1
    

    
      INT
      : 7 | 
      LCK
      : 6
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 6/6 | 
      MP
      : 70/70
    

    
      SWI
      : 18 | 
      AGI
      : 4
    

    
      SEN
      : 33 | 
      ATC
      : 18
    

    
      ATT
      : 7.5
       
      | 
      DEF
      : 4
    

    
      MA: 
      21 | 
      MR
      : 0.56/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      - 
      Cooking
       
      (Lv.5)
    

    
      - 
      Mana Sense
       
      (Lv.3)
    

    
      - 
      Mana Control 
      (Lv.1)
    

    
       
    

    
      Magic Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Unawakened.
    

    
       
    

    
      Cognitive Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Nature Perception
       
      (Lv. Ex)
    

    
       
    

    
      Spontaneous Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Stealth 
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
       
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
      - 
      Spiritual Sense: 
      An elven ability that allows one to perceive and talk to spirits. Thanks to this, elves possess a large talent when it comes to anything related to mana manipulation. They are also masters at tracking spiritual traces and have very high empathy.
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Night Grace: 
      A very rare mutation of the Dark Taint. Elves who possess it are called Night Elves and are gifted with an incredible affinity to concealment. They are often called Blades of the Night for their uncanny talent for assassination. They also have the peculiarity to never truly need rest since their mind gets invigorated at night as if they had slept for an entire day already.
    

    
      During the nighttime, their presence becomes 200% harder to sense, they receive a 200% increase in their senses and become hypersensitive to all fluctuations in the air. It is said to be impossible to hide from a dark elf without at least being incorporeal.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note:
       A young child with tremendous untapped potential. She has lived her life sheltered with her parents without contact with the outside world.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh…” Rakna uttered awkwardly. That explained how she had managed to get so close without him noticing. He was too focused on sensing mana to compute her voice.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Did you… hear me from inside your house?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The little girl nodded with innocent eyes and he groaned helplessly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Say, say, big doggy, do you come from outside?”
    

    
       
    

    
      He sighed before opening his mouth, “Yes… yes, I do.”
    

    
       
    

    
      What could he do? Silence her? He wasn’t going to hurt a child. At the very least, it seemed like she wasn’t scared of him, nor was she cautious of his presence. That worked in his favor.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Really?!” Her eyes sparkled. “What does it look like?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled at her. The note about her sheltered life appeared to be true. “Well… this village is located under a swamp. It has a lot of mud, parasitic plants, withered trees... But that’s just one of many sceneries. There are lush lands with colorful flowers and greenery, rocky places and oceans, snowy fields, dense jungles, massive cities of steel, and much more…”
    

    
       
    

    
      The more he continued, the shinier Vivi’s eyes became. “Do you think I’ll be able to see all of that when I grow up?” She asked enthusiastically.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I don’t know why you couldn’t,” Rakna replied and she instantly started imagining exploring all those places. After watching her fantasize with an amused frown, he spoke up again, “Your name is Vivi, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes!” She nodded vigorously but then tilted her head to the side. “How did you know?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted. “I have superpowers.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s awesome!”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed, it is. Now, Vivi, can I ask you a few things about this village?”
    

    
       
    

    
      She nodded again.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Have you ever heard the words ‘Local’, ‘Host’, or perhaps ‘Plateau’ and ‘System’?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hmm,” she cutely put her hand on her chin. “I haven’t... ah! But you can ask daddy and mommy!” She declared and ran to the door of her house before waving at him. “Over here!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna slowly walked to her. “Are you sure it’s okay for me to go in? Your parents might kick me out or report me, no?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Vivi’s expression turned sour for a second, something that was very out of place on someone as young as her, but she quickly recovered from it. “It’s fine. Daddy and mommy are very nice. If I tell them you’re a doggy from the outside, I’m sure they’ll be happy! Come on!” She added and entered the house with a quick step.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shared a look with Pronos before shrugging and followed Vivi inside after making sure to brush his paws on the carpet. He closed the door behind with one tail and walked further inside when Vivi flipped the light switch.
    

    
       
    

    
      The interior was surprisingly modern and well-furnished. He almost felt like he was back on Earth for a moment since the lighting resembled electric networks. Though, he knew that it wasn’t since he could sense the mana coming out of it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sweety? Is that you?” A female voice sounded from one of the rooms and Rakna glanced at it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, yes!” Vivi skidded over and opened the door. “I’m sorry, mommy. I didn’t want to wake you up,” he heard her say as she entered. “I’m going to make breakfast now, okay?”
    

    
       
    

    
      A giggle followed, which Rakna obviously assumed was from her mother. “It’s all right. I know it’s hard for you to wait for us to wake up every day. You don’t need to apologize.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna curiously approached the opened door while they talked. He peeked inside by sticking his head past the door and inspected the room. A double-sized bed, two nightstands, and a closet; this was the extent of what it contained.
    

    
       
    

    
      He then focused on the woman sitting up on the bed, whom Vivi was talking to with a wide smile and on the tip of her toes. The older woman was a dark elf and was the oldest he had seen from this village yet; perhaps in her late twenties. Though her race left that up in the air.
    

    
       
    

    
      She was a beautiful woman with long silver hair and golden eyes like her daughter. Her skin was also dark, as expected of her race, but something stuck out to Rakna. She seemed… pale. Not in a normal way though. Her skin seemed to be gradually turning gray.
    

    
       
    

    
      He was about to cast 
      Appraisal
       on her when she coincidentally turned toward him and suddenly tensed as her eyes widened. Her countenance transformed from a gentle mother chatting with her daughter to terror and shock.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wha--!” She started but before she could voice it completely, Vivi took over.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, mommy! This big doggy said he was from the outside world!” She said and her mother looked at her with a stunned expression. “He said he wanted to ask you something. Can you answer him, please?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Vivi’s mother struggled to open her mouth and form a sentence. She glanced at Rakna, who was innocuously sitting at the door, and sighed. She forced a smile and nodded numbly, “O-Of course, sweetheart. If he’s your friend, I’ll answer his questions.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yay! You heard that, big doggy?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna really wanted to tell her to stop calling him that but he just nodded. Even he didn’t dare to correct that ingenuous child.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Now, now, Vivi, could you go make breakfast while I talk to your doggy friend? Go wake up your father too after, okay?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes!” Vivi acquiesced and jumped down from the bed and ran past Rakna with a wave. “I’ll make a portion for you too, big doggy. Talk to mommy while waiting,” she said and closed the door behind her very softly.
    

    
       
    

    
      Once Rakna was alone with the elven woman, she took on a cold and serious expression. “Who are you? How did you find this village?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna frowned at her. “Was I not supposed to?” He retorted dully.
    

    
       
    

    
      She almost seemed taken aback by the sureness in his voice. But the noble air he exuded with his two tails and the glittering scarf around his neck made her reconsider who she was speaking to.
    

    
       
    

    
      Soon enough, her mien sunk. She looked away from him with another sigh and stared at the sheets she was clenching in her hands.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I guess… it doesn’t matter,” she whispered with a sad tone. “As long as you do not bring any harm to my daughter, I will not mind. In fact, she looked really happy when she introduced you. I rarely see her so jovial,” she said with a wry smile and turned toward him. “I thank you for that. Vivi said you had questions, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded and she straightened her back with a solemn poise.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ask away. I’ll do my best to answer.”
    

  
    Chapter 74: Curse

    
      The first thing Rakna asked was about the System. And, once again, he was faced with a negative response.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I expected that,” he muttered and the elven woman lowered her head apologetically. “Don’t worry about it. Now, onto the main topic; what can you tell me about this village?”
    

    
       
    

    
      She breathed in and took a moment to sort out her thoughts, “This village is cursed.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes widened. 
      ‘Well, that took a turn,’ 
      he commented inwardly. “More specifically?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “It started generations ago. No one really knows; it just has been that long,” she said. “I don’t know if you have noticed, but only the young elves come out of their homes or the village.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded. “I saw that. That was the thing that confused me the most. Young people are indeed resourceful if anything, but to have them all be guards, scouts, and sentinels without any sort of veteran lead? That’s insanity.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “It does look like that, doesn’t it?” She replied with a bitter smile. “But, there’s no other option for this village,” she stated and slowly moved the blankets away from her. She acted as if she wanted to show something so Rakna reflexively looked at her legs only to freeze on the spot.
    

    
       
    

    
      The only skin that was revealed was from her feet, up to her ankles but that was enough for him to rethink the entire situation. He had noticed earlier that her skin seemed to be graying somehow but that couldn’t compare to the state of her legs.
    

    
       
    

    
      The dark skin that should have been there was replaced by stone gray covered in red lines similar to blood vessels. Rakna couldn’t even form a theory as to how something like this could happen.
    

    
       
    

    
      He didn’t delay anymore and cast 
      Appraisal
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name
      : Vina Silverlight
    

    
      Age
      : 28 | 
      Level
      : -3 
      (Decayed)
    

    
      Race
      : Dark Elf
    

    
      Affiliation:
       Fifth Plateau
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 0.8 | 
      END
      : 0.8
    

    
      SPD
      : 0.8 | 
      DEX
      : 0.8
    

    
      INT
      : -5 | 
      LCK
      : 1
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 3/4 | 
      MP
      : 0
    

    
      SWI
      : 1.6 | 
      AGI
      : 2.4
    

    
      SEN
      : 2.4 | 
      ATC
      : 0
    

    
      ATT
      : 5.2
       
      | 
      DEF
      : 3.2
    

    
      MA: 
      0 | 
      MR
      : 0
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      - 
      Archery
       
      (Lv. Ex)
    

    
      -
       Hunting 
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Cooking
       
      (Lv.9)
    

    
      - 
      Knife
       
      Mastery
       
      (Lv.7)
    

    
      - 
      Mana Control 
      (Lv.4) (Decayed)
    

    
      - 
      Mana Sense
       
      (Lv.4) (Decayed)
    

    
       
    

    
      Note:
       A gentle mother that would do anything for her daughter’s safety and happiness. She was once one of the strongest people in the village but, like many others, became deeply affected by the curse that plagues her village. She has lost her powers, her mana, her skills, and even her physical abilities and is forced to rely on her daughter to get by her daily routine.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘It’s as if her skills, traits, and magic were erased from her status,’
       Rakna noted in mild shock. 
      ‘Her level and intelligence have negative values too. Decayed? What does that mean? In this state, she’s even weaker than her daughter. If I even were to merely flick her, I would need to be incredibly careful not to hurt her…’
    

    
       
    

    
      “You must be wondering how this happened to me?” Her voice pulled him out of his thoughts. He looked at her and scowled at her weak expression as she viewed her own legs.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is this the curse you were talking about?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes,” she nodded and covered herself again. “This is something that happens to everyone in this village after they’ve reached a certain age.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s narrowed in realization. “I see. That explains a few things. But what is the source of that curse? And why don’t you just leave this village if that’s the case?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Vina shook her head. “We don’t know the source for sure. As for why we don’t leave… it’s simply because we can’t.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “How so?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Last time someone tried to run away from the village, they were found dead at the entrance with their skin as gray as stone and red lines all over them.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna frowned. “I came here from the surface and met a group of scouts. What about them? Are they safe because they’re young?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No, I’m afraid not. They can only stay in the periphery of the village or they will otherwise suffer the curse a lot faster than they should. By now, everyone knows it’s suicide to get too far.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna fell silent. This was a curse? For some reason, he didn’t believe it. Once again, his instincts warned him. Sometimes he wondered how far he should trust them. After all, the only reason he infiltrated the village in the first place was because he felt something was wrong.
    

    
       
    

    
      As for what he had just heard from Vina, it sounded incomplete, in a way.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What about your village’s chief? Vivi mentioned that he was dangerous. Is that true?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…it is an unspoken rule in the village to never let our guard down around the chief,” she muttered quietly. “He’s over a hundred years old. The curse seems to have affected him too, but he somehow still lives. Additionally, he…” Her face scrunched before she continued, “He is the one that disposes of the dead bodies.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna raised an eyebrow. “How so?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Vina shook her head. “I don’t know. Whenever a member of the village dies, he orders the body to be carried to his house and they disappear every time. It is a mystery how he does it. That makes a lot of people suspicious but he’s also the one maintaining the environment in this cave with his magic. He also heals the injured and has never been unkind to anyone, so nobody accuses him.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed and mused about what he should do. Should he ignore this? For now, he could just inform the Pavilion later. But even if he didn’t know these people, even if he didn’t know if he could help them or not, at the end of it all…
    

    
       
    

    
      “I said it was my duty, didn’t I?” He snickered to himself and Vina looked at him in confusion. He was about to ask her a few more questions when Vivi opened the door.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s done, mommy!”
    

    
       
    

    
      She sauntered inside the room while carrying a tray with the breakfast she had prepared on it and placed it on her mother’s lap.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thank you, sweetheart. Did you wake up your father yet?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Vivi nodded. “Yes, but he said he was too tired to eat right now. Ah! Big doggy, this is for you!” She said out of nowhere and put two bowls in front of Rakna. One was full of milk and the other had… dog food. At least, it looked like it.
    

    
       
    

    
      He glanced at the expectant expression of the little girl and sighed internally before lowering his head and digging in, much to Pronos’ amusement. Fortunately, it didn’t taste bad. He didn’t know if it was because it truly was good or because his palate had changed.
    

    
       
    

    
      It’s at that time that Vivi finally noticed Pronos, who had slipped out his tiny head a bit more.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eh? What is that?” She inquired with a puzzling stare, which was mirrored by her mother.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna raised his head and unconsciously licked his lips. “You’ve never seen a snake before?” Both shook their heads at his question. “Well, this little guy here is my friend. His name is Pronos. He’s an Eion Snake.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos slithered up to his master’s head and settled between his ears after he was introduced. He hissed softly as the two elves and Vivi gazed at him with boundless curiosity. “It’s so cute!”
    

    
       
    

    
      The little snake puffed up at the compliment and Rakna snorted. After finishing eating, Vivi carried the tray back to the kitchen to clean it.
    

    
       
    

    
      Vina watched her daughter go with a smile on her face. “I hope that one day she’ll be able to leave this accursed place…” She muttered sadly.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed and spoke, “I have one final question for you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm? What is it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Where is the chief’s home?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Vina abruptly stiffened and was momentarily stunned by the inquiry. “What are you…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Going to do?” Rakna finished. “Investigate. Ask him a few questions, if possible. This affair is fishy and I want to get to the end of it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Vina’s eyes flashed with hope. Maybe, just maybe, they had a chance. 
    

    

    
      “Please…” She forced herself to turn toward Rakna and bowed her head. “Save my daughter.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He acknowledged her plea quietly. “...I’ll do my best.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He had no intention of making a promise. Promises should be made when the result is a certainty. At this point, he was not even sure if he himself would be spared from the curse after entering the village; he had no grounds to make such a promise.
    

    
       
    

    
      Vina seemed to understand that as she smiled. “That is the best I could hope for. The chief’s house is located at the very far back of the cavern; on the opposite side of the entrance. It’s affixed to the walls; you won’t miss it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thank you,” Rakna said and stood up. As he was about to leave, Vina spoke one last time.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good luck.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna glanced at her from the corner of his eyes and grunted. “Luck isn’t something I lack… but I don’t know if that extends to others,” he whispered the last part and closed the door behind him.
    

    
       
    

    
      He traced back his path inside the house and passed by Vivi who seemed to be coming back to her mother. “Big puppy? You’re leaving?” She asked with a small hint of gloom.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes,” he affirmed and opened the backdoor of the house after making sure that there was nobody around. Pronos then immediately returned to his spot under Sonata where it was both safer and more strategic for him to be.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Will I see you again?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna paused his steps and answered without looking back, “You most likely will.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then, do you think one day you can show me the outside world?” She asked hopefully.
    

    
       
    

    
      He sighed internally and looked back at her with the softest eyes he could muster. “If the chance arises. For now, take care of your parents, all right? I’ll try to be back as fast as possible.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Mhm!” Vivi nodded vigorously and Rakna dashed off after activating 
      Stealth
      . He had an objective and he was determined to achieve it.
    

  
    Chapter 75: Dark Arts

    
      ‘What’s your thoughts about this whole affair?’
       Rakna asked as he sat upside down on the ‘ceiling’ of the underground village, his claws spiked to the stone. His neck was bent as he looked down, or up from his perspective, at the ancient-looking town hall that Vina told him about.
    

    
       
    

    
      [I cannot say. The System is vast and not everything happening inside of it is under control or even monitored. Locals and Hosts have their personal endeavors and activities. This is usually what is at the origin of Quests in the first place.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘So, you’re saying this might be a Quest?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative. Once you resolve the situation, the System will evaluate it and distribute appropriate rewards for your efforts.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I see. So these are Quests that I need to finish before getting them, huh?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Yes. Generally, Quests that require the initiative of a Host are called Hidden Quests. Just like what happened during your tutorial, Rakna.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Noted,’ 
      he replied shortly as his eagle eyes tracked the few dark elves roaming the street. He was waiting for an occasion to slip inside the chief’s house without being seen. He could just walk up to it with 
      Stealth
       but actually getting inside might give him away. There also was a pair of guards in front of the entrance.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Why does he even have guards here? They’re inside the village… Is it because they reported me?’ 
      He clicked his tongue internally.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Should I use my mist?’ 
      He asked himself after waiting nearly five minutes. He hummed and began to inspect the house he was targeting in more detail. Maybe there was some sort of opening that could allow him to enter, like an opened window among other things.
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was doing that, an unfamiliar sound from the System echoed in his head. It was accompanied by a small prompt to the side of his vision with Allan’s name on top of it.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      <Allan River> 
      Hey, Rak? Can you see this? Our AIs keep telling us that we can’t contact your HL because it’s out of range or something. Where are you?
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna blinked in surprise. 
      ‘Right, I added them as friends yesterday…’
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      >
       I’m on the Fifth Plateau.
    

    
      <Allan River> 
      …I don’t even wanna ask.
    

    
      > 
      More importantly, how come you’re awake at this hour?
    

    
      <Allan River> 
      Rak… get your priorities straight, man. And it’s Nyx and Flavia’s fault; they woke me up early. Then we tried to do the same with you but apparently, you were not even on the same Plateau. Now, can you explain how the heck you’re on the Fifth?
    

    
      >
       I woke up early and did the Trials.
    

    
      <Allan River> 
      I feel like you skipped a lot there…
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted and took his eyes away from the text chat for a second. His eyes coincidentally fell on a small fissure on the house’s roof. His mind clicked with an idea and he glanced at one of the closed windows of the house.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      > 
      Something came up, talk to you later. Just do the Trials, they’re not too bad. Tell Flavia and Nyx to be careful in the Racing Trial if they’re going to fly. After you’re done, you’ll understand why you can get to the Fifth Plateau so fast.
    

    
      <Allan River> 
      Sure…
       
      good luck for whatever it is you’re doing.
    

    
      > 
      Thanks.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna closed the prompt and nudged Pronos. “Hey, little guy, do you see that crack over there?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The little snake tilted his head before squinting his eyes. His far-sight wasn’t as good but he could somewhat make it out with his increased attributes. He nodded meekly when he had a rough idea of what he was looking at.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Do you think you can squeeze in and open a window for me?”
    

    
       
    

    
      At this, Pronos nodded with much more confidence. His speed and dexterity were nothing to scoff at and he had already unlocked 
      Stealth
       himself after observing Rakna do it. Along with his ability to camouflage and his small size, he wouldn’t be caught doing that.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then, I’ll rely on you. Can you get down from here or do you need my help?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos shook his head and slithered out from under Sonata. He then nonchalantly hopped off and began to free fall as Rakna watched curiously. He plunged through the air for a few seconds before breathing in and exhaling a thick white fog. His body was enveloped by it and the speed of his fall considerably decreased and he lightly landed on the house’s roof.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna silently praised him for that. 
      ‘Probably a volatile poison lighter than the atmosphere. A very witty application of his magic,’ 
      he remarked as he saw him sneak inside the house.
    

    
       
    

    
      Two minutes later, Rakna saw a window shake before it was opened. Pronos came out and waved his tail at him. 
      ‘Good job, little guy,’ 
      he thought and his feeling was transmitted telepathically.
    

    
       
    

    
      He relaxed his body and began to scale down the walls of the cave. Fortunately for him, although some light was beginning to brighten the village, his 
      Stealth
       was still enough to keep any curious eyes away from his presence. He hopped on a balcony and was notified that the skill had reached the maximum level.
    

    
       
    

    
      He leaped to the ledge of the window Pronos had opened and turned into a therian so he’d be able to fit through the frame, whilst passively noting that his wolf form had seemed bigger than it was the first time.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he landed inside, Pronos promptly jumped on his shoulder as he looked around. The room he was in seemed to be unused since it was covered in dust and barely furnished.
    

    
       
    

    
      He carefully approached the door and slowly opened it. Thankfully, it didn’t make any noise. He ended up in an empty corridor and sharpened his senses as he stood immobile.
    

    
       
    

    
      After a full minute, a frown marred his expression as he simply was unable to hear or even smell anything in this house. He couldn’t detect even the smallest trace of a living being. In fact, when he used 
      Fabled Sight
       to take a near-microscopic look at the house, he noticed that the dust itself showed no signs of someone leaving their footprints.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was as if this whole place hadn’t been used in years. He scowled and pulled out the dual daggers he got from the praying mantis. He clenched them tightly and headed toward the stairs leading to the first floor.
    

    
       
    

    
      A few minutes later, he was sure of one thing; there was no one here. This entire house was empty with absolutely no village chief in view. Rakna even went back up to the second floor and searched every room to make sure.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why are they even guarding this place then?” He whispered as he returned to the living room. He glanced at the front door which was guarded by two dark elves and became even more confused.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Does this chief even exist? What kind of farce would that be? This place is old and unkempt. Are you telling me they don’t even acknowledge that?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [This might be the work of an illusion or at the very least, a powerful misdirection. This could also explain why Locals here do not seem to even be aware of the System’s existence,] Alexa gave her opinion.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed and heard a small tapping sound. He looked at the source to see Pronos at full size knocking on the wall with his tail.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What are you doing?” He asked as he walked up to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos hissed and pointed at the wall. Rakna cocked his head in confusion and took a look at the wall. “Is there something wrong with it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The Eion snake responded by tapping on it a few more times and once again pointing at it. Rakna quickly understood this time. “Do you… see something behind that with your echo vision?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos nodded and Rakna knocked on it himself. It didn’t feel hollow, which meant this was a full wall. If there truly was something behind, it would need to be quite elaborate.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s see…” Rakna mused and summoned several spikes made out of cold energy. The spike-like constructs floated above his hand and with a flick, they pierced the wall in a circle. He snapped his fingers and they all imploded amazingly quietly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Step back for a second,” he told Pronos before extending his claws and clutching the wall with his hands. He grunted and pulled. The veins in his arms bulged and the wall began to form splinters that followed the path defined by the holes.
    

    
       
    

    
      With one last push, Rakna ripped out the wall composed of dark wood, some isolation, and what seemed to be cement-like material. He sighed and put the slab on the floor. He and Pronos looked at what laid beyond with a dry expression.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Again… that’s, what, the third I see in the span of two days?” Rakna muttered as the dust settled to reveal a staircase leading underground. “A lot more if we count the Dungeon’s floors,” he added and sniffed the air a bit.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Same thing; no traces. There also didn’t seem to be a mechanism for this secret passage. It’s like the wall was built to clog the hole rather than hide it,” he said to himself while holding his chin in thought. After a while, he simply decided to go down the relatively narrow underpass.
    

    
       
    

    
      He grabbed his daggers again and carefully took each step with Pronos keeping a lookout from his shoulder. After a dozen treads, the passage devolved into a spiral going straight down. Rakna tried to look at the bottom with 
      Fabled Sight
       and ultimately jumped when he saw it wasn’t too far.
    

    
       
    

    
      He cushioned his fall with 
      Artzpul
       and activated his aura at its minimum visibility. He inspected where he was and widened his eyes when he saw something on the ground. It was leaning against the wall and appeared to be completely lifeless.
    

    
       
    

    
      The scary thing was that this ‘thing’ was a silhouette. Rakna tentatively crouched in front of it to look at the face that was hidden from him and raised an eyebrow at what he saw. Dark gray skin, crimson lines, and wide-open empty eye sockets.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna recognized three things. Firstly, this person had obviously been affected by the curse before his death. Secondly, he was old; an age that matched what Vina had told him about the chief. Lastly, the clothes he wore were shredded and covered in dirt. Based on the lack of traces around it, one didn’t need to be a genius to tell that this person had been dead for a long time.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Years at the very least,’
       Rakna estimated before casting 
      Appraisal
       on the corpse.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      The dead body of an elven village’s chief. It was abandoned for decades. It shows signs of being corrupted by dark arts. The body shows signs of having been drained of all its mana, soul, and life force before death.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      It wasn’t much to go by, but it certainly gave him something to think about. 
      ‘Drained…’ 
      This word alone might explain the nature of the curse. More specifically, it made a bit more sense after seeing the negative values on Vina’s status.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sighed. He stood up and looked at the dark tunnel that laid before him. Just in case, he took a potion to recover some of his mana pool and began to walk.
    

    
       
    

    
      As he got further away, even with his uncanny sensory skills, he wasn’t able to notice the small twitch that coursed through the corpse’s arm before it turned motionless again.
    

  
    Chapter 76: Tomb

    
      Rakna traced the metal gate in front of him with his fingers. He had quickly reached the end of the tunnel and this was what blocked his path. Obviously, he tried to open it but it didn’t budge.
    

    
       
    

    
      Even when transforming into a werewolf and using 
      Reinforcement
       to the best of his capabilities was not enough. He stepped back to take a better look.
    

    
       
    

    
      The gate itself was made out of very dark but glossy metal. The eerie depiction of a beast’s fangs was engraved on it with red outlines in all accents of its shape. Rakna analyzed it visually before falling back to the obvious solution; 
      Appraisal
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      A gate made out of low-grade mithril. It is imprinted with a specific mana signature and cannot be opened by anyone other than its owner.
    

    
      Blunt Resistance:
       1000
    

    
      Slashing Resistance: 
      800
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “…brute force is out of the question, I see,” he commented dully. He scowled at the gate in front of him and grunted. His skillset didn’t have a viable solution to get through this. He might be able to reach an attack value higher than 800 if he used 
      Dáinsleif
       to its full potential but he wasn’t even sure that it would be enough to actually clear the path.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I guess I’ll expand on my little discovery from earlier,” he muttered and pulled out two potions to drink. Before he could down them though, Alexa spoke.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Rakna, I have to warn you about your consumption of mana potions.] Rakna raised an eyebrow and she continued. [The lower tier potions are not too dangerous if only a few are taken but there is still a risk of overdose if you abuse it.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “How bad would that be?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [There are three stages of overdose; overflow, overstrain, mana suicide.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “…that last one sounds too straightforward for my liking,” he uttered. “What are the symptoms of those three stages?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [For overflow, it’s lower regeneration; which includes stamina, health, and mana potions. You may also experience mild headaches, nausea, and vertigo. Overstrain and your body and soul will begin to hurt you from the inside because of the extravagant intake. Mana suicide… means death by an internal explosion.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Am I close to any of those?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Not yet.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” Rakna said and drank the two potions in his hand without hesitation before throwing away the empty vials. “I don’t really have a choice right now. If this takes as much mana as the trident, I definitely need it. It’s not like I have hearts lying around… for… the taking…”
    

    
       
    

    
      He blinked and came to a realization. If he could carry hearts around with him, he could use them to recover whenever he wanted. “Hey, Alexa, I know this ring I have doesn’t stop time, the 
      Item Box
       says so, but what about temperature?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Technically, there is none. The space within the ring is neither cold nor hot. Anything that is put inside will have stagnant temperature. You can see it as a void that does not allow conduction.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna groaned. “I could have frozen hearts to take with me then. It’s not like it necessarily matters to absorb the attributes right away. But I will always need to have some that are close to my level if I want them to be combat effective. Otherwise, I’d need tens if not hundreds of them to recover fully at any point in time.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He sighed and kept in mind to make stock a few later on. “All right. Let’s do this,” he looked at the gate and breathed in. He closed his eyes and carefully extended his hand forward. He channeled both his soul and mana.
    

    
       
    

    
      A miniature sphere of cold energy formed at the tip of his finger. He slowly touched the gate with that sphere, which then stayed glued to it, and pulled his arm back. He conjured another sphere and placed it a few centimeters lower, ten degrees to the left.
    

    
       
    

    
      The third one was placed twice as far. The fourth, fifth, sixth, and seventh formed an arc, and then he finished by forming a straight line with three spheres before ending it with a right angle.
    

    
       
    

    
      Once they were all placed, the eleven spheres began to shine and slightly rearranged themselves optimally before a decent chunk of mana left Rakna’s pool. Strings of light appeared to link them together.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stepped back and watched with a curious look as the ‘drawing’ he made expanded before detaching itself from the gate. The spheres then started orbiting around him and before long, the gate in front of him was already opening and the cold energy faded away.
    

    
       
    

    
      He blinked and checked his mana pool. “It wasn’t too bad,” he muttered to himself as the System windows he expected popped up.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have developed a new spell;
       Star Monarch!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      -
       Star Monarch 
      (T.10 – T.1)
      : The ability to control the authority and powers of constellations. By artificially recreating constellations with star energy, the caster can employ the immense authority and power they epitomize.
    

    
      Currently Learned Constellations: 
      Gemini
       
      (T.9)
    

    
      ---
    

    
      -
       Gemini
       (T.9)
      : The constellation of the Great Twins, Castor and Pollux. This spell was fashioned with a specific goal in mind; imitation. With this spell, it is possible to invoke auras, soul signatures, and imprints of other beings and apply them to the user.
    

    
      The target does not need to be known by the caster, but it nonetheless requires a tangible catalyst and has a limit on what kind of presence can or cannot be faked
    

    
      Eleven Star Variation Cost:
       30 MP
    

    
      Thirty
       
      Star
       
      Variation
       
      Cost
      : 200 MP
    

    
      Duration: 
      5 min
    

    
      Note: 
      The constellation of Gemini possesses 85 focal stars. Changing the number used in the casting process will affect the cost, duration, and effectiveness of the spell.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘As expected,’
       Rakna remarked as he read the notifications and paid attention to whatever danger might come out from behind the gate.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he had constructed 
      Neptunia
       earlier, he had expected it to produce an implosion that would both attract the clouds together and decrease their temperature. That would have caused a short disruption in the airflow but most importantly, it had a chance to provoke a hail fall. But what he got was something much better.
    

    
       
    

    
      That had been because he had made a replica of Poseidon’s Trident. The God of the Sea was in fact a figure that appeared in the myth a certain constellation called Delphinus. But there was also the more well-known Orion that embodied his son.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Well, this is definitely a promising prospect to be able to make magic out of constellations. But there is probably more to discover about star energy as a whole…’ 
      Rakna thought as the gate was finally done grinding against the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      Immediately after, the entire tunnel was suddenly illuminated by countless spectral torches that had not been there barely a second before. The same phenomenon appeared on the other side of the mithril doors.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna decided to stay out for the time being as he observed the room that was revealed to him. At first sight, it looked relatively small. The ceiling wasn’t high and the overall surface was nothing impressive.
    

    
       
    

    
      But, inside that very place, something was so omnipresent that it made it look grander than what it was. That something was gold. Piles of gold coins mixed with precious objects and stones.
    

    
       
    

    
      There was so much of it that a certain pile occupied an entire corner until it could even touch the ceiling. This sight made Rakna a bit stunned but he focused on something much more worrying.
    

    
       
    

    
      In the center of the room, surrounded by riches, was a rectangular pedestal on which laid a stone container of the same shape.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t tell me…” Rakna started but was interrupted by a System prompt.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Congratulations, you have discovered a hidden tomb!
    

    
      You have been awarded 3 Attribute Points and the Title, 
      Treasure Hunter
      !
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Before Rakna could even try to inspect this new title or react at the free points he got, the whole underground tunnel started shaking and cracks appeared on every wall. His eyes narrowed and a light flashed around his ring as he cast a magic, “[
      Spike
      ]!”
    

    
       
    

    
      In an instant, earth spikes were summoned from the ceiling and pierced the floors of the tunnel in order to maintain enough stability for it to not bury Rakna alive.
    

    
       
    

    
      A few seconds later, the tremors weakened and both he and Pronos sighed in relief. But soon after, something else caught their attention. From under the piles of gold coins, two silhouettes emerged and directed their red eyes at them.
    

    
       
    

    
      They were a pair of white and black golems with golden accents on them.
    

    
       
    

    
      || The Creator’s Presence has been Detected. ||
    

    
       
    

    
      One of them said mechanically and analyzed Rakna from head to toe.
    

    
       
    

    
      || Analysis Complete. Overruled. Intruder Detected. Proceeding to Elimination. ||
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s whole body shuddered before his survival instinct forced him to jump back as one of the golem’s arms detached itself from its shoulder and flew at him with terrifying speed.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna used 
      Artzpul
       whilst deploying his wings right when the fist crashed on the ground in front of him. It caused a shockingly deep hole before exploding, scattering shrapnel that Rakna blocked with his wings.
    

    
       
    

    
      He grunted at the pain and transformed into a werewolf as his hearing picked up footsteps getting closer. He used 
      Fabled Sight
       to look through the dust and crossed his arms to block a fist attached to the arm of the second golem.
    

    
       
    

    
      Right after, the other caught up and swung its leg at him with uncanny agility. Rakna glanced at it and ignored it in favor of clawing the arm of the one he was entangled with.
    

    
       
    

    
      Instead, a cyan flash coiled around the second golem’s leg and cracked it.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos hissed and bit into it, releasing an acidic fog. The golem recognized the threat and detached its melting leg, retreating. Its fellow magical puppet similarly stepped back when Rakna almost crushed its head with his claws.
    

    
       
    

    
      The two pairs stared at each other in silence afterward and Rakna cursed internally when he saw the crushed limbs of the golems being reconstructed by some sort of grayish goo.
    

    
       
    

    
      He cast 
      Appraisal
       and one identical status appeared for both of them.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Liquid Stone Golem
    

    
      Level: 
      25
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 25 | 
      END
      : 25
    

    
      SPD
      : 10 | 
      DEX
      : 10
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      SWI
      : 20 | 
      AGI
      : 30
    

    
      SEN
      : 270 + 5 | 
      ATC
      : 70
    

    
      ATT
      : 132.5 | 
      DEF
      : 100
    

    
       
    

    
      Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Limb Detachment: 
      Allows the user to eject their limbs at will.
    

    
      - 
      Self-Destruction Structure: 
      Allows the user to detonate their body parts, even remotely. The damage of the explosion will correlate to the size of the body part as well as the user’s attack.
    

    
       
    

    
      Traits:
    

    
      Liquid Stone Regeneration: 
      The holder of this trait has a body composed of synthesized-mana molded into stone. It will forever regenerate as long as its energy bank is not empty.
    

    
      Current Bank Value:
       94%/86%
    

    
       
    

    
      Note:
       A puppet created to guard the tomb of its creator.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snarled exasperatedly and summoned the Dreorin Greatsword. “What a pain,” he grumbled as he hefted the weapon with one hand.
    

  
    Chapter 77: A Titan's Rage

    
      “[
      Swords of Liberation.
      ]”
    

    
       
    

    
      The swords swirled into existence and impaled the golems from the head and through their entire torso. The cold energy bound them in place and congealed the liquid trying to restore them.
    

    
       
    

    
      With the Greatsword in hand, Rakna dashed at one of them, and as he injected mana into it, a red and black aura flared around it. It solidified into a sharp manifestation that cut through the neck of its target like butter. At the same time, the other golem’s upper half melted under Pronos’ acidic poison.
    

    
       
    

    
      Even so, the two stone puppets were not defeated yet. The weird slime-like substance continued to repair their missing or broken parts. They shattered the 
      Swords of Liberation
       in a few seconds and retaliated almost instantly.
    

    
       
    

    
      The one that had its head beheaded stepped forward and tried to ram Rakna, who easily dodged with 
      Artzpul
      . However, the golem seemed to have calculated that development, and grabbed its own head lying on the ground to throw it.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s pupils dilated ever so slightly as he performed a kick midair, conjuring a wind blade from his boots. The spell slashed the head before it exploded like the fist from earlier.
    

    
       
    

    
      He gripped his weapon tighter and the Greatsword’s handle sprouted a few attachments similar to thorns. They pierced his hand to draw blood but he barely showed a reaction. The edge of the blade started dripping with a crimson liquid.
    

    
       
    

    
      After a few seconds, Rakna swung the sword in a wide motion and a viscous arc of blood zipped toward the golem and bisected it down the middle.
    

    
       
    

    
      In a similar fashion, Pronos cast a liquid jet of purple acid that was potent enough to tear through the entire golem he was fighting. He did that while also using his entire length to crush the magical puppet.
    

    
       
    

    
      Ultimately, Rakna stood in front of the headless golem mechanically trying to reconnect its body parts and Pronos jumped off a crumbling pile of rocks. When both thought this was over, the liquid stone stopped its attempts to regenerate and began to release a faint energy signature.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You can’t be serious…!” Rakna muttered and rushed to grab Pronos. The fragments of the golems splintered and he boosted his wings to get away from their location. When he heard the explosion go off, he landed and wrapped Pronos and himself inside his wings like a cocoon.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Liquid Stone Golem 
      killed!
    

    
      Liquid Stone Golem 
      killed! 
      (Partial Contribution)
    

    
      Level up!
    

    
      +0.1 Strength, Speed, Intelligence.
    

    
      +2 Free Points.
    

    
      Requirement for level updated.
    

    
      Current Progress: 2/200
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna grunted when he saw those pop-ups and spread his wings with an undetectable wince due to the pain. Thankfully, it didn’t seem like it was enough for his 
      Ireful Shell
       to trigger. It probably was because other than the pain, the injuries his wings suffered didn’t affect his health much.
    

    
       
    

    
      He stood up with a huff while Pronos climbed back on his shoulder with an apologetic and thankful expression. “It’s okay. You could have easily survived that, but either way, I would have had to do this to protect myself,” Rakna consoled him as he traced his steps back to the tomb.
    

    
       
    

    
      He glanced at the twin craters on the ground, as well as the damage it had made to the walls, and walked past them to enter the room from earlier. He looked around with a wary gaze then began to wander inside whilst staying close to the edges. Though, he also was shamelessly putting every valuable he passed by inside his ring much to the baffled amusement of his pet.
    

    
       
    

    
      But, in contrast with his actions, Rakna wasn’t focused on the riches he was accumulating but, on the pedestal, and the ominous stone sarcophagus on top of it. He would be lying if he said that he was feeling unbothered by it. Just looking at it made his fur stand in alertness.
    

    
       
    

    
      Additionally, his 
      Fabled Sight
       was showing him odd things such as the weird transparent waves of light coming from the ceiling and merging with the ancient coffin.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 
      Fabled Sight
       has leveled up! ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted. 
      ‘Couldn’t ask for a better sign that something is weird,’ 
      he thought and decided to cast 
      Appraisal
       on those unknown waves.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Ethereal flows of life force and soul force. They seem to be attracted by a dark force and siphoned of their purity and potency.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have inspected something that cannot be perceived by natural means; 
      Appraisal
       has leveled up!
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Would you look at that, a level up,’ 
      Rakna quipped inwardly. At this point, he wondered if, in the future, every action of his would trigger one. If he continued to get skills at the same rate, it might happen. With these thoughts in mind, he switched his attention to the tomb.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      A sarcophagus dating from an olden period of the System. No hints can be found on the style of the tomb but the dark energy emanating from it and the life force that is being processed within it point toward a master of dark magic, death, and curses.
    

    
      The creature lying inside appears to be gradually recovering its power as time passes from the forces it is collecting. The power of the Abyss slumbers inside of it.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Abyss...? This isn’t good,” Rakna muttered as he read the results of his skill. One didn’t need to go far to understand what was going on. Anyone with a functioning brain cell would be able to tell that the ‘curse’ plaguing the dark elves was nothing more than the byproduct of this 
      revival
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      The negative status, the weakened conditions, the fact that they can’t live long… Those were signs of their life force being robbed throughout their lives.
    

    
       
    

    
      The only question in his head right now was what he should do. If he wanted to stop this curse, he would have to confront the supposed corpse that resided here. How could he do that? Even as he stood as far as possible, something at the back of his mind was telling him that it would be suicide to get close, much less touching the damn sarcophagus.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna clicked his tongue as he finished circling the room. 
      ‘Let’s back off for now…’
       He decided and turned around. When he was about to leave, something suddenly made him stop in his tracks.
    

    
       
    

    
      Danger. Irrational danger. He stopped breathing for a second when he heard something scraping a surface before falling on the ground with a loud noise. The feeling of danger increased several-fold and he looked over his shoulder with wide eyes to see the tomb open.
    

    
       
    

    
      A hand, black as charcoal, emerged from the inside and grabbed the edge of the rectangular box. A second one followed soon after and the owner’s upper body slowly began to rise. The figure was humanoid but everything else about it was simply wrong.
    

    
       
    

    
      Charcoal black skin, red lines all over it behaving like pulsing veins, a head with no hair, nose, or eyes, and a large grin displaying two rows of perfectly triangular teeth.
    

    
       
    

    
      The creature came out of what should have been its deathbed and revealed its body wrapped in half-shredded bandages. The being stepped on the ground and staggered a bit, still with its eerie grin, and exclaimed, “Mhm, it has been so long. This vessel is still weak, I see. How distressing. Had I stayed in slumber for longer, my power would have been restored.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s mind was working in overdrive. His body nearly locked up in fear of provoking a predator that it couldn’t defeat. He was being oppressed in every sense of the word. He knew he could move if he truly wanted, he knew he could run, but he also knew that it would mean risking his life.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Matters not. It feels good to wake up earlier as well,” the… monster said and turned toward him with its obviously fake and malicious grin. “So, was it you who saw through my illusion and routed the golems? How young. Tell me, what are you? I have never seen a tailed werewolf before. Is the birth of your kind something I missed in the time I was gone?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stayed motionless and so did Pronos. The former was doing his best to come up with a plan to get them out of there alive and the latter only waited for his sign.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm? What’s wrong? Are you mute?” The thing asked with a light-hearted tone as if he didn’t know the answer to that already.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…what are you?” Rakna finally spoke up and the being grinned wider. It stood straight like a noble and spread its skinny arms open.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, take a look. You have an analysis skill, don’t you? Come on; I won’t block it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hesitated at his words but ultimately took his offer.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name
      : Asziquol Naberum Verias
    

    
      Age
      : 1065 | 
      Level
      : 99 
      (Extreme Atrophy)
    

    
      Race
      : Abyss Téras
    

    
      Path: 
      Sorcerer of the Upper Life
    

    
      Affiliation:
       None
    

    
      Title
      : Former Ruler of the Abyss - King of the Puppet Legion - ???
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 5?  | 
      END
      : 5?
    

    
      SPD
      : 5? | 
      DEX
      : 99?
    

    
      INT?
      : 99? | 
      Luck
      : N/A
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      STA
      : 200/200? | 
      MP
      : 1800?/1890?
    

    
      SWI
      : 508? | 
      AGI
      : 403?
    

    
      SEN
      : 508? | 
      ATC
      : 213?
    

    
      ATT
      : 126.5? | 
      DEF
      : 20?
    

    
      PC?
      : 497? | 
      CR?
      : 12.9?/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      -
       Art of War 
      (
      Lv. Max 
      ⋆⋆)
    

    
      -
       Art of Combat 
      (
      Lv. Ex 
      ⋆)
    

    
      - 
      Spiritual Control 
      (Lv. Ex 
      ⋆
      )
    

    
      …
    

    
       
    

    
      Magic Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Curse Magic 
      (Lv. Ex? 
      ⋆⋆
      ) 
      =>
       
      [???; Death Storm 
      (T.5)
      ; Decrepit Terror 
      (T.8)
      ; Red Plague 
      (T.10)
      ]
    

    
      -
       
      Abyss Magic 
      (Lv. Ex? 
      ⋆⋆
      )  
      => [???; Oblivion 
      (T.4)
      ; Drain 
      (T.6)
      ; Warp 
      (T.9); 
      Null 
      (T.10)
      ]
    

    
      - 
      Illusion Magic
       
      (Lv. Ex? 
      ⋆
      )
       => [???; Oasis 
      (T.6)
      ; Faux Pas 
      (T.8); 
      Double 
      (T.9); 
      Projection (
      T.10
      )]
    

    
       
    

    
      Cognitive Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Abyssal Authority
       
      (Lv--)
    

    
      - 
      Magical Damage Resistance
       
      (Lv.15 
      ⋆
      )
    

    
      - 
      Despair Aura
       
      (Lv. Ex)
    

    
      …
    

    
       
    

    
      Spontaneous Skills:
    

    
      -
       Judge’s Compass 
      (Lv. Ex 
      ⋆
      )
      : ???
    

    
      - 
      Flash Step 
      (Lv. Ex):
       ???
    

    
      - 
      Art of Reinforcement 
      (Lv. Ex 
      ⋆
      )
      : ???
    

    
      …
    

    
       
    

    
      Traits:
    

    
      - 
      Abyss
       
      Skin (Sealed)
      : ???
    

    
      - 
      Abyssal Physique (Weakened)
      :
       
      Immunity to dark magic. Immunity to temporal distortions. Body and curse restoration. Decreased defense against holy and fire.
    

    
      - 
      Téras Nature: 
      A trait belonging to a breed of monsters that came out of Pandora’s Box. They feed on the aura of others at birth and can feast on the spiritual energies of others to heal.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note
      : One of the former rulers of an organization belonging to the 
      deepest of the Abyss
      . After betraying his faction, another Abyss Ruler hunted him, stripped him of his powers in the depths of his ???, and forced him to run away. Verias ordered his final servants to build a tomb before they decayed, so that he could one day come back to the world of the living.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna had to consciously force himself to not react too badly to the information that appeared in front of him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “How is it?” The Abyss Ruler spoke with a smirk. “A sight to behold, is it not? A shame most of my abilities have been ‘washed away’ by that obnoxious bastard,” he growled. “I am still in the process of building them up from scratch. I’m afraid I cannot even cast all of my spells. How inconvenient; I couldn’t even return as a First Ascent.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Verias cocked his head to the side with a maniacal smile. “On top of that, you even tried to take my gold… how cute,” he said with a hint of killing intent. He hummed serenely. “Oh well, it is no bother to me. That was barely enough capital to bribe some weaklings.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Right then, although he didn’t have eyes, Rakna could feel the creature’s attention on him
    

    
       
    

    
      “However...” Verias’ grin twisted into a sneer. “One object you took is far too much for the likes of you,” he uttered. “If you return it to me, I may entertain the idea of letting you live.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “...what if I don’t want to?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The Téras snickered as if he had heard a particularly amusing joke. “You die. Then again, I’m quite magnanimous. I shall allow you some time to come to your senses. For now... I have a banquet to feast on,” he chuckled, and his head tilted backward as if looking up.
    

    
       
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shivered at that; making an assumption that he really didn’t appreciate. He almost activated the Titan skill right then and there; he couldn’t let this thing live.
    

    
       
    

    
      The abyss creature seemed to notice his small resolution and instead of worrying about a fight, he cackled with an unbreakable smirk. “Haha, are you worried about those little snacks? Don’t be. I won’t do anything to them,” he said with a disturbingly honest tone.
    

    
       
    

    
      “My cursed energy is only being delightfully nourished,” he laughed. “The rest... is 
      semantics
      .”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes narrowed and turned gold as massive waves of life force suddenly entered the room they were in. His mind suddenly became chaotic. “No!” He shouted and turned into a wolf while activating his aura before bolting through the tunnel at full speed.
    

    
       
    

    
      Verias did not pursue him, as if it didn’t matter.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Answer, dammit!” Rakna cursed as he called Gray through his friend list. When the call picked up, he didn’t wait for the other party to say something. “Fifth Plateau. I need help. Abyss Téras.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He was concise and straight to the point. The clown would probably understand more about the situation than him with those words alone.
    

    
       
    

    
      “{Shit. Something’s interfering with the System; I can’t teleport to you,}” the clown replied after a few seconds. “{Listen, I’m coming to the Fifth. The friend panel will tell me in what direction you are, but I’ll need a few minutes to reach you. That’s only if you’re close enough; god knows where the random transfer dropped you.}”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna gritted his teeth as he reached the bottom of the tunnel and the beginning of the stairs from earlier. He didn’t even bother to answer the clown and closed the call. As he was about to land in front of the stairs and take off to go back to the old house, a figure jumped him out of nowhere and knocked him out of the air. In his moment of haste, he hadn’t even sensed it.
    

    
       
    

    
      He rolled on the ground and stood back at attention to see what the threat was. It didn’t feel like that Téras, but it reeked of something just as foul.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was the corpse he had passed by earlier; the chief’s corpse. It was standing on its feet, its mouth wide open and making gurgling sounds. Its eyes were completely white, and its body was hunched as if it couldn’t properly control itself.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Abyss Puppet
    

    
      A corpse robbed of its soul and life, causing it to turn into a perfect vessel for curse energy to take control of it. It has now become a puppet at the service of the Abyss Ruler. It possesses all of the abilities of its living self and more. An injury from the puppet will cause a transformation in the victim if they are not capable of resisting it.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Fuck!” Rakna’s left eye turned red as he crushed the zombie’s head with a swipe of his claw. He flew up the stairs as fast as he could and returned to the dilapidated house.
    

    
       
    

    
      He rushed to the door and blasted through after turning into a werewolf. The instant he saw what was happening outside, a part of himself broke again and half of his aura turned red.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rage was overtaking his mind as the cries and growls of the dark elves blended. They were biting and scratching one another to spread the affliction. The entire village was done for already. The artificial sky was also gone and had plunged the village into darkness.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna flew off and hurried over to Vivi’s house. As he got closed to it, he heard the little girl’s voice screaming, “Daddy! Stop!”
    

    
       
    

    
      He accelerated and burst through the roof as he landed with a snarl. A crying Vivi was in front of the unmoving figure of her mother while a male dark elf with gray and red skin was about to bite her arm clutched in his hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna unfurled his wings and a dozen of feathers tore through the air, finding their target in the skull of the Abyss Puppet. The corpse collapsed and let go of Vivi who dropped on her knees whilst sobbing.
    

    
       
    

    
      “D-dad…”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes and aura turned back to normal at the sight and he shifted into a human form before kneeling at her side. He first checked Vina only for his emotions to run rampant almost instantly. There was a knife in her hand, and her throat had been sliced from an obvious angle.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘She did this to herself before it was too late,’ 
      he guessed and turned to Vivi who was staring at her hands covered in blood. “Vivi,” he said but she didn’t react. Her eyes were hollow. “Vivi!” He said with a louder voice and her tears flowed stronger.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why… why… mommy said her head was hurting… then the screams… then mommy grabbed a knife… and… and…” She choked on her own saliva and cried even harder. Pronos hissed softly and Rakna clenched his fists.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh... so that’s what you came here for. A Night Elf, is it?” A voice resounded from the entrance, and he immediately used his wings to shield Vivi as he faced the source.
    

    
       
    

    
      Verias was nonchalantly standing at the front door. His grin was plastered up and his physique seemed to be considerably healthier compared to a minute ago. He had gained enough mass to completely hide the fact that he had spent hundreds of years inside his tomb.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Adorable,” he said with a tilt of his head. “Truly, the wonderful work of emotions. Sadly, they are so… 
      fragile
      .”
    

    
       
    

    
      Before he could react, Rakna felt something reach for his hand. His instinct had already made him aware of what it was, but he couldn’t do anything. He didn’t dare to turn around to confirm it even when something prodded both sides of his hand before penetrating it.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      A foreign energy has entered your body!
    

    
      A mutation has begun. Soul power drain has begun. Lifeforce drain has begun.
    

    
      Your Nano Machines have identified the menace. Your Soul Core has reacted.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      The Eion Energy has counteracted Pandora’s Curse.
    

    
      Soul Drain has been negated.
    

    
      Life Drain has been negated.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s face stilled and from the corner of his eyes, he saw Vivi with tears in her eyes biting his hand. Her skin was rapidly turning grayish and red vessels surfaced on her skin. One of her eyes was empty of both its iris and pupil.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Big… doggy…” She uttered with her teeth still biting in his flesh.
    

    
       
    

    
      She seemed to still be half-aware, but that small part of awareness was already dissipating along with the life in her remaining eye. “Please… I want… to… be with… mommy and daddy,” she voiced and Rakna unexpectedly relaxed his entire body.
    

    
       
    

    
      He hid his face from Verias and hugged the little girl after freeing his hand. He pulled her closer to his chest and rested his chin on her head. “It’s all right.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m afraid it is not all right,” the Abyss Ruler retorted, taking amusement in the situation. He even failed to notice the temperature increasing. “My Abyss Puppetry is absolute,” he declared. “Even bereft of my most treasured Excelled Skills, my encroachment dominates the Soul Stele. Celestials of the highest order would not even be able to save her past this stage. She is gone.”
    

    
       
    

    
      No answer was voiced but Pronos had the required angle to see his master’s face. The little snake promptly lowered his head in a cold sweat and made himself small.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It will… be all right,” Rakna repeated with a cold voice. Verias’ lips curled down in confusion as he watched the werewolf gather cold mana in the hand that was holding the child’s head.
    

    
       
    

    
      Vivi’s last shred of awareness felt something both cold and warm wrap her body. Her mind slowed down and she started feeling sleepy. She then heard a voice saying something.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sleep. When you wake up, your parents will be there.”
    

    
       
    

    
      She couldn’t think properly anymore and the chill infiltrating her brain made it lethargic enough to shut it down with no pain or damage whatsoever.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna felt her go limp in his arms and tightened his jaw. He carefully placed her next to her parents and stood up. His aura blazed and the tips of his tails and ears changed from white to red. The cold nature of his mana entirely disappeared and was replaced by a fiery current and color.
    

    
       
    

    
      Verias raised an inexistent eyebrow at the drastic change. Then, the young wolf turned his head halfway to look at him. Immediately, the Abyss Ruler thought he might have made a mistake.
    

    
       
    

    
      An expression twisted in rage, crimson irises drowning in bloodshot sclera, and a red star in the place of the pupils.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Ascension of The Titan,
      ]” Rakna rumbled, and his body started expanding.
    

    
       
    

    
      His red aura illuminated the entire house as he transformed once again. But, this time, he didn’t stop at three meters. He grew bigger and bigger until the house was demolished by him. His wings underwent the same fate and passively sheltered the bodies of the elven family.
    

    
       
    

    
      Verias panicked as the aura he sensed was turning out to be stronger than his. He retreated out of the tumbling house and leaped tens of meters to distance himself. He then took a proper look at the now fifteen-meter-tall werewolf amidst the ruins of the village.
    

    
       
    

    
      Those daunting eyes were all the more intimidating now but as if it wasn’t enough, something else happened afterward. Rakna’s fur began to turn into a mix of dark red and dark orange. The tips of his appendages retained their vivid shade, but the new coloration flowed from his head down to the tip of his claws, as if a pot of paint had been emptied on him.
    

    
       
    

    
      But that was not all. Something much more intimidating coalesced above the giant werewolf and brought light back to the village. A light so warm and natural it went against common sense.
    

    
       
    

    
      Verias now felt as if all this had been a farce and that he had never actually awoken. He must have been sent to Hell… because the monstrosity hovering in the sky couldn’t be real.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Volcanic Star Manifestation – External Release
      .
      ]”
    

  
    Chapter 78: Promises

    
      “[
      Null
      ]!” Verias mustered up a dark whirlpool of magic above him as a tide of magma fell on him from the sky. This spell, though low tier, was something that interfered with the fabric of space and was equally as hard to learn as it was mighty.
    

    
       
    

    
      But, even then, this magma blazing with ethereal heat and flames seemed to burn through it as if it was a normal obstacle.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That is inane!” The Abyss Ruler shouted indignantly and gritted his teeth as he was forced to dodge. His body fizzled out of view, reappearing on the roof of another house.
    

    
       
    

    
      The one he had been standing on instantly melted under the magma. Verias once again turned to look at the sky where the most outlandish of sights was reflected on his inexistent eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      A star. There was no other word for it. It was a crimson and orange star that discharged flames of the same color whilst leaking lava. Its size was immense, at least a hundred meters wide, and almost took the entirety of the upper half of the underground village.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is this…!?” Before Verias could finish his sentence, two more jets of magma erupted from the star and took the shape of two giant wolves that lunged at him. “Enough!” He hollered and a disk formed around his hand. It looked like a miniature galaxy with dots of light flickering within it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Abyss
       
      Ring
      ]!”
    

    
       
    

    
      The sorcerer threw the disk in his hand as his status was updated with one of his past spells from before his slumber. The disk flew at the magma wolves and cut one of them in half before veering toward the other one and swelling into a sphere that swallowed it before waning without traces.
    

    
       
    

    
      At that moment, too focused on the star, Verias forgot one important thing. A ridiculously large glaive dripping with lava swung at him from above. He barely managed to evade it before it split him in two along with the house below him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Verias traced the glaive back to its wielder and groused as the tailed werewolf glared at him with the crimson spirals he had for eyes. Then, the blade of the giant glaive he was holding began to emit a worrying sound.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Warp
      ]!” The Abyss Ruler was swallowed by a spatial tear. On cue, the volcanic glaive exploded and turned the area into a miniature volcano. His teleportation spell dropped him a few dozens of meters away, but without giving him even just a second of respite, the volcanic star produced even more apparitions to hound him.
    

    
       
    

    
      This time, at least ten wolves jumped out of the star and Verias responded in kind with the same number of Abyss Rings.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Gungnir.
      ]”
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, he heard a booming voice. He snapped his head toward the source and saw the werewolf spinning a spear matching his size. Verias sensed the power within that creation and grimaced.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I was careless,’ 
      he said to himself. “[
      Judge’s
       
      Compass
      ,]” he uttered, and a near-complete status appeared in front of him. He noticed that some elements were being blocked from his analysis but the two most important were revealed to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Star Magic and 
      Ascencion
       
      of
       
      The
       
      Titan
      . What did he even do to earn Kronos’ approval? That mad titan didn’t even stay personally; how capricious are his blessing’s requirements to end up choosing a low-level host? Not to mention a 
      Manifestation 
      under level 100?! Nonsense!’ 
      He thought angrily, and the growl-like voice resounded again.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Too late to regret,” Rakna spoke up when his Soul Core detected the analysis that had been cast on him. He hoisted the fiery 
      Gungnir
       above his shoulder, engulfed in ethereal flames.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ll end this in thirty seconds.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Do not get ahead of yourself, child!” Verias shouted, his grin entirely gone by this point. “[
      Death Storm – Colossus of Madness
      ]!” As he cast his spell, a large surge of mana manifested itself and took the form of an amalgam of curses.
    

    
       
    

    
      They materialized as a purple monster behind Verias. It had no face to speak of, and its body was made of an intermix of thin threads of energy. This humanoid figure expanded until it was as big as Rakna.
    

    
       
    

    
      It slammed its palms together and more strings of all colors burst forth from between to fashion a sphere of physical curses. The Volcanic Star instantly rained down pillars of magma, followed by wolves and a new addition; a beast with three pairs of wings, the body of a wolf, and the head and talons of an eagle.
    

    
       
    

    
      Verias extended his hand and conjured several layers of barriers of Abyss Magic to shield himself and his spell. The magma rapidly burned through, but he conjured more to replace the destroyed ones.
    

    
       
    

    
      However, some drops still managed to get past and reach the colossus. The spots touched by said drops instantaneously dissolved and the threads flailed erratically to stitch it back together.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘How dreadful can this star magic get… This heat even burns curses,’
       Verias thought grimly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That thing won’t help you,” Rakna declared and without any warning, he hurled
       Gungnir
       which was boosted by the explosive power of the volcanic star energy.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Colossus!” Verias shouted and the monster of curses behind him grabbed the sphere it had been weaving until now and shoved it toward the incoming spear.
    

    
       
    

    
      When the two spells clashed, a shockwave turned a large portion of the village into ruins. A beat later, everything simultaneously burst into flames.
    

    
       
    

    
      In the eye of the storm, the clash’s winner emerged. The 
      Mad
       
      Colossus’
       strings coiled around 
      Gungnir
       and slowly drained it of its power. Eventually, the spear shattered. The explosion fueled by its fragments brought down the colossus along with it.
    

    
       
    

    
      Verias grunted as the aftermath pushed him back. The satisfaction from stopping the spear died as soon as it arose. Beyond the settling smoke, he saw the werewolf summon a fiery bow to nock a strange-looking arrow on it.
    

    
       
    

    
      But that wasn’t all. The Volcanic Star barraging Verias suddenly stopped generating creatures and began to distend like rubber. The arrow was pulling the star like a magnet would metal.
    

    
       
    

    
      At first, it was only a small trail of red light, but it quickly turned into a stream, as the entire star was siphoned into the bow and bladed arrow. How such a massive concentration of energy could be absorbed so easily was incomprehensible.
    

    
       
    

    
      The Abyss Ruler gritted his teeth until they chipped and rattled audibly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “To think I would have to risk such a spell in this state because of a measly level twenty dog,” he spat, and two cuts appeared on his face. They bled profusely before spreading apart, revealing a pair of uniformly white eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      Verias made a wide motion with his arms and cursed energy gushed out of his body, until it felt like you could taste it in the air. Countless black fissures appeared in the air and expanded until all of them were an exact copy of Verias’ eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, Rakna finished absorbing the star. The arrow on his bow was already radiating more power than he could handle; something easily discernable from his shaky arms and the random spurts of blood throughout his body.
    

    
       
    

    
      “This is your limit,” the Téras sneered and opened his mouth to trigger his magic. “[
      Obli-
      ]”
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Ace
       
      of
       
      Diamonds
      ,]” Rakna interjected and an imposing playing card lashed out above his head before vanishing as fast as it had appeared.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[-
      vion
      !]” The Abyss Ruler completed, and silence fell. The eyes he summoned faded, as if they had never been here, the energy he was emitting dissipated, and the magic dispelled.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Dáinsleif
      .]”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…what?” Verias uttered dumbly as Rakna let go of the string he was holding. The former could only watch in disarray as his vision gradually filled up with the projectile’s light.
    

    
       
    

    
      The world slowed down from his perspective. He couldn’t believe what was happening. 
      ‘No, this cannot be happening...’ 
      He muttered internally. 
      ‘I cannot die here...’
    

    
       
    

    
      “THIS CAN’T BE!” He screamed as the bladed arrow engulfed him and dragged his body until the walls of the cavern. The spinning blades were released and detonated.
    

    
       
    

    
      Unlike cold energy, the volcanic energy was unrestrained. The blast was akin to a meteorite. On impact, an earthquake rippled through the earth. A massive eruption of ardent magma shot up in the air and cooled down halfway to shape a magnificent bouquet of solid rock.
    

    
       
    

    
      Watching, Rakna lowered his bow and coughed blood. He staggered backward, grunting because of Ireful Shell’s incessant bloodthirsty whispers invading his mind.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Rakna, I recommend you disengage 
      Ascencion of
       
      The
       
      Titan
      . Your body is starting to reject its own power. The 
      Star
       
      Manifestation’s 
      is cannibalizing your remaining stamina and mana.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “I know,” he retorted with a snarl, and his fur reverted to black. “But it’s not over yet,” he uttered and kicked the ground. His enlarged body whipped through the air and landed next to the site of the explosion, shaking the cavern.
    

    
       
    

    
      His eyes tightened and turned into a mixture of gold and red. His arm blurred and reached for an empty spot in front of him. Surprisingly, his hand grasped something invisible, which he readily slammed on the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      The magic was broken right away and the injured appearance of Verias appeared. His body was covered in silver-colored blood and three of his limbs were missing; only his left arm remained.
    

    
       
    

    
      “How… did you… find me…” He asked with faulty vocal cords.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Instinct.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What… a… joke…” The monster scoffed whilst gnashing his teeth.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna gazed at him emotionlessly and scooped him up to his line of sight.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What… are you… going to do...? Torture me? Revel in revenge… for that child?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The werewolf didn’t reply. His macabre eyes appeared hollow, sharp, dull, and wrathful all at the same time. “Only in your dreams would I give enough crap about you to do that,” he growled and dangled the incapacitated creature above his opened maw.
    

    
       
    

    
      “W-What are you doing...!? Stop it!”
    

    
       
    

    
      His shouts were unheeded and Rakna simply let go. The Abyss Ruler dropped into his mouth. He bit down as hard as he could and swallowed.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have killed
       Asziquol Naberum Verias!
    

    
      You have killed a foe more than five times your level, experience sexdecupled!
    

    
      The difference between your levels amounts to 
      79!
    

    
      3 950 
      extra Experience has been awarded!
    

    
      Level up!
    

    
      Level up!
    

    
      Level up!
    

    
      …
    

    
      Level up!
    

    
      Level up!
    

    
      Level up!
    

    
      +1.8 to Strength, Speed, and Intelligence.
    

    
      +21 Free Points
    

    
      Requirement for level up updated.
    

    
      Current progress: 306/380
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Core Genome Updated: 
      Three Tails Unlocked. 
      Next Tail:
       Lv.38/Lv.50
    

    
      Number of Skills Affected: 2
    

    
      Number of New Skills Attuned: 1
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Shadow Step 
      has been attuned!
    

    
      - 
      Smell of the Wolf God 
      (Incomplete) 
      ->
       
      True Smell of the Wolf God
    

    
      - 
      Shape Shift: 
      A skill exclusive to the Nine-Tailed Werewolf. Grants the ability to shift between three forms; Wolf (speed
       
      +73%
       -> +76%
      ), Werewolf (all attributes +53%
       -> +56%
      ), Therian.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Heart of 
      Lv.99 Asziquol Naberum Verias 
      absorbed. 
      Absorption Factor
       = 3.5%
    

    
      +0.35 Strength
    

    
      +0.35 Endurance
    

    
      +0.35 Speed
    

    
      +3.5 Dexterity
    

    
      +3.5 Intelligence
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have completed a Hidden Quest…
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Cut it out,” Rakna said, and the windows stopped scrolling. His body then started shrinking until he was a regular therian again.
    

    
       
    

    
      He crumpled to his knees and gasped as the tips of his ears and tails turned white again. His eyes lost their glow and regained their purple shade. Everything about his body was making him want to faint, but he held on with nothing but his perseverance. A hiss sounded and Rakna looked up to see Pronos approaching, carrying Sonata with him.
    

    
       
    

    
      He groaned and tried to stand up only to fall back. “Fuck…” He muttered and used the very last bits of mana he had to reinforce his limbs.
    

    
       
    

    
      He threw a healing pill into his mouth and stood up unsteadily. He stepped over the incinerated vestiges of the village and through flames he himself had ignited. Step by step, he walked away, closely followed by Pronos who looked worried; for more than just his physical injuries.
    

    
       
    

    
      After a few minutes of agonizing march, he reached his destination and collapsed against a semi-broken wall. He exhaled and fished out a cigarette with trembling hands. He put it in his mouth and calmly lit it.
    

    
       
    

    
      After that, the strength in his arms left for good and they fell limp at his sides. He groaned and turned his blank stare toward three figures lying on the ground in front of him.
    

    
       
    

    
      He stayed there, with the village burning around him, for what felt like hours.
    

    
       
    

    
      After a while, of which he didn’t even know the length, he heard something being smashed in the distance followed by a loud voice, “Hey! Rakna! Where are you?!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos perked up and wrapped the scarf back around his master’s neck before dashing away to meet up with Gray. When the clown arrived with the little snake in tow, he froze in place when he spotted his newest recruit. He was covered in injuries, had a new tail, felt much stronger than before, and most importantly, had eyes filled with turmoil.
    

    
       
    

    
      Any question Gray might have had got stuck in his throat. He slowly traced Rakna’s line of sight and spotted three corpses that had obviously once been a family.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey, Clown.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray looked back at the battered young man.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Promises are hard to fulfill… aren’t they?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The cyborg squinted and took a few seconds to answer. “They are...”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s why I avoid them,” Rakna whispered as his eyelids became heavier. “But… whether you make one or not... it all ends the same... doesn’t it?” He added and finally blacked out; his body demanding rest. Pronos hissed sadly as he curled on his chest.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray pushed down his hat. “...an unfortunate truth,” he muttered as the crackles of the blazing wood echoed throughout the devastated village.
    

  
    Chapter 79: Date

    
      Rakna slowly opened his eyes as the numbness throughout his body registered in his mind. He tried to move his arms but the only thing that responded were his fingers. He stretched his neck to look around him.
    

    
       
    

    
      He was lying down on a bed, comfortably snuggled under a layer of sheets, with Pronos quietly sleeping next to his pillow, curled on top of Sonata as if he was safeguarding it. His clothes had been changed to blue pajamas without his knowledge and as for the room... he noted that it was pretty normal, all things considered. If anything, it looked like a school infirmary.
    

    
       
    

    
      If it wasn’t for his rationality, Rakna might have thought everything had just been a dream. 
      ‘Alexa, can you fill me in on what happened while I was out of commission?’ 
      He asked internally.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Certainly. After Gray Whisles found you, he called in some assistance to inspect the village and clear the Abyss Puppets. He also organized a proper burial. I took the liberty to explain what had happened to him, omitting anything that you would not want to be known.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I didn’t know you could speak to other Hosts.’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Technically, I cannot. However, I can communicate with other AIs when the situation calls for it.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I see… What about this place?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [You are currently in the Fifth Plateau’s Pavilion. Gray brought you here. This is the infirmary that can be found on the commune second floor.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed. 
      ‘How long have I been unconscious? And what is my current condition?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Not long; two hours. And you currently are in a crippled state, as I told you previously. Your usage of the 
      Volcanic
       
      Star
       
      Manifestation
       amplified the strain even more and you might be unable to return to battle for a week at best.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘The volcanic star, huh…’ 
      He groaned and forced his numb body to sit up against the headboard of the bed. 
      ‘Show me the logs from the point I ‘changed’ onward.’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Right away.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Anomaly Detected.
    

    
      Obsidian Blood
       has resonated with your magic affinity.
    

    
      Cold
       
      Star
       
      Magic
       has been converted to 
      Volcanic
       
      Star
       
      Magic
      .
    

    
      Your spells have been converted.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have cast 
      Ascension of
       
      The
       
      Titan
      . All of your mana, stamina, and psyche have been surcharged and will sustain your new form for 100 seconds.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have cast
       Volcanic Star Manifestation – External Release.
    

    
      Your magic’s essence will be manifested outside of your body. Once cast, the spell will summon a star with a power proportionate to the size of your internal forces.
    

    
      The might of the star will be yours to manipulate at will. Should you so desire, you are able to strike the earth with it or provoke a rain of magma and fire. The quantity of energy is pre-limited. The star will remain manifested for as long as you desire but will disappear once all of its power has been depleted.
    

    
      The supreme influence of the volcanic star will allow you to melt and burn everything, from the most common flammables to time itself. Very few defenses can resist it.
    

    
      Cost:
       75% Stamina.
    

    
      Cooldown: 
      120 Hours.
    

    
      Note:
       The attack value of the star varies based on how much energy from the star is put to use. It can range from one to more than 10 times your magic attack if the entire star is used. You can also use it to empower a compatible spell with it.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Warning!
    

    
      This combination of skills will severely drain your internal force!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Star
       
      Magic
       has leveled up!
    

    
      Absolute
       
      Cover
       has leveled up!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Warning!
    

    
      You have injected 
      Dáinsleif
       with the 
      Volcanic
       
      Star
       
      Manifestation
      . Your body cannot handle the magic power. You risk severe internal injuries.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Ireful
       
      Shell
       has leveled up!
    

    
      Ireful
       
      Shell
       has leveled up!
    

    
      Magical
       
      Damage
       
      Resistance
       has leveled up!
    

    
      Ireful
       
      Shell
       has begun to corrode your mind. 
      Obsidian
       
      Blood
       has suppressed the effects.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Fabled
       
      Sight
       has leveled up!
    

    
      Fatigue
       
      Resistance
       has broken through Exceled state!
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      The subsequent alerts were the ones that he had already seen after he killed Verias. Rakna raised an eyebrow as he read what he had missed and sighed. He hadn’t expected the 
      Manifestation 
      to be so hard on him when paired with 
      Ascension
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      He took a look at the magic section of his status and noted that 
      Volcanic
       
      Star
       
      Magic
       wasn’t in it no matter how long he looked. He guessed that it would probably only appear if his mind switched states. 
      ‘That’s one more thing to think about… I will have to properly distinguish the main differences between Volcanic and Cold Stars.’
    

    
       
    

    
      When he was about to read the remaining System windows, the door opened and a man in a white coat walked in. He was young and lean, with white hair tied in a low ponytail and clear blue eyes to go with it. A pair of glasses sat on his nose and his facial features were both lax and sharp.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good to see that you’re awake, but I recommend you not to move much,” he spoke up with a scowl when he saw him sitting on the bed. “Both your internal force and mana are depleted and will not regenerate for a few days. Moving in that state will harm yourself.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You are...?” Rakna asked.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Vegas Sazieyl. Nice to meet you. I’m a member of Throne of Glory,” he stated and put his hands in the pockets of his coat. “In other words, I’m your guildmate.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna blinked in surprise at the revelation. He didn’t expect to meet someone else from the Guild so soon, especially considering that they were all supposed to be elites. “Not to sound ungrateful but… why are you the one tending to me?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Vegas snickered and walked to a locker in the corner of the room as he answered, “I’m a doctor, and I happened to be on the Fifth Plateau to deal with a Quest about a certain plague. Gray called me, saying that you were gravely injured, so here I am.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He rummaged through the contents of the locker and pulled out a syringe. He then got a flask out of nowhere and filled the syringe with the clear liquid it contained. He walked back to Rakna’s bed and grabbed his arm before rolling the sleeve back. “Relax your arm.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What is inside of that?” Rakna raised an eyebrow in confusion.
    

    
       
    

    
      “An alchemic stimulant. It includes some drugs and painkillers. While there is no medicine capable of helping your state, bar the highest tiers, with this, you should be able to move around without torching your muscles or tearing your organs apart.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I thought you said I should just not move.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. That would be ideal. But I know your type,” Vegas responded as he injected the tonic. “You people just can’t help yourselves to disregard a doctor’s warnings, thinking you are strong enough to deal with it over time.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted at that and flexed his arm once the needle was pulled out of his arm. He didn’t really agree with his words, but at the same time, he couldn’t deny them either.
    

    
       
    

    
      “There. It should take about five minutes to kick in. Don’t forget; don’t do anything crazy until your internal force actually starts rekindling itself. Potions or pills won’t work on you as well since your body is too stunted to actually process them. They will just release energy in your body for a short moment before dispersing,” he said as he put his hands back inside his pockets.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s like trying to fill up a broken bowl. Thanks to the lesser regeneration factor you have, you’re already lucky enough that you were not permanently affected, so stay put, will you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna grunted positively and Vegas nodded before heading back to the door. “I’ll be on my way now. I have a Quest to finish. We’ll meet again. Gray will come to see you later to ask about what happened in more detail.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re welcome.” Vegas was about to open the door when he remembered something. “Ah, and, I almost forgot, you have a visitor.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna tilted his head. “Visitor? Who?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “She’s waiting outside. I will tell her to go in. See you again, Rakna,” he said and left the infirmary without any further delay.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna watched him leave puzzled before trying to move his body a bit more. The tonic would need more time to do its predicted effects but he could already feel a difference. He slowly pushed the sheets and repositioned himself to sit on the edge of the bed.
    

    
       
    

    
      His movements inadvertently caused Pronos to wake up. The little snake groggily opened his eyes, which quickly fell on Rakna. He blinked several times then brusquely jumped on his head while hissing happily.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Calm down, little guy. Calm down,” Rakna muttered as he barely managed to not fall off from just that small nudge. Everything about his body seemed to be weaker. There wasn’t any visible change in his status but he would say that it basically felt as if he had regressed to a value of one for each of his attributes.
    

    
       
    

    
      As Pronos ‘danced’ joyfully on his head and shoulders, the door opened again and Rakna turned his head to look at it. The instant he saw who it was, his mouth spoke before his brain, “You.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yep, me!” Kaelith struck a mock, overly cute pose as she stepped inside the infirmary. “Surprised? I’m sure you are. Come on, say how happy you are to see me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m distressed to know that I might have to deal with you outside of the shop as well.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Now, that’s just mean, wolfy. Even though I’m here to see how you’re doing,” she chuckled before sitting on the second bed right in front of Rakna. She cocked her head to the side. “You got a third tail, huh?” She commented after taking a glance at the three fluffy appendages behind him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. Though I didn’t have a real chance to think about it until now,” he said as he controlled his tails to flail around.
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith smiled softly then looked at him. “Say, want to talk about it?
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna was taken aback by the question. He frowned at her and after a few seconds of observing her expression, he confirmed that she was genuinely asking that for his sake. “…who told you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No one,” the vixen shrugged. “I just know that a village has been discovered to have been used as a farmhouse by an Abyss Ruler for hundreds of years and that you happened to be the one who both stumbled upon it and fixed the situation by killing said member of the Abyss. Impressive, by the way.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “How did you deduce that I would have something to ‘talk’ about from that alone?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I didn’t. But there’s one thing I know for sure; your eyes,” she said as she pointed at them. “They’re as dead as always, but today, I feel like they are even emptier than usual. I also don’t believe that some crazy megalomaniac would be enough to have such an impact on you. So, something must have happened.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna would be lying if he said he wasn’t surprised by her observations. He himself was aware of how little he showed on the outside. He could have accepted it if the person who had said that to him was either Allan or Flavia, but instead, it was an impish woman he had known for barely two days.
    

    
       
    

    
      He didn’t know if she was just that perceptive or if he unconsciously allowed her to see more than he would normally. 
      ‘Then again… I have to admit she has the uncanny ability to make me relax by just sitting there,’
       he thought to himself with a bit of irony.
    

    
       
    

    
      He closed his eyes and then opened his mouth.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Honestly, there is nothing much to say,” he uttered without changing his expression. “I just met a little girl who wanted to see the world. I told her what there was out there and she asked if I would show it to her. I said I would if I had the occasion.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith let out a melancholic smile and Pronos took on a sad expression.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then, I left to see what was hindering that child’s dreams. I made a blunder; awoke something I should not have, and returned to the sight of a mother killing herself to protect her daughter and a father trying to kill the latter. Afterward, I was forced to end the life of a crying girl who couldn’t control her own body anymore.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stopped there and opened his eyes. “That’s it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…there’s only one thing I want to say,” she spoke up solemnly. “This wasn’t your fault. It will never be. Please, don’t blame yourself, okay?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I don’t blame myself, foxy,” Rakna grunted and ran his hand through his hair. “No, only fools try to redirect the blame onto themselves to avoid the actual consequences of their actions. There is not an ounce of guilt in me right now. All I know is that I’m angry. Enraged. Furious to the point I would like to just burn everything I see to quench the feeling.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith’s eyes widened as she saw his eyes turn reddish while the white of his wolf characteristics flickered to red. He gritted his teeth and reigned in his anger with a sigh.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Anyway, thank you for worrying about me, I guess... But I don’t need help at the moment. I just need to make peace with myself more than anything.”
    

    
       
    

    
      She gazed at him with an unreadable look before standing up. “I see. Let’s go then.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna raised his head with scrunched eyebrows. “Go? Where?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The vixen grinned at him. “You need time to recover, don’t you? So, that means you’re free. In that case, while I’m in the lower Plateaus, let’s hang out. In other words, wanna go on a date, wolfy?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…huh?”
    

  
    Chapter 80: Board Quests

    
      “So? How did you even know I was on the Fifth Plateau? Much less the infirmary,” Rakna asked as they navigated through the corridors of the Pavilion.
    

    
       
    

    
      After waiting a few minutes, the drugs in his system had effectively made him able to move again. Sonata was back around his neck while Pronos was literally lounging in Kaelith’s cleavage, much to his bafflement.
    

    
       
    

    
      “As I said before, I know whenever you enter the Pavilion. That also includes which Plateau the Pavilion you used is on. As for where you were exactly, I didn’t know. I got bored while waiting for you so I decided to come to the Fifth Plateau myself.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Seriously?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith shrugged. “Anyhow, I just asked around to see if someone saw you and I got wind that you were carried to the med bay.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Med bay, huh?” Rakna muttered as he looked around. They had already walked for a good three minutes, give or take, and the only thing he had seen were doors leading to medical rooms and the such. From what he understood, this was still the Pavilion, and the section he hadn’t been able to visit yet. “This is a lot bigger than I thought.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, it can be shocking at first. The private section of the Pavilion is very small compared to the commune one. In here, you have a lot of stuff like this bay. Bars, restaurants, hotels, very 
      very 
      large training grounds, and much more. This is also a sort of hub for people looking for jobs or in other words, Quests.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Gray did mention something about Board Quests. How does that work?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, why not see for yourself,” she replied as they left the corridor to enter a circular hall with a reception. The woman at the desk looked up and bowed her head in respect to Kaelith who nodded in response before dragging Rakna to a double door on the opposite side.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Admire,” she said and pushed the doors open with a flick of her finger. A very large room laid on the other side. If he had to guess, Rakna would say that it would be able to fit at least a dozen track fields in it. That’s how far it seemed to extend.
    

    
       
    

    
      With just a glance, he could see many people loitering about, sitting together at bars, chatting, or playing games like poker, or billiards. The floor was covered in a red carpet and the lighting was provided by large chandeliers. All in all, the only description that came to his mind was a massive and luxurious casino. The merry atmosphere precisely gave him that impression.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Nice ambiance, don’t you think?” Kaelith said as they stepped through the doors.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I guess,” Rakna replied dully. His eyes glanced in every direction as he felt stared at. Though, to be exact, the stares were more about who he was with than anything else.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ignore them,” the vixen told him as if he knew what he was thinking. “They’re just some low lives probably fantasizing about me warming up their bed. They’re probably jealous that you can walk by my side or something. If they ever try to bother you, just ask and I’ll castrate them,” she uttered with a wink.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted at how aloof she sounded while saying that. She was probably used to it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Now, look over there. That’s the ‘Board’. At least, that’s one of the many you can access while in here,” she said while pointing at something in the distance. It was a sort of ten-meter-wide bluish silver table. There were a few people around it, who Rakna assumed to be Hosts, and he noticed that they appeared to be gazing at said table while discussing.
    

    
       
    

    
      When they got closer to it, he understood why. The table turned out to be a massive tactile digital screen and the Hosts were actually scrolling through several different texts.
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith pressed on the screen without saying a word and a ripple of light was generated before it formed her own name. It then switched displays and showed a search bar along with several filter options.
    

    
       
    

    
      “In here, you can find Quests that are requested directly by either Locals or Hosts. You can be sure that you’ll never be out of things to do with this. There are thousands of requests submitted to the Pavilion every day. Of course, both the difficulty and rewards vary. Also, the Quests you can find on this Board are limited to the Plateaus you already have unlocked.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, I could accept a Quest that can only be completed on, let’s say the Third Plateau, from here?” Rakna idly asked as he imitated her and engaged with the screen. His name appeared in full letters before showing him the same thing as Kaelith.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. For example, Vegas Sazieyl, from what I gathered, came here after accepting a Quest through the Board. That guy’s a doctor through and through. He’s also quite renowned; it’s not surprising he would be interested in investigating unknown illnesses even in lower Plateaus.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed, acknowledging her words, and pressed the search without setting any filters. A list of Quests appeared before him, sorted by ‘Latest’.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Herb gathering, escort, subjugation, tutoring, sparring, item search… There’s a lot of variety, that’s for sure,’ 
      he thought as he scrolled down as fast as it allowed.
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith watched as his eyes glowed golden and scanned every line of text at high speed. She smiled inwardly, wondering how high level that visual skill was. She wasn’t exactly mad about him hiding his abilities; he definitely had a skillset capable of exceptionally fast growth, that was a given.
    

    
       
    

    
      The fact that she had a first-row seat to watching a prodigy steamroll through the System was fun in and of itself.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna continued to look through the Quests unaware of her thoughts and then stopped when he saw something in the corner of the small virtual box. “Foxy.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
       
    

    
      He didn’t say a word and just pointed at two checkboxes in the available filters . She looked over his shoulder without caring about personal space and saw the words ‘Non-Approved’ and ‘Elimination’.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Aah… those,” she made a face. “Non-Approved refers to Quests that were not officially accepted by the Pavilion. Quests that fail the approval process are either thrown away for being nonsensical or registered under Non-Approved. There are three main reasons why that would happen; either the Quest has a dubious nature, is impossible, or… has low rewards or none at all.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna frowned. “In other words, it’s a pile ignored by the Pavilion because it’s not worth it? What if some of those are merely from people who can’t afford the help they need?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith grimaced. “Yes, I can’t deny that. But at least, they don’t outright reject those. That’s why there’s the category, in the first place. Hosts can be benevolent enough; some of them literally just spend their days accepting and completing Non-Approved Quests.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I can imagine,” Rakna replied. “What about this other filter?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Right, eliminations… well, it’s a slightly nicer word for assassination.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He turned toward her with a frown and she shrugged sheepishly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t look at me like that. At the end of the day, the Pavilion is neutral. Feuds between unrelated parties are none of their business and they accept hit requests. The rewards are generous but the risks are high since you could alienate entire factions because of it. Frankly, it’s more fitting to call them bounties, rather than grimy homicide. There 
      is
       a modicum of regulation, after all.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see…” Rakna muttered as he processed the new information. At the same time, his ears twitched when he heard footsteps approaching. He threw a lazy look over his shoulder and spotted a band of men walking toward them.
    

    
       
    

    
      He didn’t bother to react to them as he grasped the sheer idiocy behind their actions. Kaelith was a literal noble and she didn’t do much to hide her nine tails. In fact, she flaunted them, and people were easily infatuated by figures that they find both stunning and unreachable.
    

    
       
    

    
      However, when that target of adoration is accompanied by someone like him, that is to say, new and unremarkable, they become frantic. They suddenly feel as if the stakes have been lowered and their confidence gets cranked up to baseless levels.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Wasn’t there a name for that…?’ 
      Rakna wondered as he tuned out whatever was happening.
    

    
       
    

    
      He ignored how they glared at him like he was lesser; he ignored as they subsequently addressed Kaelith whilst badmouthing him; and completely ignored when they inexplicably clenched their heads in agony after she flashed them an evil smile.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Ah, yes, malicious envy. That’s how you call it,’ 
      Rakna remembered as the men collapsed with foam coming out of their mouths. It looked as if they had seen their worst nightmares... Maybe she had cast a particularly nasty illusion on them.
    

    
       
    

    
      He was pretty sure he also saw a Pavilion staff facepalming some distance away, likely exasperated and annoyed by the possible rumors this might spark.
    

    
       
    

    
      On the other hand, Kaelith looked satisfied with her handiwork. He would even go as far as to say that she positively looked refreshed. Happy, even.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Anyway, are you done?” She turned toward him. “I want my date now. This is boring stuff.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…so, you weren’t kidding,” Rakna mumbled as he closed the Quest Board.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Of course not,” she stated and dragged him by the arm toward one of the many staircases present in this large room. His body was so weak that he could not even give the slightest of resistance as she borderline hauled him out of the Pavilion.
    

    
       
    

    
      They made their way out of the oval building, which had the same appearance and proportions as the First Plateau. Rakna once again marveled at how it could be so much larger inside.
    

    
       
    

    
      Other than that, he also took a look at the city they were in. Though, it would be a bit more fitting to call it a town instead. It wasn’t nearly as big as Black Steel, nor did it seem futuristic. The streets were paved with stone and the structures were honestly quite rustic, in a good way.
    

    
       
    

    
      Though, more strikingly, the sky and the vegetation were faithful to the appellation of swamp. The trees’ colors were morose and the sky was covered by gray clouds with the sunlight barely visible through it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, it’s not the best of weather, but who cares,” Kaelith huffed. “So, wolfy, where to go?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna gave her a deadpan stare. “How am I supposed to know? And when did I ever accept to go on a date with you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Really? You have a beautiful woman like me inviting you, and you’re going to be like that? How many people do you think would kill to be in your place? And here I was, just trying to help a friend get better,” she sighed with a mock sadness in her tone and Rakna’s eyebrow twitched.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Friend,’ 
      he reiterated inwardly.
       
      It felt both weird and appropriate. He seldom used that word to describe others. Not because he didn’t see value in it, but his palpable lack of people skills wasn’t exactly an enabling factor.
    

    
       
    

    
      The question was, did Kaelith already worm herself into that role?
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hah… Are there any tourist spots in the area?” He eventually asked after a silent pause.
    

    
       
    

    
      She smiled widely. “No idea. But we can discover together. Doesn’t that sound lovely?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I suppose…” He said as the corner of his lips lifted slightly in amusement.
    

  
    Chapter 81: Sharing Pasts

    
      Kaelith threw a colored ring that landed accurately around one of the small wooden posts in her sight. She flashed a smirk at Rakna who was staring at her with a blank expression, with Pronos having decided to return on his shoulder after all the… 
      jiggling
       had made him dizzy.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Really? Don’t act so smug when you have hundreds of points in dexterity,” Rakna uttered and the vixen pouted at him. While strolling through town, they had ended up in a street that seemingly was in an eternal state of festivity.
    

    
       
    

    
      Several stalls were hosting small games like this ring toss, and they even offered rewards such as plushies or toys, not much different from Earth in that regard. Kaelith suggested playing and this was their third one; she had already won a dozen toys on the way.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Unwind, wolfy,” she retorted with a huff and handed him one of the rings, which he accepted. He looked at it and let his body instinctively feel the weight and shape. He then threw it aside without looking. It landed perfectly around its target and the stall owner gawked at the sight.
    

    
       
    

    
      Even Kaelith seemed a bit surprised. “What did you just do? It’s as if you didn’t even think about what you were doing but it still ended as a bullseye.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna didn’t answer right away. His expression didn’t show it, but he was a bit confused himself. He looked at his hand and repeatedly opened and closed it. For a second, as he was tossing that ring, he felt something take over his body.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey, can you give me the rest of the rings?” He asked and Kaelith tilted her head before handing the three remaining rings. He grabbed them all with one hand and juggled them a bit. This time, he went as far as closing his eyes before throwing them over his shoulder.
    

    
       
    

    
      The owner and Kaelith watched them soar and fall on a target. When they confirmed with their own eyes that it had flawlessly wrapped around the pegs, they became stupefied.
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, Rakna received a simple notification from the System.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 
      Eye of The Soul
       has leveled up! ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I think I get it,’ 
      he thought to himself. This weird feeling he perceived came from his soul. He didn’t know for sure what, but something had changed since he woke up earlier.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Rakna, this is a theory but, I believe it may have something to do with your crippled state,] Alexa spoke up on her own. [Since both your internal force and mana are completely depleted, probably for the first time in your life as well, they have left a void. This void seems to have been filled by the power that you were already slowly grasping; Soul Power.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I see. In other words, since everything about my body is weak right now, it leaves a place for my soul to be more predominant. My instincts feel considerably boosted... when I grabbed that ring, it felt as if I could predict its trajectory to the last detail no matter how or where I threw it.’
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was contemplating that idea, Kaelith quickly shrugged off what happened and shamelessly went to grab the prizes from the stall owner. After picking a large teddy bear, she returned to his side and pushed his shoulders to make him walk, forcefully ending his daydream.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I don’t know what you’re thinking about wolfy, but it has not even been twenty minutes since we left the Pavilion and you’re already distracted. You’re not a good date partner, you know that?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna grunted as he started walking alongside her so that she would stop pushing him. “Why are you saying that as if I was the one who came up with the idea?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Because it’s the man’s job to spoil the woman,” she replied with a smile.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I don’t think that’s a thing, foxy. Borderline double standard.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Semantics,” she waved her hand. “Anyhow, did you eat breakfast today yet?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I...” Rakna paused as he was about to answer. His mind flashed back to when he swallowed Verias whole and he blinked dazedly. He didn’t want to acknowledge that as food.
    

    
       
    

    
      “No…?” He blurted out.
    

    
       
    

    
      She looked at him with a faint scowl. “Why do you sound hesitant?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…nothing to worry about. Regardless, even if I had eaten breakfast, I would still eat.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, true. You wolves do have a big appetite,” she commented and put a hand on her chin. “Now, let’s see…” She muttered and looked around before pointing at one of the street angles. “Let’s go there. There should be a nice café around that corner.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “How do you know that?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Map,” Kaelith replied simply as they headed in the direction she pointed at.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Have you been here before?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, not exactly. I did, of course, come to the Fifth Plateau in the past but the town I was in at the time wasn’t this one. However, that doesn’t mean I can’t have the map of this area.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna blinked in confusion. “I’m not sure I follow.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith giggled. “It’s simple; maps can be bought from the System.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Really? Sounds a bit too easy.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, you can’t buy maps of Plateaus that you haven’t conquered yet, and they only include key locations like towns, Dungeons, and other things that are not affected by the reset,” she explained as she checked the itinerary after taking a turn. “On a side note though, some Hosts actually take advantage of that and sell data to others.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed passively as he heard that and his attention was progressively caught by the looks the passersby kept giving Kaelith. They were of all genders and ages; she was drawing attention with her beauty, of course, but mostly her race.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I guess that’s to be excepted. I got the same kind of reactions in Black Steel as well,’ 
      he said inwardly and before he knew, they had reached their destination.
    

    
       
    

    
      They entered the café, and with a smile and a bit of convincing in the form of a pile of Talys, Kaelith demanded to have a private room, which the owner awkwardly agreed to. The truth was that they didn’t have such a service, but the vixen shamelessly lorded her status to force their hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Poor guys,’ 
      Rakna pitied them as he sat down at a table in what seemed to be a break room for the staff. When both of them were settled, a waitress came in with a nervous expression to take their orders.
    

    
       
    

    
      Once they were alone again, Kaelith leaned her head on her arm. “Now, let’s talk. The logical thing to do here would be to learn more about each other, don’t you think? So, why don’t you start?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled at her. “Shouldn’t you be the one to start and give the example?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “As if. Knowing you, you would take this as an opportunity to learn more about the System through me while you will just say something like your age and name.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What? Am I wrong?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…no.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith sighed exasperatedly. “What happened in your life for you to be so damn reticent? Are you like that to your friends as well?” His silence was all the answer she needed. “Really, you need to get rid of that anti-socialism, you know?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I wouldn’t call it being anti-social. I just avoid talking to people to…” Rakna paused and looked up for a few seconds. “All right. Point taken. I’m anti-social.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith deadpanned at him. “I’m waiting,” she uttered.
    

    
       
    

    
      He sighed and leaned back on his chair. “Why do you want to know about me anyway?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Do I really have to tell you the definition of a date?” She retorted. “You’re surprisingly dense for someone with a mind as sharp as yours. I mean, if you don’t feel comfortable talking about your past, I won’t force you, but never confiding in anything isn’t a good thing. The more you keep, the more stressful it gets.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stared at her through half-lidded eyes and as he was about to refuse, he spotted Pronos looking at him with a curious and expectant face, one that was mirrored by Kaelith.
    

    
       
    

    
      He sighed inwardly and focused on the vixen’s eyes. Even he wasn’t stupid enough to see that she truly was willing to get to know him. Why? As if he knew; probably a whim. Nonetheless, he knew for a fact that she was being genuine and even he felt a bit bad to reject an earnest sentiment.
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was deliberating what to do, the waitress came back with a tray in her hands. She placed a pair of cups on the table, a small plate filled with a variety of snacks for Pronos, and two sweets; a crepe-like dish for Kaelith and a strawberry sundae for Rakna.
    

    
       
    

    
      She did all of it whilst the room was in complete silence and as the two customers stared at each other in the eyes without saying anything. Once she was done, she timidly backtracked her steps and exited the room again.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Fine,” Rakna finally said and Kaelith’s eyes brightened. “My name is Rakna Xiorra, as you already know. I have no idea what calendar you use here, but my birthday is on the 7th of September. I was born on Earth, obviously, in a rather backwater country,” he said as he scooped a bit of his sundae and ate it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I hate guns,” he abruptly declared, which threw Kaelith off a bit. “Funnily enough, firearms were a key element of my childhood. Kind of hard not to be since the basement was full of them.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Arms traffickers,” Rakna scoffed. “That’s what my parents were. They sold weapons to the best buyer. Terrorists, mercenaries, paramilitary, civilians; all of them were potential customers and they didn’t make distinctions.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “When I was about seven, I faced the harsh reality. I was outside when I heard a gunshot. I turned around and what did I see? A robbery; a pair of armed men were robbing a shop. They killed the owner on the spot and ran off with the money before the police could get to them.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I ran too...” Rakna narrowed his eyes as he reminisced. “Though, to be honest, I didn’t even know what I was running from. All I had was the deeply rooted conviction that the weapons those two criminals wielded had probably been sold by my parents; used to rob a shop I visited frequently and whose owner... was someone I considered the closest thing I had to a grandfather.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith frowned sadly at that.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I lived with shame, guilt, and fear of my own family. The worst of it all is that they didn’t bother to hide it from me and I was too much of a coward to report it. One call; and Aurora would have had them incarcerated within a day, but I was too numb. I felt like I was drowning and suffocating under my own thoughts every hour of the day.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Fast forward a year or two, something happened. My parents got on the bad side of the wrong people and I found them dead, a bullet to the head each, in the living room. I wasn’t even upset. In fact, I was relieved. The biggest weight imaginable had been lifted off my shoulders.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “But…” Rakna narrowed his eyes and 
      Obsidian
       
      Blood
       acted up. Kaelith watched concerned as one of his eyes turned red. She almost wanted to stop him now. He had already said more than what she had ever expected him to. But for some reason, she couldn’t bring herself to interrupt him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It came with a punishment for me. Karma for my inaction, maybe,” he harrumphed. “The people who killed my parents were looking for something and when they didn’t find it, thought that I had the answer. So, they abducted me and tried to get the info out of me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith tightened her jaw and Pronos seemed about to cry.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I was captive for about a month. They realized pretty early that I didn’t know anything, but they didn’t release me. Maybe they thought I could be bait for my parent’s associates or relatives; I’m not sure. At the end of it all, I was rescued.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna started calming down and his eye returned to normal. “The strongest man I have ever met, both inside and out. I saw him march through bullets, crush a man’s throat with one hand, pull out a knife stabbed into his leg unflinching, and rip the metal restraints on me barehanded.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith squinted as she recalled the in which he spoke.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Your uncle?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded. “He pulled me out of there and took me in. He said he wasn’t fit to be a father figure and arbitrarily decided to forge documents that put him as my uncle.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He snorted in amusement as he remembered that.
    

    
       
    

    
      “He taught me how to be somewhat less of a... in his words, a dead fish.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith snickered and Rakna rolled his eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, laugh it up,” he snarked and leaned back. “Anyway, I learned to fight from him and also what strength truly meant. I owe him everything I am today.”
    

    
       
    

    
      After that last statement, the room fell silent and he finished his sundae before drinking his cup of water. When he put the cup down, he abruptly opened his mouth, “Ah, and by the way, I was lying when I said that I was a beast-man before arriving here.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith almost face-faulted at the casual remark. “I think I already knew that... There’s simply no way for you to have been. Especially when you barged in with a second tail.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. You’re not as clueless as I thought then.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Surprisingly, she didn’t snap back at him for that. Instead, she observed him mindfully. “If you are trying to force yourself to make me more comfortable, you don’t need to--”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t overthink it, foxy. I got over it years ago. One of the many things the old man taught me was to never live in the past. I’m not putting up an act. And I didn’t even tell you everything so you can keep your consoling for another day.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith’s face was incredulous, but he shrugged at her, “It’s your turn now.”
    

    
       
    

    
      She groaned and took a bite of her food. “Making me go after that, you’re cruel. Well, since you told me about your past, I suppose I should return the favor. I don’t think I have told you before but I am a Descendant; someone born inside the System from Host parents.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “As such, I lived the first eighteen years of my life without having a status. My childhood was spent on the 500th Plateau, Old Eden, where the Nine-Tailed Clan has its Main Quarters.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Compared to you, I have to admit, I lived comfortably. You could even say luxurious since, well, I’m the next-in-line of the Nine-Tailed Foxes. My father is the Patriarch.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uh, so you’re some kind of princess.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith chortled. “You could say that; it’s pretty much how I am treated. But, it’s the typical story, you know; I kind of became tired of it. The attention, expectations, or the bogus relationships that were forced down my throat.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “And of course, there were also the occasional creeps after my body or status. Though, those guys were more like annoying flies. Funny at times, even. At some point, I heard talks about arranged marriage; I kind of blackmailed my dad so that he would erase the idea out of his brain.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna blankly stared at her. “That’s shameless.”
    

    
       
    

    
      She stuck out her tongue mischievously.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Other than that, I also suffered some abduction attempts,” she added with a crooked smile. “They all failed, actually. But the first time it happened, I was so scared I refused to leave my room for an entire week… In the end, it was a stifling lifestyle. But that all changed when I turned eighteen and the System updated my Host status, sending me to the Tutorial.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “It felt liberating and I conquered Plateau after Plateau. I tried hard to make friends while I was at it, but it never really turned out well,” she pouted.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re not that much better than an anti-social then.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Shut up,” she snapped back.
    

    
       
    

    
      He raised his hands in mock surrender.
    

    
       
    

    
      She rolled her eyes and continued, “A lot of those people were opportunists, betrayers, or… I guess horny idiots?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted and she chuckled. “That’s all there is to know about me. I just got sick of everything and decided to get stronger because it sounded fun. I’m one of the strongest Hosts now, so there’s not that many people suicidal enough to piss me off. Well….” She paused. “Other than upstarts in the lesser Plateaus who barely know anything about the hierarchy in the System.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “And then… there’s you,” she pointed at Rakna. “Do you know why I got so curious about you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      He raised an eyebrow and tilted his head to convey his puzzlement.
    

    
       
    

    
      “When you first saw me, there was something different. Of course, you had no idea of who I was or what I was, but that won’t make me forget the way you looked at me. Evidently, I’ve met people in the past who both ignored or simply resisted my charms; that’s not what I mean here.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “When you looked at me, you silently acknowledged my ears and tails. Then, you threw me off by asking a random question--”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No, I was truly confused why there was an aisle dedicated to blankets.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t interrupt me, wolfy,” she retorted dryly and he shrugged. “In any case, there’s one thing for sure, and it’s that the moment you laid your eyes on me, you tried to look 
      through 
      me. Once again, that’s nothing new. But what you did after is another story; you pulled back.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You tried to see through my intentions, then once you were done, you pulled away as if it hadn’t happened. You didn’t put up any guard against me and you even openly got along with my teasing and returned it. Honestly, you acted like a happy-go-lucky guy… your resting bitch face aside.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s lips slightly curled up.
    

    
       
    

    
      “But it was fun,” she smiled. “Truly fun. Maybe this is a bit weird and baseless, but I just never had that much fun just bantering with someone. That’s why I applied to be your shopkeeper,” she said and then smirked. “So... let me ask you, wolfy. In a more official way; wanna be friends?”
    

    
       
    

    
      He raised an eyebrow. “Very official indeed…” He commented sarcastically. “You are the one who sounds like an anti-social who was bullied at school, honestly.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey!” She shouted in indignation.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sure. I’ll be your friend,” the beginnings of smile surfaced on his expressions. “Why not?”
    

    
       
    

    
      She crossed her arms with a huff but she didn’t hide her grin. “I won’t let you take that back in the future, wolfy. Remember that.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ll look forward to it, foxy.”
    

  
    Chapter 82: Soul Scourge

    
      After leaving the café, Rakna and Kaelith truly began to explore the town in a relaxed manner, with the former agreeing to the vixen’s whims. Their banter hadn’t changed in the slightest nor were they acting differently, but they were more comfortable with each other than an hour prior.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What about this one?” Kaelith asked as she came out of the dressing room wearing a completely new attire. She sported an embroidered beige sweater and a long black skirt. Though, the major novelty was her hair. She had tied it to a ponytail, which she arranged over her right shoulder.
    

    
       
    

    
      With the color contrast, and compared to her usual crimson dress, this made her look more refined and mature. Rakna admitted to it; he was apathetic, not blind. “Though, I’ll never understand why women always want to show off clothing before buying it,” he uttered aloud.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Come on, it’s obvious, wolfy. Why do you think we refine our appearance every day?” She said while putting a hand on her hip. “It’s to appeal. You can consider yourself to be the… beta tester of my attractiveness.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Grand words coming from someone who grumbles about the attention she gets.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “This is this and that is that. You don’t expect me to bend my pride over some trash that I couldn’t even be bothered to look at, do you? It’s about self-worth.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Fair enough,” Rakna shrugged and observed her as he leaned against the wall next to the dressing room. He opened his mouth after a few seconds, “Yeah, you look good. That hairstyle suits you a lot too. It could probably enhance your more… ‘vivacious’ outfits as well.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith giggled and did a full spin before nodding to herself. “I agree. A change of air was overdue, actually,” she said and headed to the counter to buy both the clothes she was wearing, and a small bundle she was carrying, before putting them in her storage.
    

    
       
    

    
      After that, they left the shop and spent the next two hours going around, visiting everything that struck their fancy. Among them, the ones that stood out the most were a small museum exhibiting fossils found under the swamps and a library from which Rakna bought a few books.
    

    
       
    

    
      When they were about to end their little tour, they sat down at a local park, in front of a pond with surprisingly clear water compared to what the rest of the Fifth Plateau had to offer.
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, what do you plan to do while you recover?” Kaelith asked as they watched a shoal of fish swim in the water, all following Pronos who was enjoying the feeling of being submerged.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I don’t know. I’ll either train, sleep, or read.”
    

    
       
    

    
      She raised an eyebrow. “Train? In that state? You’ll hurt yourself.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I never specified what kind of training. I have other things to train other than the body and magic now,” Rakna retorted and stood up before walking to the edge of the pond. He crouched and poked the surface of the water. He watched closely as the ripples formed and spread.
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith cocked her head to the side and looked on from her seat. Soon enough, her interest turned into amazement as the fish of the pond swarmed in front of Rakna and stuck their heads out of the water as if they wanted to jump out.
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, Rakna simply stared at them, seemingly doing nothing. But his eyes were releasing a very inconspicuous light. Truthfully, you couldn’t even call it light. It was bright but colorless and the way it undulated from the depths of his pupils made it look like a liquid.
    

    
       
    

    
      The details behind what Rakna was doing were summarized by two System windows.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Through executing a specific action, you have learned a new skill; 
      Soul
       
      Sense
      .
    

    
      ---
    

    
      -
       Soul
       
      Sense
       
      (Lv.1)
      : The ability to sense and visualize the souls of other beings. The larger and brighter the soul, the mightier the holder is. Their specific shapes and colors also refer to different elements. The range varies depending on the level of the skill.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Through executing a specific action, you have learned a new skill; 
      Soul
       
      Scourge
      .
    

    
      ---
    

    
      -
       Soul
       
      Scourge
       
      (Lv.1)
      : The ability to harness soul power and apply it outside of the body. By extending its influence onto other living beings, it is possible to make them enter a hypnotic state, manipulate them, or even hurt them.
    

    
      Subjugating targets becomes substantially harder if their soul and mental power are either close to the user’s or above it.
    

    
      Note
      : Keep in mind that overuse of one’s soul power can lead to soul suicide. The System does not manage its consumption and recommends the user to be vigilant.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Eye
       
      of
       
      The
       
      Soul
       has leveled up! 
      x2
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna furrowed his eyebrows, feeling like he had grown hundreds of new limbs. He guided them toward the fish and linked up with them. Then, with a single thought, he ordered them to swim in a circle, make a line, draw shapes, and then made them disperse back into the pond before cutting the connection.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 
      Soul
       
      Scourge
       has leveled up! ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wolfy… did you just…?” Kaelith uttered as he stood back up. He turned around to answer her but swallowed his words back when he saw something he didn’t expect.
    

    
       
    

    
      Her body was surrounded by a thick mantle of multi-colored fire with nine tails forming a circle around it. It was so bright and overwhelming, it forced one’s mind to feel the heat.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 
      Soul
       
      Sense
       has leveled up! ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      He obviously put two and two together and deduced that this was her soul. But the sheer pressure was completely different from what he sensed in those fish. Not that it was surprising. Theirs were lesser than ants compared to hers. Not only that, but they also were colorless and shapeless.
    

    
       
    

    
      Out of curiosity, he looked at Pronos and saw a golden sphere in the center of his body, releasing glitter as it spun mesmerizingly. He then tried to look at himself but to no avail.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wolfy?” Kaelith spoke up and pulled him out of his reverie.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, it’s nothing. I just got lost in my thoughts,” he said and then tried to turn off this new sensory input he had acquired and thankfully, it seemed to work as his sight returned to normal. “You were saying?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith opened her mouth to say something but she eventually ended up sighing, “You know what? Let’s just say that your eyes are so dead the fish wanted to give you some love.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…” Rakna’s mind struggled between rebuffing her for the sake of his self-esteem or just letting it go to avoid explaining what he had just done. “Right…” Ultimately, his idleness won the war.
    

    
       
    

    
      The vixen chuckled and stood up. “Well, I think it’s time I return ‘up there’,” she said while pointing at the sky. “Although I did say I was bored, I still have duties to attend to. Worst of all, the Clan is in a state of political panic right now. As the foxes’ heiress, I have to be there.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Political panic?” Rakna tilted his head. “What is it? Internal conflict?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You could say that. A newborn Nine-Tailed Wolf was kidnapped a few days ago, and everyone’s blaming everyone. It’s a mess.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes widened. 
      ‘A newborn…’ 
      He was hit hard by the revelation. The wolf he had killed and harvested was an actual member of the Nine-Tailed Clan. Never mind kidnapped, the lupine was long dead, by his hands, and he had even absorbed its genome.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘That can’t be good…’ 
      He thought to himself with pursed lips.
    

    
       
    

    
      Fortunately, Kaelith didn’t seem to notice his face, too busy griping about dispute procedures.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Anyway! I had fun today, wolfy. Let’s do this again, alright? I’ll see you at the shop,” she said and prepared to leave when Rakna raised his voice.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Kaelith.”
    

    
       
    

    
      She froze on the spot when she registered the word. This normally shouldn’t have affected her so much, it was just her name after all, but this was first time she heard it from him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thank you,” he added solemnly and she forgot how to speak for a short moment.
    

    
       
    

    
      When she finally recovered, she let out a small grin. “You’re welcome, Rakna,” she replied and was swallowed by a wave of blue flames before disappearing.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked at the empty spot for a few seconds before looking back at the pond, where Pronos was finishing his last lap.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, an alert sound resounded in his head and a System window popped up.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      <Gray Whisles> 
      Meet up with me at the Pavilion in ten minutes.
    

    
      > 
      On my way.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      After responding, he closed the window and Pronos jumped on his shoulder after drying himself with a brief burst of his aura. He swiftly burrowed himself under Sonata and Rakna began to head back to the Pavilion.
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was walking through the streets, his mind went back to the discussion he had with Kaelith and her peculiar and surprisingly innocent question.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘A friend, huh? Should I have told her the rest?’ 
      He asked himself.
    

    
       
    

    
      He hadn’t lied to her about his past. He had truthfully recounted to her what he had experienced up to a certain point, but only he and his old man knew of the true reason why he was still haunted by that ‘pool’. Nothing about it scared him or made him feel guilty, but in a way, he just saw it as a ‘failure’ that would never go away. For various reasons.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well,” he muttered and looked at his hand, his vision blurring for a second, showing it covered in blood before it returned to normal with a blink. He clenched his hand into a fist and slid it inside his pocket. “It’s just a ‘scar’ caused by stubbornness. I could tell her anytime... but really, there is far more about myself to introspect than to tell.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He jested to himself and looked up at nothing in particular.
    

    
       
    

    
      “One should always strive for growth. Isn’t that right, old man?”
    

  
    Chapter 83: Quest Rewards

    
      While walking back to the Pavilion, Rakna decided to look over the prompts he had skipped after the fight with Verias, and he quickly realized how much it was. Other than the level-up notices, he obviously already knew of the first one, namely, the fact that he had grown his third tail.
    

    
       
    

    
      However, the changes it brought along were something he hadn’t been able to inspect. He opened his status and then pulled up the descriptions of the two skills concerned.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      -
       Shadow Step 
      (Lv.1)
      : By becoming one with the essence of shadows, your movement speed will increase by 200% for two seconds. If used within the dark, the effect will become 300%.
    

    
      Regardless, whenever the skills are activated, the user will become concealed by shadows until the duration is over.
    

    
      Cooldown
      : 100s 
      (Level 1)
    

    
      Note
      : The effect does not influence the root value of the user’s attributes. Keep in mind that the burst of speed granted by the skill does nothing to scale the user’s swiftness.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      -
       True
       
      Smell of The Wolf God
      : 
      The Host gains the ability to recognize auras through smell. Moreover, according to the user’s preference, they will gain the ability to perceive emotions as different scents as long as they are close enough.
    

    
       
    

    
      Additional
       
      Effect
      : +100% Senses
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘
      Shadow
       
      Step
       is the speed burst skill that the nine-tailed cub used against me. As for the Wolf God trait… do I have to consciously activate it?’ 
      Rakna thought and before he even could finish that train of thought, something struck his brain. He clutched his head in pain in the middle of the street.
    

    
       
    

    
      His sense of smell was suddenly saturated with scents he had never smelled before, but he could somehow tell which was what without even thinking about.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Boredom, anxiety, fear, care, curiosity, happiness, love…’ 
      His headache calmed down as he gradually filtered the scents coming from the people around him.
    

    
       
    

    
      He managed to get it under control, but it still seemed too overwhelming. He reflexively covered his nose although he knew it wouldn’t do anything. 
      ‘Should I keep it deactivated? No… I better get used to it. What better time than now?’
    

    
       
    

    
      After deciding on it, he rubbed his nose one last time and focused on the rest of the windows. The result of eating Verias was predictable so he quickly jumped to the last ones.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have completed a Hidden Quest, 
      Rescue
       
      of
       
      The
       
      Cursed
       
      Village
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      Found the source of the curse: ✓
    

    
      Killed the two guardian golems: ✓
    

    
      Released the victims from the curse: ✗
    

    
      Killed 
      Asziquol Naberum Verias:
       ✓
    

    
       
    

    
      Rewards
      : 10 Free Points, 1 Skill Point, 50 000 Talys, Skill Card 
      Flash
       
      Step
      , Skill Card 
      Despair
       
      Aura
      , T.8 Healing Pill x3, T.8 Stamina Pill x3, T.8 Mana Pill x3, T.7 Healing Potion, Title 
      Nemesis
       
      of
       
      The
       
      Abyss
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      ---
    

    
       
    

    
      Nemesis of the Abyss
    

    
       
    

    
      A designation handed to the worst enemies of the Abyss. The holders of this title are rumored to harbor hatred beyond the understanding of normal folk.
    

    
       
    

    
      Effects
      : All of your stats are granted an increase of 5% when fighting a member of the Abyss and your mind will be more susceptible to rage.
    

    
      Additional
       
      Effect
      : Lesser Abyssal creatures will fear and despise you.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note
      : This is a growth title. The more the holder kills, the stronger the effects.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘With this, I have 46.6 attributes points and 2 skill points again. The consumables are a nice bonus and the title is pretty normal overall. Other than its growth potential, it’s not that different from the others. As for the cards… Alexa, where are they? Were they put in my storage?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative. Every physical reward you gain from a Quest will be transferred to your storage. In the case that you don’t have any room or simply don’t have one, the rewards will be put on hold until you choose to claim them manually.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I see. Thanks,’ 
      he replied and opened his 
      Item
       
      Box
       to find them. After filtering them to the front, he pressed on both of them and opened their description.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Skill Card: Use it to learn the spontaneous skill ‘
      Flash Step
      ’.
    

    
      Requirements: 
      Lv.7 Mana Control, 70 Atr Cap, 90 Agility
    

    
      Description:
    

    
      Flash Step 
      is the premier standard of movement skills for both its simplicity and efficacy.
    

    
      By gathering mana at the sole of your feet, it is possible to dash at a near-imperceptible speed within a limited distance. It is a skill that retains its value no matter the user’s strength.
    

    
      It is akin to short teleportation, and is mainly used as means to escape, dodge an attack, or travel at high speed. A variation of its use allows one to stand in the air or on non-solid surfaces.
    

    
      Step Cost: 
      2 MP per meter.
    

    
      Maximum
       
      Distance
       
      per
       
      Step
       
      (Level 1)
      : 30 meters. 
      Casting Time 
      (Level 1)
      : 
      2s
    

    
      Air
       
      Step Cost
      : 1 MP per min. This may increase based on the kind of location it is used in as well as if the user uses it to kill momentum.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Skill Card: Use it to learn the cognitive skill ‘
      Despair Aura’
      .
    

    
      Requirements: 
      Any
       
      type
       
      of
       
      coercion skill.
    

    
      Description:
    

    
      Despair Aura 
      is a different approach to the 
      Aura
       skill. The latter is used as protection against external influences as well as a way to project one’s power. 
      Despair
       
      Aura
       takes that secondary aspect to a new level.
    

    
      As long as it remains active, a wave of ghastly anguish will emanate from the user and make any who dares to stand in their way experience fear and despair.
    

    
      The ones affected by 
      Despair
       
      Aura
       will feel frightened and suppressed. 
      Despair
       
      Aura
       does not only base its potency on the user’s internal forces, but also their mental fortitude, determination, intent, and bloodlust.
    

    
      Cost
      : None.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Both are really good. Though 
      Flash
       
      Step
       will have to wait. Without my items, my agility isn’t enough to learn it yet. I will have to either assign some points or hunt more hearts. As for 
      Despair
       
      Aura
      , I’ll wait before learning it. Let’s not release it in the middle of the street by mistake,’ 
      Rakna thought and arrived at the Pavilion a few minutes later.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray hadn’t specified where to meet up, but he could guess as he made his way up the left staircase. When he reached the last step, much to his annoyance, his body was already at its limit.
    

    
       
    

    
      It had started a dozen minutes prior to separating from Kaelith. His muscles were slowly aching more and more, as if they were trying to tell him that he should not be moving.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Even with that drug, huh? This crippled state is worse than I thought,
      ’ he grumbled to himself. The worst was that it wasn’t only his body. He also had a headache, and in the past hours, he couldn’t ignore how he would sometimes zone out and lose focus despite his mental grit.
    

    
       
    

    
      “This is probably what happens when you deplete your psyche,” he muttered and sat down on a couch. Gray didn’t seem to be here yet, so he allowed himself to rest a little.
    

    
       
    

    
      While waiting, he took the initiative to pull out his friend list. There was a certain function about it that he hadn’t really noticed before. Next to each one of the names on the list, there was a piece of extra information concerning their location. This is what Gray had used to track him down.
    

    
       
    

    
      After inspecting his list, Rakna blinked when he saw something next to the names of his group. To be more specific, he could see which Plateau they currently were in and much to his surprise, the three of them were ahead of him already. Allan was on the Ninth Plateau while Flavia and Nyx were on the Tenth Plateau.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sat up and pressed one of their icons to initiate a call. After a few seconds, it picked up and a voice sounded inside his head, “{Rak? Is that you?}”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “{Cool, I didn’t know you could make voice calls with this,}” Allan replied with a laugh. “{So? Did you finish what you were doing?}”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I did. Though I didn’t come out of it unscathed. I almost got permanent damage from what I heard and I will probably have to stay on standby for the next week.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “{Damn, seriously? What did you do?}”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I basically fought a level 99 mummy.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “{…I’m not sure how I should react to that,}” he retorted blankly. “{All I know is that you’re in deep shit if you tell that to Flavia. She won’t like that you almost died after going off on your own.}”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted. “I’ll let you tell her and Nyx that I will stay on the Fifth Plateau for a while. Now, I wanted to ask you, what happened with you three while I was on my own?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “{Well, first of all, we made quick work of the First Plateau’s Trials and skipped to the Fifth. There was only one Trial there, so we attempted it right away. The difficulty was still low enough to pass, but looks like I wasn’t qualified enough to skip directly to the Tenth, unlike the girls.}”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see… after you regroup with them, I recommend you wait before continuing the Trials. You don’t exactly need to wait for me, but...”
    

    
       
    

    
      “{Yeah, I get what you mean. We also realized it; if we skip too much, the difficulty spike will just make things harder for us with minimal advantage.}”
    

    
       
    

    
      As he said, if they wanted to steadily get stronger and not get overwhelmed at some point, they needed to take their time doing other things like Quests and Dungeons.
    

    
       
    

    
      “{I’m taking my time right now. There are two Trials here and I already completed one. The last sounds tough but nothing I can’t do. For now, I’m experimenting with my magic a bit. I looked into it a bit more and I saw that I could do way more than just copying magic.}”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded at that. His 
      Star
       
      Make
       and 
      Star
       
      Monarch
       were proof that a magic affinity could be interpreted and exploited in different ways. With something like Void under his control, Allan had the potential to create quite a few interesting spells.
    

    
       
    

    
      “{Anyway, I’ll tell the girls about you. Once I get to the Tenth Plateau, we’ll come to visit you. It’s possible for us to come back to the Fifth Plateau, right?}”
    

    
       
    

    
      “As far as I know, yes. It’s something I haven’t tried yet, however.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “{Got it. I’ll finish the Quest I’m doing and then complete the last Trial. See you soon, Rak.}”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t rush.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “{Sure. Have a good rest,}” Allan said before hanging up.
    

    
       
    

    
      Once he was done catching up, Rakna pulled out one of the two skills cards in his storage. 
      ‘Since the clown isn’t here yet. I might as well learn this one,’ 
      he thought and took a look at the back where the incantation was written.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Sullied Light. Wicked Weakness. Appalling Might. 
      Fear’s Grant
      ; 
      Thou Art Despair
      .
      ]”
    

  
    Chapter 84: Spiritual Tree

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You
       
      have
       
      learned
       Despair Aura!
    

    
      Your
       Intimidation 
      skill
       
      has
       
      been
       
      incorporated
      !
    

    
      Despair Aura 
      has
       
      leveled
       
      up!
       x2
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos abruptly jumped in fright to the opposite side of the room as a black thin aura appeared around Rakna. The little snake almost thought he was going to get a heart attack. He looked back at his human friend and could feel something looming over his head, whispering in his ears while pressing a knife against his throat.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh,” Rakna exclaimed dumbly and Pronos blankly stared at him. He looked at himself and the shadowy aura. He squinted and tried to activate his regular aura on top of it. It instantly turned into a mix of cold cyan and black.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm, good to know. Though, this thing will be troublesome if it also affects allies.”
    

    
       
    

    
      [If I may. 
      Despair
       
      Aura
       is an intent and emotion-fueled skill. It is in the realm of possibility to spare specific people from it as long as you consciously establish that connection.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” he followed Alexa’s advice and sighed as he tried to focus on ‘who Pronos was’ and easily enough, the pressure on the little snake vanished as if it was never there.
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos hissed in relief and carefully made his way back. He leaped on the seat next to Rakna and curiously looked at the fluctuating aura. He could still feel some amount of coercion, but it wasn’t hostile.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, Rakna’s ears twitched as the sound of footsteps echoed. He instantly powered down and looked at the staircase, from which three people emerged. One of them predictably was Gray, but the other two perplexed him.
    

    
       
    

    
      The first one was a woman with short straight blonde hair and blue eyes. She wore a completely white attire and sported a Christian cross around her neck. She had a soft smile on her face that portrayed nothing but kindness. But he could tell by her ‘scent’ that she was quite annoyed.
    

    
       
    

    
      In fact, this irritation seemed to be directed at the second unknown individual next to her. It was a middle-aged man with sharp features and mellow brown eyes. He wore a black-red garb that made him look like a priest. Just like the woman, he also had a cross hanging from his neck.
    

    
       
    

    
      However, the cross was beyond weird. If anything, Rakna would almost describe it as a satanic symbol. It had eight branches, with four of them forming a diagonal cross on top. It seemed to be made of a very dark shade of wood and attached with a thin chain. But the most abnormal thing about it was something else.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the center point where the branches met laid a small silver skull, with a very faint red glow in its eye sockets. Rakna couldn’t help but shiver for some reason; it somehow felt familiar.
    

    
       
    

    
      There was also the problem of his new ability to smell emotions. For one, he could easily smell the mood of both the woman and Gray, but the man was different. There was no way to describe the scent he gave off. It was subdued; as if diluted by being in a dry and empty space.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh? Is that the young man we're looking for?” The woman asked when she spotted Rakna in the lounge room. Her scent had gained a faint hint of curiosity and respect.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, his name is Rakna. Throne of Glory’s latest recruit,” Gray said as he led the way toward the couches near said recruit. “By the way, I heard you went out with your ‘
      foxy’ 
      today, did you have fun?” He asked with a grin.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna huffed. “Moderately.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray cackled. “All right, but more seriously, how are you holding up?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Fine, all things considered,” Rakna drawled as he flexed his arm. “I still have a headache, and I’ll probably need some time before I can move freely, but most of my injuries are healed.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Great! I assume you don’t mind if we chat together a bit, right?” The clown said as he waved at the two people following him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “And they are?” Rakna retorted.
    

    
       
    

    
      When Gray was about to introduce them, the priest raised his hand, “Let me. My name is O’Gram Hei. I’m a Cardinal hailing from the Basilica of Eternal Night.”
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Eternal Night? Again?’
       Rakna thought. “Are you a group of people capable of using Aeter then?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Unfortunately, no. We merely worship the God of Eternal Night. We do have some 
      Nox Aeterna
       wielders in our ranks but that is not what necessarily defines our members. We would be quite short-handed if that were the case, considering the rarity of its users.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see…” He muttered then turned toward the other person.
    

    
       
    

    
      She smiled at him when he looked at her. “Nice to meet you, my name is Angela Frey. I’m a dean and unofficial priestess from the Christian Church.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, even Christianity is here…” Now, this truly puzzled Rakna. “How? It feels normal at first but why is that a concept both here and on Earth. It’s the same for you, Clown; it looks like you have some knowledge of Earth’s culture.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, right, I already forgot you were new,” Gray mumbled. “You’re both wrong and correct. Let’s see… Have you ever heard of the Spiritual Tree?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled. “Like, the World Tree?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No, that would be Yggdrasil,” O’Gram intervened. “How about this instead? Do you know of the collective consciousness?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I have heard of the concept.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then, that will make it easier. The Spiritual Tree is not it, mind you, but we also call it the roots of the collective consciousness instead. Those roots spread across all realities and dimensions, collecting beliefs, ideas, stories, knowledge; all of it. The Spiritual Tree records them and shapes the world in accordance.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray nodded. “Why do you think Dreorins, while globally called differently from Earth, have the same individual designations that you know of? Monsters like kobolds, goblins, orcs, slimes were fictional beings in your world. They were undeniably imagined by someone at some point, but it might have happened less naturally than you’d believe.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “The Spiritual Tree is an unfathomable marvel and it has several functions. One of them is to make sure the World stays ‘consistent’. If a being invents something that already exists, then they will name it after receiving inspiration from the Tree itself, without even realizing it. That is why, while the planet you’re from has indeed come up with their own culture, it is not strictly ‘exclusive’.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That does make sense…” Rakna recalled everything he saw until now. Slimes, dinosaurs, golems, beast-men, elves, and even mundane things such as gold, animals, and plants. All of those were at some point the fruit of human imagination or research, for either their appellation or portrayal, but it would be conceited to say that the Earth was somehow the origin of their existence.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then what is the first instance? Do we know which planet or world reached the Tree first? For instance, the first humans, the first elves, the first monsters, or gods?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray shrugged. “That, I don’t know. Existence is ever-expanding anyway. I don’t even want to think about how hard that would be to find out.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “We’re getting out of topic,” Angela said and everyone looked at her. “Rakna Xiorra, we are here to ask about your… encounter. Your AI told us it was an Abyss Téras by the name of Verias. We would like you to give us more details if possible.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Can I ask why?” Rakna replied with a frown.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I can answer that,” O’Gram said. “Essentially, the Abyss is the enemy of both the Basilica and the Church. Reasons being; the gathering of both the horrors of nature, Téra, and the creatures of the night, Vampires.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed,” Angela nodded. “I do not know how the Church was on your planet, but it is a known fact that vampires, among others, are rather antithetical to us.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna raised an eyebrow. “Well, as far as I know, vampires were not real on Earth, so that’s a moot point. Though, it’s a not well-known fact that the more convoluted legends originate from a certain disease; a disease that made one’s skin paler and over-sensitive to sunlight.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Angela tilted her head in confusion, but it quickly turned into a wince when he continued.
    

    
       
    

    
      “The Church hunted them for it; sleeping in the dark to shield themselves from the light of the sun and hiding from scorn made them into ‘cursed beings’. Onions worsened the symptoms, hence the connotation. They would be scared of the Christian Cross because that meant the inquisition was nearby and could burn or spike them.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray curiously observed Rakna as he stated those facts with a steady tone.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Are you trying to imply something?” Angela asked with a small frown.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I mean to say that humans are ugly creatures,” Rakna responded without missing a beat. “But it’s not limited to them. My uncle used to say that anyone capable of thought is prejudiced to both the worst and the best. I respect religions, and those who believe in it as well, but… I despise the man-made values used to lord over others.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You…” Angela was speechless. “Are you questioning the Church’s morality?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m not questioning anything. For example; do you have a Bible?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The priestess furrowed her eyebrows at the unexpected inquiry. “We do...”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Who wrote it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray couldn’t help but snicker. Before Angela could properly think of a retort, she turned toward the cyborg with a glare.
    

    
       
    

    
      The clown waved his hand while covering his non-existent mouth. “My bad, my bad. It was just too funny to see a newbie insult your beliefs barely minutes after meeting you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I have to agree,” O’Gram concorded with a small smile on his face. “However, I understand what he implies. If the Bible is written by men, not God, then its teachings would be warped by the vision of mortals. In other words, they would be followers of their own warped desires. Am I correct?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted. “Pretty much,” he said and turned toward Angela. “I’m sorry if I offended you with this. It’s just an anecdote. Religion in general is probably far more real here. Hell, maybe your gods did actually write your books,” he shrugged. “But I’m not going to lie; my uncle and I once got into an ugly situation with the Church back on Earth. I just don’t like fanatism.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Angela seemed to calm down a bit. She sighed. “Well, I can understand that. At the very least, I’m not naïve enough to think every pious man has no fault of his own. Regardless, I’d like it if you saw me as a simple child of god. I like to call ourselves merchants; merchants of hope and salvation. It never is truly free, after all,” she smiled wryly. “But having it on the shelves is half the work.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I will also take this occasion to say it,” O’Gram followed up. “Our Basilica does not operate like an ordinary faith. We are adherents to Eternal Night, whose values are to instate peace, protect our children’s future, and suppress the Téra. Unlike the Church, we’re closer to a military force.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed positively. He almost felt a bit guilty after his rant. 
      Almost
      . When he heard her ask how the Church was on Earth, it had brought back some unpleasant memories. Not exactly an evil stereotypical plot about priests, but still a messed-up incident about ‘purist’ ideologies.
    

    
       
    

    
      “If I may, can I ask what kind of altercations you had with the Church?” Angela voiced what the two other people in the room were also wondering.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shook his head. “Forget it; too long to explain. It basically was a bunch of terrorists at the end of it. You were here for information on Verias, right? I guess you two need it to verify his death or make a report?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh, right,” Angela cleared her throat as the objective of her visit returned to her.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Can you tell us more about what happened?” O’Gram asked afterward.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna breathed in and leaned against the couch. “As you already know, I found the tomb under an underground village. I found it after following a scout patrol of dark elves that attacked me when I arrived on the Plateau.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I quickly realized something was wrong and after some digging, I discovered that their chief was simply non-existent. I then found a hidden passage inside his house, which led me to the ‘tomb’. I fought two golems guarding it and the sarcophagus opened soon after.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “And Verias came out of it, huh?” O’Gram said while rubbing his chin. “How strong was he?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “He was Level 99. His Path was 
      Sorcerer
       
      of
       
      The
       
      Upper
       
      Life
      . He had Curse, Illusion, and Abyssal magic; though his spells were apparently not all accessible.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The more he said, the more shocked his listeners were. Even Gray was stunned.
    

    
       
    

    
      “How did you manage to beat him?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…awesomeness.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey, that’s my thing,” the clown quipped vexingly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait, wait, can you confirm with us his full name?” Angela asked hurriedly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I think it was… Asziquol Naberum Verias. He apparently was a former Abyss Ruler that betrayed his superiors and was punished for it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Naberum? So, it was the real one?” O’Gram uttered with widened eyes. “I thought it was a sort of progeny, but you actually fought a former Ruler and won?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “He was severely weakened,” Rakna indicated. “His former comrades supposedly beat him up so bad his power left him.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, and you were what, Level 20?” Angela retorted and he shrugged.
    

    
       
    

    
      “In any case, if what you say is true, this is a way bigger deal than we thought. Hundreds of years ago, he was infamous as the 
      King
       
      of
       
      The
       
      Puppet
       
      Legion
      . If he had fully recovered, he could have done a lot of harm.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Angela nodded. “I have to agree with him for once. That man would have been a threat for not only the Fifth Plateau, but the entire System.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “It makes sense now,” Gray remarked. “Only something of that level could have countermeasures against the System Transfer. Then again, Abyss Téra are by definition at the top of the hierarchy and we’ve barely seen a handful that weren’t Rulers. Not to mention, all Téra have a strange status in the System; they tend to cause ‘bugs’ for the lack of a better word.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is that why it was able to be hidden until now?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I would assume. Pandora’s Curse, the power they tap into, might have been laced into the seems of the village,” the clown said with a hum.
    

    
       
    

    
      “One last thing,” O’Gram said. “Can you describe him to us? His appearance? Personality?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Arrogant, cruel, and vicious. As for his appearance…” Rakna trailed for a second and addressed Alexa internally. 
      ‘Alexa, has my HL recorded my fight with Verias?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative. It broke in the battle, but the data was backed up. Should I project a hologram with the Pavilion’s infrastructure?]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sure,” he responded out loud and incredibly small projectors in the room’s ceiling glowed as they projected the image of Verias with his worn-out bandages loosely wrapped around his body.
    

    
       
    

    
      Angela shuddered at the sight of his ear-splitting smirk and his teeth akin to a shark.
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray hummed as he observed the holographic reconstruction. “So, this is the guy, huh?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, I can confirm it,” O’Gram declared. “This is definitely a Téras and it also matches the records we have of the three known Abyss Rulers. Can I ask what you did with the body?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Um…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is something wrong?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna pursed his lips and Pronos sweat dropped since he was the only one who knew the answer to this question other than the therian himself.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I… kind of… ate it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Seriously?” Gray was speechless and he wasn’t the only one. “Why?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I was… not in full control of myself at the time. Kind of.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I… see,” O’Gram mumbled with an odd expression before turning toward Angela. They nodded at each other and stood up from their seats. “Thank you for allowing us here, Whisles. We will report this to our people.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You can expect a reward for your deed,” Angela said while looking at Rakna. “Defeating an Abyss Ruler is a praiseworthy feat, no matter the circumstances.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded. “Mhm. I’ll look forward to it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “On that note, please have a good day.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The priestess and cardinal bowed slightly and left the Pavilion.
    

  
    Chapter 85: Demon

    
      “Well, that happened,” Gray commented with a small grin.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna huffed and glanced at him. “Were those two important figures? I can’t imagine you listening to their request otherwise.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The clown shrugged. “You can see it that way. Those two are somewhat powerful, politically that is. In terms of power, any Host from above the 500th or 600th could take on Angela. O’Gram… well, he’s at least three hundred levels above that. To be fair, the Basilica of Eternal Night is disgustingly influential 
      precisely
       because they’re full of powerhouses.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “But, of course, I will never go back on my word. 
      Throne
       
      of
       
      Glory
       will always be on your side. If these two had been hostile to you, I would have taken care of it, war be damned,” Gray declared with a crimson grin. Rakna could actually smell the sincerity coming from him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thanks. I’ll be taking a nap now if you don’t mind,” Rakna said as he lied down on the sofa.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sure, but before I go, take this,” the clown brought out a small box from his storage and tossed it to Rakna who caught it midair without bothering to sit up. “It’s a gift from Vegas. It’s the tonic he used on you this morning. Each dose lasts around five hours and if you don’t want to worsen your condition, don’t take two at once.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Noted.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Gray nodded and left him alone on the private floor. Rakna closed his eyes with a sigh afterward and spoke to Pronos who seemed a bit lost about what he should do now.
    

    
       
    

    
      “If you don’t want to stay, you can do whatever you want, little guy. I’m sure pets can also do their own ‘adventure’, right?” He asked out loud, to which Alexa promptly reacted.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Affirmative. To be exact, B-rank and higher pets are allowed to use nearly every privilege that Hosts possess. The Pavilion’s services and the System’s Quests are two of them.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “Are my Quests shared with Pronos?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Yes.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “What about the rewards?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [They are duplicated. But that only applies to attribute and skill points. For instance, when you completed the Hidden Quest earlier today, Pronos was granted ten free points and one skill point alongside you.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Pronos nodded at that as if to confirm her claims.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. Then be on your way, little guy. You’re free to go wherever you want. It’s going to get boring around me for the next week anyway. Use that free time to get stronger on your own.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The little snake seemed to hesitate but he ultimately agreed slithered down the stairs.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Be careful,” Rakna added right before his reptile friend left for good.
    

    
       
    

    
      Once that was over, he let out a small sigh and willfully shut down his mind. Albeit unfeasible for normal humans, this was something that his mental conditioning and nanomachines allowed him to do as easily as breathing.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Once again, he had a dream. However, this one turned out to be one of the rare ones that didn’t turn into a chaotic nightmare in the end.
    

    
       
    

    
      He found himself looking back on a certain scene from the past.
    

    
       
    

    
      He stood at the entrance of a house with a strikingly hollow gaze. A dreadful contrast to even his present self. The door was wide open in front of him but he didn’t dare to enter.
    

    
       
    

    
      On the other hand, another person did. A tall old man with defined muscles beyond the classical physiology that the elderly should have. He had a black coat draped over his shoulders and a cigar in his mouth, releasing blue smoke.
    

    
       
    

    
      His hair was completely gray along with his trimmed beard. But what stood out the most was his silver eyes, repressing a sort of quiescent madness. A turmoil of emotions was concealed behind them, but that didn’t make them any less sharp.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the moment, he was wearing black gloves covered in blood and a sheathed katana in his right hand. Karma was the name of that weapon; a strange sight in modern society.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Get in, kid. Are you planning to stay there all day?” The old man said as he took off his coat and hanged it on the wall. Without showing any sort of feedback, Rakna proceeded to step inside and close the door behind him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Take a shower and meet me in the backyard,” the man said and pointed at the door at the end of the corridor. “The bathroom’s over there. Get rid of that blood. There should be a few clothes that fit you in the closet.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna didn’t even blink as he looked at the dried blood on his tattered clothes. He walked past the old man mutely and returned a few minutes later, wearing a simple shirt and jeans.
    

    
       
    

    
      He did what he had been told to and walked to the backside of the house where he spotted an open window door that led to a small terrace. He walked through it and found the old man sitting on a bamboo chair while smoking his cigar.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sit,” he said and Rakna complied. “What’s your name, kid?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…Rakna Xiorra.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Nice name,” the man nodded. “I’m Arimane Blade. Some call me a Demon,” he said with a chuckle before looking at the young man in the eyes. “So? What do you choose?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…sorry?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Do you want to die? Or not?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s inexpressive face changed for the first time when he heard that.
    

    
       
    

    
      Arimane huffed a cloud of smoke before continuing. “Answer me, kid. Which one do you prefer? If you want, I can do it for you right now,” he said while pointing at Karma. “As things stand, you’re a rubbish empty shell; some people would prefer death over the state you’re in.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why… did you save me if you were going to say that?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I didn’t save you. That would have been true only if I had spared you from that fate in the first place. I’m not charity and if you want to kick the bucket, it’s not my problem. All I did was eliminate my targets and you happened to be there.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna clenched his fists. “Do you know what that group was looking for?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm,” Arimane puffed a cloud of smoke. “Flood; a terrorist group that has connections with several arms dealers. Lately, they have been set on acquiring an outdated nuke for their agenda and I got wind that they were getting a bit too close to their goal. There was a rumor about a certain couple of dealers affiliated with them living here; supposedly capable of providing it. Long story short, I came to this country to deal with them.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Seriously, Aurora should be taking care of this stuff,” he grumbled. “The fuck is Jin doing; making me do all this shit… I’m retired for god’s sake,” he said and then paused. “Wait a minute… does he make me intervene on purpose? That little bastard…”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna frowned, ignoring the man’s ramblings, and opened his mouth, “There are more?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm? What are you talking about?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Flood; there’s more of those guys?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, all over the world. Why?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ll live.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Arimane raised an eyebrow. “For?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “To kill them,” he replied as if it was a matter of fact. “Until there’s none left.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s not living, kid.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then, it doesn’t matter, does it?” He retorted with a dry tone. “I’ll kill them all. They killed my parents for their weapons; I’ll do the same to them. I guess I can die after that, if you insist.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Insist, my ass,” Arimane scowled. “Also, those arm dealers;  your parents, huh? I guess they had a fall out then. Most likely greed or complications. So, what? You want revenge or something?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “May they rot in Hell, for all I care. All I want is to annihilate everything that had ever had anything to do with them. Every weapon they and the ones who use them,” he stated with a hollow stare and an odd, crooked smirk, as if he was both excited and unwilling to do it.
    

    
       
    

    
      Arimane squinted his eyes. 
      ‘Kid’s unstable,’ 
      he thought and blew out his cigar. “But…” He uttered and stood up. “That obsession of yours might have some potential. You want to kill, you say?” He snorted and abruptly threw a kick at Rakna, hurling him into the middle of the backyard.
    

    
       
    

    
      “For now, stand up,” he ordered and cracked his knuckles as he stepped down from the terrace.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shook his head and his expression returned to an irrationally blank state. He slowly stood up with his right arm broken and bending unnaturally.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ll shape you up to be an even better killer than I am,” the old man declared and loomed over him with a pair of bright silver eyes forged in war and death. He grinned. “Though, surpassing me will probably remain a pipe dream for the rest of your life.”
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes snapped open and reflexively sat up when the last thing he saw in his dream was the old man throw an unavoidable punch at him. He groaned in pain because of the sudden movement and facepalmed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I remember that… He knocked me out for two days. When I woke up, we were already in another country and I had nanotech in my body,” he mumbled as the memories surfaced. “Why am I having that dream now?”
    

    
       
    

    
      He shook those thoughts away and pulled out the tonic box Gray had given him. He opened it and found fifteen vials inside of it, along with a high-tech syringe and a small guide to use it.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was one of those that needed to be loaded with ‘ammo’ to be used. The most popular variant of it was called the syringe revolver. The one in Rakna’s hand was cylindrical and had a small button at the end of it to trigger the injection.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna grabbed a vial with trembling hands and opened a small compartment of the syringe where he slid the tonic. He closed it and pricked his neck with it. The tonic was instantly injected into his bloodstream.
    

    
       
    

    
      When the drug kicked in and he was able to move freely again, he took a look at the time to see that he had slept for two hours and a half.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not as much as I expected, but it’ll do. I have no missed calls or messages too so I suppose those three aren’t done yet,” he muttered and lifted himself out of the sofa with a grunt. He stretched and popped his joints while thinking about what he should do.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s go back to the Quest Board for now... I might find something to do even like this. I can also take the occasion to train my soul power,” he concluded and made his way to the commune section of the Pavilion.
    

  
    Chapter 86: Never Forget

    
      When Rakna stepped over the last step leading to the commune section, he was welcomed by a notification that he had never seen before.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have been subjected to an analysis.
    

    
      Your senses outstrip the other party.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Appraisal
       has intervened.
    

    
      Absolute
       
      Cover
       has intervened.
    

    
      The scan has been nullified.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Absolute
       
      Cover
       has leveled up!
    

    
      You can now hide two more elements from your status.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled and looked around before spotting a certain group in the distance. They were the ones who had tried to approach Kaelith earlier. One of them was looking in his direction with a surprised expression as if he had seen something unexpected.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘These guys are still here?’ 
      He thought as he smelled the vexation coming out of them. He silently turned on his soul sense and took a look at their souls. Their size and intensity were not even on par with Pronos. They also had no particular shape or color.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Hm, maybe shape and color represent their potential or a specific power like magic. Following that logic, their brightness and size might correlate to their skills or level…’ 
      Rakna mused as he ignored their stares and headed to one of the Boards.
    

    
       
    

    
      For now, it seemed that they were wary of him for blocking the analysis and he had no intention to start anything if he didn’t need to. Even if they didn’t seem much, probably around level 20 to level 30 based on the contrast he saw with Kaelith and Pronos, it was more than risky to initiate a fight with his condition.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Still… they’re odd. At that level, they would barely be more than newbies,’
       he thought. 
      ‘Why did they try to approach someone like Kaelith so casually? Lower halves speaking? That’s a bit too cartoonish of a behavior to believe… but, oh well.’
    

    
       
    

    
      He reached the Board and pressed on the screen to open the list from earlier. He thought about it for a moment before making it so that only Quests on the First Plateau could be seen. It was the safest way to approach it.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scrolled through and internally thanked the Pavilion for adding tags so that he could ignore anything that required fighting.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘This is like searching for a decent book,’
       he remarked in amusement and a certain Quest caught his eye. He pressed on it and expanded the information about it.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Certification
      : Civil.
    

    
      Location
      : First Plateau.
    

    
      Issue
      : Local.
    

    
      Pertinence:
       Criminal Inspection
    

    
      Description
      :
    

    
      A series of murders has been occurring in a certain district of Black Steel. Several investigations have been made but to this day, no lead has been found.
    

    
      The bodies were all found on the street with no external injury. However, autopsy results have shown that all the victims’ internal organs were inexplicably decomposed. The cause of death was thus noted as premature and accelerated failure of all the organs.
    

    
      Objective
      : Find the cause of the murders and if possible, remove it. Otherwise, refer to local enforcement and relinquish the Quest.
    

    
      Skillset Recommended
      : Tracking, Analysis, or Sensing related abilities.
    

    
      Rewards
      : 200 Exp, 5 000 Talys.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Would you like to accept this Quest?
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed as he read the narrative. This Quest was like a shot in the dark. It was impossible to know how difficult it was and the rewards, while decent for a Quest on the First Plateau, were not high enough to compensate for an unexpected difficulty.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Should I take it or not… If it comes down to pure investigation, it shouldn’t be hard but I will have to be careful not to get into physical conflict.’
    

    
       
    

    
      After a bit of thought, he ultimately decided to accept it. He still had his way to defend himself if a fight occurs. Without mentioning his equipment or weapons, The Trickster’s Sleeve was a trump card on par with his Nirvana Skills. On top of that, this was a Quest in the middle of Black Steel. He could simply get help in case things turn haywire.
    

    
       
    

    
      With all of that combined, Rakna selected ‘Yes’ and a pop-up appeared on both the screen and his vision as a System window.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      A waypoint has been added to your map.
    

    
      Please head to the First Plateau to proceed.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Good to see it’s guided,’
       Rakna thought and closed what was pretty much his account on the Board and began to head back to the stairs. At the same time, he messaged Allan to meet him at the First Plateau instead of the Fifth.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Alexa, how do I leave the Plateau?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Normally, you would need to enter the Pavilion’s Portal Room that is located in the entrance hall behind the main reception. But since you possess a Badge, you can just ask me and I will take care of the process. Be aware that there are conditions to be met for it to work.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna scowled. 
      ‘What kind?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [One; the process will take thirty seconds and you cannot move. Two; you must not be in a fight, a pursuit, or a restricted area. Three; you must be conscious.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Is that so?’
       He tilted his head as he reached the stairs. At the same time, his nose picked up a smell that he memorized earlier. He looked over his shoulder and saw the group of men from earlier getting closer.
    

    
       
    

    
      He hummed and went down the stairs while continuing to talk to Alexa.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I understand the two first conditions. Why the consciousness one though? It feels redundant.’
    

    
       
    

    
      [You can see it as a sort of fail-safe. Hypnosis or mind control is treated as unconsciousness.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Interesting,’ 
      he thought and reached the main hall of the Pavilion. He casually put his hands in his pockets and exited the building all while completely aware of the people following him. The scents of both their aura and emotions were blatant to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      As he walked down the streets of the town, he spoke to Alexa, 
      ‘Say, do you consider this a pursuit?’
    

    
       
    

    
      […I would say that this falls under the category of malicious stalking.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna blinked in surprise. Her intonation had sounded a bit weird for a second.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Did you just… try to tell a joke?’
    

    
       
    

    
      […]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Well, it’s nice that you’re trying. I look forward to what you come up with in the future,’ 
      he said with a faint teasing tone.
    

    
       
    

    
      [I’ll keep that in mind, Rakna.]
    

    
       
    

    
      He snorted in amusement and turned a corner inside an empty alley. The men following him began to run to catch up when they saw him enter an isolated area but when they arrived there, the alley was empty.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What? Where did he go?” One of them said and they were unfortunately too absorbed by their own malice against their target that they didn’t notice the small silver disk on the ground. It was too late when it started beeping.
    

    
       
    

    
      From a shadowy corner, Rakna watched them yell as they were engulfed by the explosion. As they scrambled to recover from the shock of the blast and their injuries, he turned Sonata into a bow and drew as many arrows as there were people in the alley.
    

    
       
    

    
      He squinted and grunted as he felt pain course through his arm from just pulling the string, which wasn’t even solid and made out of raw Eion. But he nonetheless aimed at the heads of his stalkers, picturing exactly how their head would be pierced by--
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I’ll shape you up to be an even better killer than I am.’
    

    
      ‘Big doggy…’
    

    
      ‘Stop! You don’t need to kill them!’
    

    
       
    

    
      Three overlapped voices suddenly resounded in his head and his arm trembled. He blinked and slowly lowered his bow while powering down the arrows. What was he about to do? Kill a bunch of nobodies for what? Because they were bitter delinquents?
    

    
       
    

    
      He huffed and walked further inside the alley while putting Sonata around his neck again. Those three voices echoed in his head like some sort of broken tape. A memory of Flavia’s tear-stricken face flashed for an instant and he groaned.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Splendid. On top of nightmares and dreams, I’m starting to have existential crises,”
       
      he grumbled emotionlessly and stopped walking. “Alexa, initiate a transfer to the First Plateau.”
    

    
       
    

    
      […Acknowledged. Please stand still for half a minute.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed and turned his head toward where he came from. His eyes turned golden and he zoomed until he could see the group helping each other up with the help of some passersby.
    

    
       
    

    
      At that moment, where he was being followed, he had felt threatened. His mind hadn’t gone over the ways to shake them off but instead ruminated the best ways to kill them as efficiently and fast as possible with what he had available to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      He berated himself internally. There was a reason he had decided to cut back on bloody activities back on Earth, but it seemed that the System’s environment was starting to get to him. Enough to quash nearly two years of peaceful lifestyle.
    

    
       
    

    
      The uneasiness he had felt when he killed his first kobold during the Initiation wasn’t regret over killing a living being; it was apprehension that he might relapse. Worst of all, he had ‘switched’ more times in the last few days than he had in an entire year.
    

    
       
    

    
      He looked up at the gray sky and reminisced the exact words of his uncle from a few months after the start of his training.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘“I said I would make you a better killer than myself. I wasn’t lying. I don’t do things half-assed and I unfortunately don’t give a shit about the morals of it. I do believe you have potential. But, remember, making a murderer isn’t my goal here. If you ever become one, I will be the first to separate your head from your shoulders. Mark my words.”’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Five seconds left before transfer.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Alexa’s voice jolted Rakna’s out of his daze. He shook his head and focused on the present. He had already gone through that aimless phase of his life and he wasn’t going to fall back into it.
    

    
       
    

    
      [3, 2, 1… Starting transfer.]
    

    
       
    

    
      As the light engulfed him, one last memory went through his head. An archetype speech that his uncle would utter with overwhelming authority.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘“Take this from me; if you want to follow that duty of yours you rant about, never forget the blood you spill has value, regardless of if it’s high or low.”’
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Overlooking the alley Rakna had been standing in, on the roof of a building, the air distorted as if space was being manipulated. A pair of ominous eyes narrowed, and through the hazy distortion, nine appendages of some kind could be seen, hovering behind an undefined silhouette.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Interesting...” A male voice muttered to itself. “This is indeed a kid worth observing,” he uttered and glanced at the injured men slowly recovering. “They weren’t as useful as I had wished... but it did give me a few insights into the fox princess’ little new friend.”
    

    
       
    

    
      In the blink of an eye, he appeared amidst the men, still half-invisible. The air distorted again and they all dropped to the ground, eyes blank and dead.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh well, I’ll return and make a file entry for him,” he muttered, as if his spontaneous killing didn’t even register in his mind. “Further assessment can wait for another day. Since he’s a newbie; let’s wait for him to get a bit stronger.”
    

    
       
    

    
      With that said, space cracked as if dimensions were being breached and he vanished.
    

  
    Chapter 87: Necromancer’s Rule

    
      In a flash, Rakna was standing on one of the many airborne steel platforms of Black Steel. He ran his hand through his hair with a sight and checked his map. He saw two new things on it.
    

    
       
    

    
      The first one was an actual path for him to take and get to the location of his Quest. It seemed to work like a GPS and even included things like public transport. The second thing was a small green icon on the right upper corner.
    

    
       
    

    
      He focused on it a bit and a prompt asked him if he wanted to buy the basic mapping of the First Plateau for 1 000 Talys.
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, you can get it directly from here, huh?” He muttered and accepted.
    

    
       
    

    
      A small download bar appeared for a few seconds before the map was updated with a complete image and information. He hummed when he saw that and began to walk down from the platform, of which the levitation still escaped him in its principles.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Now that I think about it,” he spoke up as he walked down the stairs. “Why does one need to pass by the Pavilion to travel between Plateaus? Isn’t it a Local-slash-Host made organization? Why do they have control over that?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [That is a historical matter,] Alexa responded. [But I can summarize it. Originally, the System only allowed Locals to have control over the transfer. There were several Locals on every Plateau that would have that privilege and only their direct descendants could do it as well.]
    

    
       
    

    
      [However, things changed when the population increased and rendered this method flagrantly ineffective. There was a limited number of Locals able to grant access and too many Hosts to deal with. After reaching a consensus, Hosts and Locals joined forces to study the System’s code.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “I heard that from Lana, but how does it work?” Rakna inquired. “Do you just open up a computer and connect to a hotspot or what?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [I’m afraid not,] she retorted while ignoring her Host’s jest. [There is something called Terminals. There is one on every Plateau, and Pavilions are incidentally built around them.]
    

    
       
    

    
      “And what can you do with that Terminal exactly?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [Many things. But ‘administrative work’ would be an accurate way to put it. You can appeal to the System itself when something requires its help or you can use it to extract the core infrastructure to program something on top of it. That is how the Pavilion was made; the shop, the bank, the filter dimensions, the portal room, and also your Badge of Honor’s functions.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I see. Can you tell me why the distribution of these badges is so limited?’ 
      Rakna asked as he switched to mental dialogue since he had reached the streets.
    

    
       
    

    
      [It is the rightful authority that Locals demanded when they agreed to build the Pavilion. To fully explain it, I would have to expound on the political state of the System.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Never mind then. I don’t want to hear about it. Politics are inane,’ 
      he replied and leaned against a bus station his GPS was telling him to wait at. He checked the time and then felt something tugging his pants.
    

    
       
    

    
      He scowled and looked down where a small husky-like dog was scratching his leg. It had black and white fur, and a few features that made it resemble a wolf; notably its nose and fangs.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Do you want something?” Rakna uttered blankly and the dog barked whilst wagging its tail back and forth. “…I don’t have food, you know?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The dog continued to rub its head against his leg and he raised an eyebrow before crouching. He patted the animal's head and felt as if there was a connection between the two of them. 
      ‘Is this… the effect of Wolf King?’ 
      Rakna wondered. 
      ‘Maybe this guy is more than just a bit wolfish.’
    

    
       
    

    
      “Locky!” One voice sounded from his right and he glanced to see a young boy, around fifteen years old, panting with his palms on his knees as he held a leash with a snapped collar attached to it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Come on! How many times are you going to do this?” He said exasperatingly and lifted his dog to keep him in his arms. “If you continue, I’ll seriously buy a steel collar. Do you want that around your neck?” The pet made a sheepish expression and looked away.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, Rakna slowly stood up, carefully making sure he didn’t strain his muscles more than he needed. It was then that the boy finally noticed him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah! I’m so sorry. I hope Locky didn’t bother you too much.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna grunted and lit a cigarette as he answered, “It’s okay. It’s not like he could do much harm.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Haha… well, he sort of has a mixed bloodline. He’s still young but he should get stronger in the future,” the boy said while scratching his cheek.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is that so. Is he part lupine by any chance?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eh? Um, yes. I guess he does look the part, huh?” He chuckled wryly.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shrugged as he spotted a flying bus descending in their direction. He got in without saying anything and received a notification that the transport fees would be deducted from his balance after he gets off.
    

    
       
    

    
      He silently acknowledged it and sat on an empty seat. The young boy followed him inside as well and the unmanned bus closed its doors before taking off. Rakna exhaled, opening the window to his right a bit so that the bluish smoke would get out.
    

    
       
    

    
      He looked at the few people in the bus from the corner of his eyes. From what the GPS was telling him, it would take about twenty minutes for this bus to reach his stop.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘In the meantime, Alexa, can you update me on how many elements 
      Absolute
       
      Cover
       can hide?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Certainly. Ever since you learned the skill, the number of elements you can hide has increased to 16. I believe it is mainly due to your recent breakthrough with your soul power.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded. 
      ‘Retract the cover I put on my 
      Flight
       proficiency then use the rest of the slots to hide my 
      Cold
       
      Star
       
      Magic
      , 
      Ascension
       
      of
       
      The
       
      Titan
      , 
      Soul
       
      Sense
      , 
      Soul
       
      Scourge
      , and 
      Soul
       
      Core.
      ’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Understood. 
      Absolute
       
      Cover’s
       hidden elements have been changed.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Also, bring out the title I got for discovering Verias’ tomb.’
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Treasure Hunter
    

    
      A designation granted to the lucky and adventurous travelers who have discovered riches in the most special and secluded of places.
    

    
       
    

    
      Effects:
    

    
      - Grants you the skill ‘
      Fortune Search’
       that will reveal to you nearby gatherings of wealth.
    

    
      - Your maximum balance is permanently increased by 500 000.
    

    
      - Defeated foes will drop 5% more money.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Not bad,’ 
      Rakna remarked inwardly and that coincidentally made him remember all the gold and precious objects he had taken from Verias’ tomb. He opened his 
      Item
       
      Box
       and navigated through his belongings until he found what he was looking for.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Let’s see… jewelry, pure gold, rubies, ornaments...’
       He listed to himself. As expected, all of it had no value other than monetary. Maybe he would have to sell them.
    

    
       
    

    
      When Rakna was about to give up on finding something useful in all of this, a certain case of his 
      Item
       
      Box
       caught his eyes. He raised an eyebrow and pressed on it to pull it out of the storage. The flash of light that came with it grabbed the attention of the passengers around him and that quickly turned into amazement when they saw the gold casket in his hands.
    

    
       
    

    
      Before that could turn into greed though, Rakna triggered his 
      Despair
       
      Aura
       for a second. He made sure to keep it low enough not to scare them too much but they still paled and lowered their heads to avoid looking at him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, the young boy from earlier was a bit intimidated but he seemed to be impressed rather than scared. As for Locky on his lap, the dog didn’t even seem to have felt it.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna ignored whatever reactions he caused and nonchalantly opened the casket in his hands. He expected to see some sort of jewelry collection, but what he got instead was a single black and red ring. However, when he saw its description revealed by 
      Appraisal
      , there was no way he could be disappointed.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Hex Item/Ring
    

    
      Name
      : Necromancer’s Rule
    

    
      Rarity
      : Red
    

    
       
    

    
      Description:
    

    
      An accessory forged through cursed rituals and abyssal magic. It holds within itself the power to control the dead to the user’s whim. It is an item created by the King of The Puppet Legion for his personal use and is one of the very few objects he brought with him after fleeing from the Abyss’ pursuit.
    

    
       
    

    
      Perks:
    

    
      - Grants the spontaneous skill ‘
      Raise
       
      Undead’
      .
    

    
      - Grants the spontaneous skill ‘
      Dead
       
      Men
       
      Tell’
      .
    

    
      - Grants a +10% Magic Attack and +0.1 MP Regen Factor.
    

    
      - 100 m³ sub-space storage => Capable of storing undead controlled by the user.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note
      : This is a Hex Item. It does not require an available slot to be equipped and will forever be bound to the Host who equips until their timely death. Its previous owner was Asziquol Naberum Verias, who was unbounded after death.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I remember now... he was angry about something specific I had taken. This must have been it,’ 
      Rakna thought, his eyes widening a little. He stared at the ring as he held it between his fingers. He used 
      Fabled
       
      Sight
       and soul power to test the waters.
    

    
       
    

    
      He didn’t trust an object made by that bastard of all people.
    

    
       
    

    
      Concentrating on his raw instinct, he confirmed its safety several times. In the end, he slid the ring around his right middle finger and felt a short-lived stream of energy enter his body before dying down and leaving place for three System windows.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      The Necromancer’s Rule has been bound to you!
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Item
       
      Box
       has detected a new spatial storage; establishment of a new link successful.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have learned a new skill; 
      Raise
       
      Undead
      !
    

    
      - 
      Raise
       
      Undead
       
      (Lv.1)
      : This is normally a spell only usable with magic elements aligned with necromancy, but the item it is derived from erases that restriction. You can turn a corpse into an undead by spending an amount of mana proportional to the level of the target while alive.
    

    
      Raise
       
      Undead
       has lower chances of succeeding on targets that were too disparate from the user in strength. If the process fails, the corpse will fall apart.
    

    
      Current Number of Undead Raised: 0/10
    

    
      Note: 
      There is a limit to how many undead you can control. If it is crossed, the undead you raised will be without master. This limit will increase along with the skill level.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have learned a new skill; 
      Dead
       
      Men
       
      Tell
      !
    

    
      - 
      DMT 
      (Lv.1)
      : Allows the user to integrate memories from the target. As you grow more proficient with the skill, the clearer and bigger the results will be. You will also be able to steal more than just memories.
    

    
      Note: 
      There is no cost or constraint, but caution is advised. Repeated use of this skill may cause irreparable damage to the user’s mind. Memories of beings stronger than the user might also be capable of fighting back.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

  
    Chapter 88: Dusk Lion

    
      Rakna lifted his hand to look at the ring who didn’t seem to be willing to come out at all. He could not make it disappear as well but the good thing was that it didn’t really strike as a precious object so it would probably not attract a lot of attention in the future.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘These skills are… interesting to say the least,’ 
      he thought. He couldn’t properly evaluate how useful they were without actually trying them out but at the very least, it was promising to know that he could transport undead he would eventually raise.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Speaking of which…’ 
      He opened his 
      Item
       
      Box
       and saw a new tab available. When he pressed on it, his expectations weren’t exactly high, yet they were definitely surpassed.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Four-Hundred-Year-Old Carcass of a Dusk Lion King
    

    
      The corpse of a legendary class beast. It was killed by Verias when it was giving birth and too weak to fight back. He has kept it ever since in order to produce a powerful undead out of it.
    

    
      The late beast was so strong, to the point of having a spark of divinity, that it never decomposed after all this time. Additionally, the 
      Necromancer’s Ring
       kept it protected and in perfect condition.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Dusk Lions are part of a legendary race that usually live hermit lives until the day they die. They don’t normally fight for territory, but they have an aggressive rivalry with Dawn Tigers; something coded into their very genes. Some few exceptions are also very adventurous.
    

    
      Dusk Lions commonly have black fur and red eyes. They have incredible magical abilities and speed but what truly sets them apart and makes them such terrifying foes is the constitution they are born with.
    

    
      Commonly called ‘Shuttle Specter Physique’, it allows them to jump through the layers of the spiritual dimension known as ‘Enthymio’. The royal lineage of the Dusk Lions, demarcated by their golden eyes, are said to be able to reach the layer called ‘Origin’, which allows them to attain god-like power.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Well, damn. Never thought I’d find a potential genome so soon,’ 
      he thought. ‘
      A legendary beast on par with the nine-tailed, huh? If the body is preserved, its heart should also be intact. Though, it might not necessarily be better to use Harvester on it instead of Scavenger. If I think long term, the former would be better. But short term, the latter will probably boost my attributes by a long shot.’
    

    
       
    

    
      || You have reached your stop. Disembark. ||
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was pondering on what to do, his map’s navigation chimed. He closed the system windows with a hum and stood up before exiting the bus, his balance going down by ten Talys.
    

    
       
    

    
      Coincidentally, the boy he talked to earlier also seemed to get off at the same stop. Rakna glanced at him and he looked back nervously.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Um, you live here too?” The boy asked whilst hugging Locky.
    

    
       
    

    
      “No. I’m here for a Quest.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The boy’s eyes seemed to lit up at that. “You’re a Host?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna slightly raised an eyebrow. “Yes. Why? Is it rare to see one?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “W-well, kind of? Hosts don’t stay too long around Black Steel, especially in the outer regions of the city. Even today, the only reason I went closer to the center was that I had to bring Locky to a veterinarian there. It’s my first time meeting a Host.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” Rakna remarked and started walking down the street, following the map’s path. The young boy exclaimed in surprise and jogged to catch up to him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Can I ask you something?” He said tentatively and Rakna exhaled a puff of smoke.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You already did. Twice.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The boy chuckled awkwardly. “I guess I did.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Go ahead.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You said you were here for a Quest, right? Can I ask what it is?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “The investigation of a series of murders,” Rakna responded as he turned right at an intersection right when a car passed by.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh,” the young boy’s expression visibly sunk and Rakna’s nose picked up a few new scents coming from him; sadness, grief, and a complex one that seemed to be a mix of hope and cynicism.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Looks like you know about it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He slowly nodded. “Yes… it would be hard not to since I live in that district. One of the victims was my cousin. Ever since then, we have seen many people trying to find the cause of their death, but they all failed in the end. I do remember someone recently requested help from the Pavilion.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Do you know who it was?” Rakna asked since he couldn’t tell from the Quest’s description who had put it up. If anything, he wanted to meet the person to gather information about the situation.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m not sure. But I think it’s probably one of the doctors from the small hospital nearby. It’s there that the bodies were autopsied and preserved.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded. “Thanks. I’ll pay them a visit in that case,” he said while mentally zooming on his map and sited a waypoint on a certain building that had a small red cross icon on top of it. It was the closest hospital to where his navigation was bringing him to so there was no mistaking.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Mhm,” the boy nodded. “You’re welcome… if I can help you to find the culprit faster, it’s enough.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ll see what I can do. What’s your name?” Rakna asked.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, right! I’m Luke, nice to meet you! And you probably already know, but this is Locky.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The dog barked at the mention of his name.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m Rakna. See you later, Luke. Stay safe on your way back,” he uttered with a wave of his hand and took a different road to head to the hospital.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I will. Thank you and good luck!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna groaned internally as he distanced himself from the kid. 
      ‘I think I will add something to my introductions; ‘never wish me good luck’ or something. What do you think, Alexa?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [‘Hello, my name is Rakna Xiorra, pleased to make your acquaintance. Never wish me good luck if that’s fine with you’,] she enacted an imaginable situation, purposefully making her tone lower.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s expression twitched at that. 
      ‘…that was a good one. Keep it up.’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Thank you, Rakna.]
    

    
       
    

    
      She sounded oddly content.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Five minutes later, he was stepping through the automatic door of the hospital. The people in the hall eyed him curiously as he walked to the reception.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Did someone in this hospital submit a request to the Pavilion for a murder case?” He went straight to the point and the receptionist tensed along with everyone in earshot. It seemed the topic was a bit of a sensitive case here.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘How many victims were there for there to be such a reaction?’ 
      Rakna wondered.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Y-Yes... it was Doctor Kein. You should be able to find him in his office on the second floor. Take the elevator over there and it’s the fourth room to the right.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thanks,” he said and approached the elevator without a second thought. When he reached it, the doors opened and someone walked out. Rakna entered without a word and pressed the button to the second floor.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he reached the office he was looking for, he knocked a few times.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Come in,” a voice answered and he opened the door. He entered the staff office and saw a man in his forties sitting behind a desk, typing on a holographic keyboard. He looked up and scowled in confusion. “May I help you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Are you Doctor Kein?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “In person. Why?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I accepted your Quest from the Pavilion’s Board. I wanted to ask a few questions,” Rakna replied as he sat down one of the couches, relieved to be able to rest his body.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, I see. I submitted it yesterday; I didn’t think someone would accept it so quickly. I should have added my contact information; I apologize,” the doctor said in realization and faced his guest. “You don’t seem to be the kind of person to waste time, so, ask me whatever you need to complete this request. I will do my best to answer.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna squinted. “All right... Simple things first; when did it start? How many victims? Where were the bodies found and at what time of the day? What is the average time of death estimate for each victim? And lastly, what are their profile?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kein blinked in surprise. Those questions were unexpectedly insightful from someone so young-looking, but that certainly gave him some hope.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It started two weeks ago. The first case involved a woman. She was found dead in the middle of the street; in the morning. As you have probably read in the Quest, there was no apparent injury, but her organs were essentially rotting. We found no trace of mana or spiritual energy that could be labeled as a potential cause.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “From that day onward, exactly 19 new victims were found. All of them were found in the morning and in seemingly random places. One of them somehow got on top of a roof too. On average, the times of their death landed between 2 and 6 AM. As for their profile, I suppose you want to know if there was anything common to them, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded and he continued, “Well, I can safely say that there is none. We have checked more than once, believe me. There is no link; whether it be age, gender, race, relations, appearance, or wealth. Some victims were children below the age of ten, or elderly older than eighty.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That explains why everyone seems to be on edge,” Rakna commented. “Knowing that you, your family, or your children are all potential targets must be unnerving. I guess many have already left or are planning to.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kein nodded. “Indeed, and I cannot blame them.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well,” Rakna stood up and put his hands in his pockets. “I can’t do much with this. I could try and wait for the night but there is a better option; you do keep the bodies here, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, I was already planning to show the Host who would accept my Quest to ask for it,” the doctor declared and stood up. “Please follow me to the morgue.”
    

  
    Chapter 89: Ding Dong

    
      Rakna uncovered the body in front of him and took a look at what was the dead body of a man in his early twenties. His physical state had been put in stasis by a magic formation.
    

    
       
    

    
      “This one was found less than ten hours ago. Same symptoms as the others,” Kein commented and he nodded.
    

    
       
    

    
      The first thing he noticed was the smell. Ever since he became a werewolf, he could always pick up the individual scents of everyone he met. Even non-organic beings or objects, while not having any peculiar or outstanding odor, had one as well.
    

    
       
    

    
      That also applied to dead bodies. Their natural presence would slowly disappear after death, but still lingered on the corpse. He had confirmed this with the monsters he had killed previously and, if he understood correctly, what he smelled was akin to 
      Aura
      , but in a more encompassing way.
    

    
       
    

    
      Even corpses had a ‘presence’, which is precisely what he couldn’t sense from this body.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was like he was looking at a literal rock instead of a human body. He would even be ready to bet that his Nirvana Skill would have nothing to extract from its heart.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Is this something like Verias’ drain?’ 
      Rakna scowled at the thought and cast 
      Appraisal
      . There was no point in keeping guessing if he could get his answers with this.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      A soulless and powerless corpse. Some would not even bother thinking of it as something else other than an object. It shows internal signs of possession.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I can’t say it’s really useful,’
       he thought with a hand on his chin. He extended his hand toward the body under Kein’s curious gaze and put two fingers on the solar plexus before closing his eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      He passively sensed how cold the body was and sent his soul power inside of it. He tried to make an improvised analysis with his incomplete understanding of soul power. The only concrete result he got was just an increase in level for his 
      Soul
       
      Sense
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Truly, there’s nothing in here. It feels like I’m trying to probe a statue,’ 
      Rakna frowned and he made one theory. 
      ‘Possession, huh? As in ghosts controlling a mortal’s body?’
    

    
       
    

    
      [I would believe so. There aren’t many things that can be referred to as such. At the very least, it implies a spiritual entity entering a vessel. Whether that would lead to someone’s death or not depends on the method used.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Well, if anything, if it truly is a ghost, then the fact that it happens at night would check out,’ 
      Rakna remarked then moved his arm. He placed his palm on the corpse’s forehead and breathed in before activating one of his newest skills.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘This skill doesn’t have a cost. It shouldn’t have a recoil… hopefully,’ 
      he thought and a sort of vision abruptly overtook his mind. He gasped and ended up in the perspective of someone else.
    

    
       
    

    
      He was walking the streets at night, and when he passed by a certain house, he spotted a fleeting shadow. In the next second, he felt nauseous and his consciousness returned to the morgue.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 
      Dead
       
      Men
       
      Tell
       leveled up! ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Before he could sort out what he had witnessed, his nose started bleeding and a splitting headache assailed him. Even as a costless skill, it seemed that there was minimal toll to it.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Rakna, are you all right?] Alexa asked with a slightly uneasy voice. [Use a stamina pill. It will not restore your internal force, but it should lessen the impact on your psyche and body and prevent any long-lasting damage.]
    

    
       
    

    
      He nodded faintly and consumed a green pill. He swallowed it and felt a rush of energy. It spread across his body and eased his condition briefly before simply fading.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I really can’t wait for this crippled state to end,’
       he grumbled internally.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is something wrong?” The doctor next to him asked worriedly. “You suddenly started bleeding when you touched the body’s head...”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m fine. I just used a skill that I haven’t mastered yet,” he told a good enough excuse and waved at the body to change the subject. “I have an idea on what happened to him.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Really?” Kein’s eyes widened in shock.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. Does an rustic-looking mansion with a front garden and an expensive-looking car parked in it ring any bells?” Rakna asked while trying to get a clear picture of what he saw in his vision.
    

    
       
    

    
      “A mansion and a luxurious car… perhaps are you referring to the house of the Jill family?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Who are they and when did they move in?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kein took a moment to think about it before answering. “Well, from what I know, they’re a well-off family with a few businesses in Black Steel as well as deep ancestry. That house has been there for more than three hundred years. As for who currently lives in it, it should be Kair Jill, his wife Rena, and his two children, Kaira and Rei. They moved back in, from their other estate, about half-a-year ago, if I remember correctly.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna mused. With this, there was one question that may settle his suspicions. “When was the last time you saw any of those four coming out of their house?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The doctor seemed to come to a realization. “I… haven’t seen them for two weeks now. There is also the fact that Kair comes to the hospital monthly for a regular checkup. The end of this month is close and he hasn’t visited us yet,” he said with a nervous expression.
    

    
       
    

    
      “But they do tend to leave for undetermined periods of time for their work so it never struck me as weird. Do you think… that they have something to do with this situation?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not in an incriminating way,” Rakna replied. “Tell me where that house is.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Y-yes; here.”
    

    
       
    

    
      As the words left Kein’s mouth, his map popped up to show a new objective. He grunted positively and started heading back to the exit. “I will go and take a look. I’ll inform you later if I find anything of note,” he said and left the hospital at a swift pace.
    

    
       
    

    
      He was itching to just fly over but could only groan at the fact that he just couldn’t do it. He already regretted the mobility that he had been spoiled with.
    

    
       
    

    
      After a few minutes, he ultimately reached the mansion and he could sense right away that there was something off about it. Not only his instincts, but the foul smell that reminded him of Verias in nature was also quite repulsive.
    

    
       
    

    
      He observed the property in front of him with a raised eyebrow. He hummed and activated one of his items’ abilities, which did not require mana. “[
      Scan
       
      Life
      ,]” he intoned and the hidden necklace he was wearing emitted a pulse of energy that swept over his surroundings.
    

    
       
    

    
      His accessory immediately gave him the feedback he wanted and he sighed when he saw that there was no reaction from the house whatsoever. He pulled out his twin daggers from his storage since they were his lightest weapons.
    

    
       
    

    
      However, he was reminded of something when he saw them glowing in his hands. He grabbed his scarf and wrapped it around the daggers. A prompt appeared and he unhesitatingly chose ‘Yes’.
    

    
       
    

    
      Sonata and Praying Vehemence shone and fused until all that was left in Rakna’s hand was a pair of curved azure daggers with green, glittering edges.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Designation
      : Blade/Twin Daggers
    

    
      Name
      : Azure Sonata
    

    
      Rarity
      : Orange
    

    
      Attack power
      : +100
    

    
      Durability
      : 100%
    

    
       
    

    
      Perks:
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Intertwined Miniature Eion Systems
      : The weapon possesses memory of form and is able to switch from one form to another with an Eion energy influx as the trigger.
    

    
      Currently available: 
      Scarf, Guandao, Bow, Kusarigama, Twin Daggers.
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Oscillation Blade
       (
      Bladed form only
      ): Through oscillation, the blade becomes sharper and can generate heat.
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Gale
       
      Outbreak 
      (Applied to all forms)
      : A perk synthesized from absorbing Praying Vehemence’s parameters. When wielding Sonata, the user will have their agility and swiftness increase by 5% without cost or cooldown.
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Green
       
      Flurry
      : Use a constant stream of mana to elongate the weapon’s blade and boost the attack depending on the wielder’s magic attack.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note
      : Evolvable.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘So, it did assimilate the perks to some extent. 
      Gale
       
      Outbreak
       is new, but if it applies to whenever I hold Sonata, it’s not a loss. As for 
      Green
       
      Flurry
      , it seems I can only use it in this form. That’s a good thing to know about future evolutions. I’ll have to try and get better weapons...’
    

    
       
    

    
      He checked what he needed to evolve Sonata again; he had to be level 40 and use at least a weapon of blue rarity.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘The attack value shot up as well,’ 
      Rakna thought and whirled the daggers, satisfied with the small but noticeable change in his swiftness and agility. He looked at the entrance of the mansion again and tentatively pushed the gate who seemed to be a bit slack. It opened without resistance and he entered the property.
    

    
       
    

    
      He approached the entrance without lowering his guard for even a second. He tried to look inside through the windows but the curtains were all closed, unfortunately. He walked to the front door and clicked his tongue at the fact that it was digitally locked.
    

    
       
    

    
      Well, at least, it was more manageable than mithril or a magical defense.
    

    
       
    

    
      He was about to force it open when he got an idea. If he based his assumptions on the fact that the victims had all at some point walked past this house before their death, the randomness of it all could be explained.
    

    
       
    

    
      It also meant that whoever did it, ghost or monster, had the basic intelligence to drop the bodies away from the house so as to not raise suspicion. In other words, it’s smart enough to hide itself from investigations. Thus, it should also have the rational sense to maintain its cover.
    

    
       
    

    
      “In that case...” Rakna concealed his daggers and pressed the doorbell a few times. Ten seconds or so later, his ears twitched and the lock was opened from the inside.
    

    
       
    

    
      A young woman greeted him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes? What can I do for you?” She inquired with acting that could have fooled anyone.
    

    
       
    

    
      “As a matter of fact, yes. I happen to be looking for the Jill family that lives here. Would you be so kind as to tell me where they are?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The woman’s expression became perplexed. “I am right in front of you, am I not? You’re speaking to Rena Jill. If you’re looking for my husband, I’m afraid you’ll have to come back another day. He’s on a business trip at the moment.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “So it seems,” Rakna uttered with a hint of mirth in his tone. “Are you sure though?”
    

    
       
    

    
      This time, she let out some irritation appear. “Listen, young man, if you’re here to joke around, I’ll have to ask you to lea--”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Last I heard,” he interrupted her dryly as his eyes glowed with a golden hue. “Normal people tend to have body temperature and a 
      physical
       body, don’t they?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You--!” Before the woman could say anything else, an azure dagger flashed and stabbed her right in the eye.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, I think so.”
    

  
    Chapter 90: Jill Family

    
      “AAH!” The woman let out an ear-piercing cry and her face morphed into something straight out of a horror story as Sonata stabbed her eye.
    

    
       
    

    
      Her skin darkened and grew wrinkles while her teeth became razor-sharp fangs. But the oddest thing about her was the pair of dark purple bat wings she grew. She quickly jumped back, getting away from her attacker, and covered her eye with her hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna coldly watched her as he appreciated one of the abilities that he hadn’t been able to truly experience to its fullest until now.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have hit a spiritual being.
    

    
      Soul Core
       has been triggered. You inflicted spiritual damage.
    

    
      You have drained 4 MP from your target.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Soul Core 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      He noted that, unlike when he took the stamina pill, the energy he had just drained seemed to be staying inside his body. He had now a 4 instead of a 0 next to his MP stat but it hadn’t restored his regeneration, much to his chagrin.
    

    
       
    

    
      “W-Who are you?!” The banshee screamed as she still felt the pain in her eye.
    

    
       
    

    
      He raised an eyebrow and scoffed, “A wandering detective.”
    

    
       
    

    
      She gritted her teeth and dashed at him. Her speed wasn’t something he could match in his current state, but he stood unmoving as she approached him. Her hand transformed into a blade as she swung her arm at him.
    

    
       
    

    
      The only reaction he showed at that was his eyes moving. He was perfectly calm. After all, the only reason he had initiated the hostilities was because he unconsciously knew, something more than just a hunch, that he could beat her.
    

    
       
    

    
      Right before the blade hit him, he leaned back as marginally as possible as the blade brushed past his neck. Then, within the blink of an eye, he recovered from his dodge and two flashes of azure-green light found their mark on the ‘ghost’s head and heart.
    

    
       
    

    
      She cried in pain again and this time, Rakna could see some frost appear where he stabbed.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘It seems my passive elemental attack needs at least a bit of mana to work, even if it doesn’t concretely lower it,’ 
      he thought and placed his fist in front of the banshee’s neck. In one swift motion, he dealt out a reproduction of the one-inch punch; so skillfully that it would even impress masters.
    

    
       
    

    
      The woman seemed to choke and Rakna, still with a slow and careful motion of his muscles, threw a kick that landed on her stomach. He made sure to add a great deal of soul power in his blow and she flew back for a few meters before landing on the ground. She gasped and grasped her throat with her elongated nails as if something was harming her from the inside.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna winced as he lowered his leg back to the ground. He almost tripped when he tried to take a step forward. While she was still squirming on the ground, he approached her and placed a foot over her stomach. The wounds he had inflicted on her with Sonata were already disappearing as if they were never there, but it seemed his 
      Soul
       
      Core
       had been enough to paralyze her.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s get this over with. Are you the one responsible for the recent deaths?” He asked indifferently and she glared at him while clutching her own neck.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What… did you… do to… me…” She managed to croak out, tears in her eyes. She felt like something was burning her insides, bringing her more pain than she had ever felt.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna squinted as his eyes let out a colorless hue. “Your body seems to be made of soul power in its entirety. Perhaps it’s being damaged by my own.”
    

    
       
    

    
      She tried to reply but the pain caught up to her again and she let out a voiceless cry. “I’m… not… the one… who killed them… please…” Her tone became pleading and her appearance gradually turned human-like again. This time, she didn’t seem to be posing as someone else, and used what appeared to be her real appearance.
    

    
       
    

    
      She had curly dark green hair with a pair of eyes whose color blended with it. Her skin was pale and her curves was generous. Rakna scowled at her as she basically was on the verge of crying.
    

    
       
    

    
      After focusing a bit, he noticed that the foul odor he had perceived from the outside of this house didn’t seem to be coming from her. The color of her soul also seemed to be quite bright; it was as if it was trying to convince him that she was innocent. After a moment of thought, he gave her the benefit of the doubt and lifted his foot.
    

    
       
    

    
      Her emotions were hard to get a grasp on, maybe because of her nature, but its scent was not the malicious type from what he could tell.
    

    
       
    

    
      He crouched next to her and placed his hand above her heart. “[
      Soul
       
      Scourge
      ,]” he muttered and reached for the soul power he had inadvertently injected earlier. At the same time, with this skill, he noticed that he could easily break her apart if he wanted to. But he decided to listen to his gut feeling and got rid of what she was suffering from.
    

    
       
    

    
      After just a few seconds, she stopped clawing at her neck and she could finally breathe, something that made him wonder if even ghosts needed air to live. Or perhaps she was not truly one?
    

    
       
    

    
      “Than... thank you…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t waste my time. Tell me what you know,” Rakna uttered, not showing any ounce of guilt for having mishandled her while she was potentially blameless.
    

    
       
    

    
      She nodded weakly and leaned against the wall for support as she stood up. She breathed in and exhaled before speaking up, “My name… is Evelyn Malcanthet… I’m a phantom bound to this place without a way to leave it. The dead you’re talking about were…” She hesitated.
    

    
       
    

    
      “They were what?” He repeated with a frigid tone, releasing a bit of his 
      Despair
       
      Aura
       at the same time. “If you don’t speak now, I will force your soul to do it for you. It’s in your interest that I don’t resort to this since I still don’t know how to control it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The phantom flinched at the pressure invading the room. She couldn’t comprehend how she could be so easily intimidated by someone who seemed to barely be standing on his feet. She had seen how careful he was with his every step as if he was scared to hurt himself.
    

    
       
    

    
      She bit her lip. 
      ‘It didn’t stop him from demolishing me,’
       she thought bitterly. “The culprit is…” She sighed. “My brother. He was the one who did it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna furrowed his eyebrows as he whirled one of his daggers in thought. “Before I ask you who your brother is, specifically, I assume you’re saying that he, for some reason, randomly kills people that pass by this house and you… are probably the one who possesses them after their death to hide the truth. Am I right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Evelyn’s eyes widened at how quickly and forthrightly he had reached this conclusion. He had also been horrifyingly accurate. “How…” She started but Rakna cut her off.
    

    
       
    

    
      “For now, I will believe that you are not the one who killed them. That’s all you have to know,” he said and his eyes skimmed over a window that appeared in front of him after he willed it.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Name:
       Evelyn J. Malcanthet
    

    
      Age:
       192 (18) | 
      Level
      : 12
    

    
      Race
      : Cambion Phantom | 
      Path
      : Hell Priestess
    

    
      Affiliation
      : Descendant of the Jill Family – First Plateau
    

    
      Titles
      : Caring Sister – The Virgin Succubus
    

    
       
    

    
      Attributes:
    

    
      STR
      : 5 | 
      END
      : 5
    

    
      SPD
      : 7 | 
      DEX
      : 9
    

    
      INT
      : 21 | 
      LCK
      : 3
    

    
       
    

    
      Statistics:
    

    
      DP
      : 118/131 | 
      MP
      : 294/310
    

    
      SWI
      : 56 | 
      Agility
      : 25
    

    
      SEN
      : 52 | 
      ATC
      : 50
    

    
      ATT
      : 38.5 | 
      DEF
      : 20
    

    
      MA:
       63 | 
      MR:
       2.37/min
    

    
       
    

    
      Proficiencies:
    

    
      - 
      Mana
       
      Sense
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Flight
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Mana Control
       
      (Lv.7)
    

    
      - 
      Soul
       
      Sense
       
      (Lv.5)
    

    
      - 
      Alchemy
       
      (Lv.6)
    

    
      - 
      Crafting
       
      (Lv.5)
    

    
      - 
      Magic
       
      Theory 
      (Lv.3)
    

    
      - 
      Jill
       
      Martial
       
      Arts
       
      (Lv.3)
    

    
       
    

    
      Magic Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Requires Reawakening.
    

    
       
    

    
      Cognitive Skills:
    

    
      - 
      Negative
       
      Insight 
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Magical
       
      Damage
       
      Resistance
       
      (Lv.9)
    

    
      - Soul Aura 
      (Lv.6)
    

    
       
    

    
      Spontaneous Skills:
    

    
      -
       
      Spiritual
       
      Possession
       
      (Lv. Ex)
    

    
      -
       Demonic
       
      Gradation
       (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Morph
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      - 
      Scan
       
      (Lv. Max)
    

    
      -
       
      Stealth
       
      (Lv.8)
    

    
      - 
      Elemental
       
      Reinforcement
       
      (Lv.3)
    

    
       
    

    
      Nirvana Skill:
    

    
      Unawakened
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      Unique or Racial Traits:
    

    
      - 
      Phantom Membrane: 
      Phantoms are beings that live with their soul bare and are impervious to normal physical attacks. But unlike other spiritual beings, they can be touched and have a physical influence on the world. Their only weakness is that if they are not bound to someone or something, they are unable to sustain themselves and will cease to exist.
    

    
      - Cambion: 
      The mixed race of humans and demons. The holder of this trait possesses demonic energy instead of stamina and their mana holds the attribute of darkness. They can thus learn skills only available to the demon race.
    

    
      - 
      Half
      -
      Succubus
      : The holder of this trait has either an incubus or a succubus as a parent. As such, they are able to drain life essence from living beings to heal or strengthen themselves. As a Cambion, they do not have demon pheromones and don’t need to feed off mortal essence. They additionally possess a pair of sturdy bat wings giving them the ability to fly and a natural night vision.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note: 
      Evelyn Malcanthet is a Descendant belonging to the Jill Family. Her mother was a human Host and her father was an incubus demon. The union of the two gave birth to two children; Evelyn and Lyne. One day, the family of four was attacked by a group of demon hunters, hired by the Jill Family’s Main Branch, and were all killed.
    

    
       
    

    
      Thanks to being Cambions and Descendants, the two children became phantoms and were bound to their house. The son quickly lost his mind in madness and fury and to stop him, her sister forced the two of them into a seal by sacrificing her magic.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes slightly widened at her status. She was certainly one of the more unique people he had met until now. In fact, he would even put her above Verias’ weakened state, for both her racial traits and Nirvana Skill. Then, there was the note about her and her family.
    

    
       
    

    
      This was the first time he had gotten one so long; possibly because there was simply more to tell for him to get the overall picture. Until now, 
      Appraisal
       had always given him the minimum info to have a general understanding of the target’s history.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘The fact about her brother seems to be the truth…’ 
      He thought. “Where is your brother?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Evelyn trembled and tamely lowered her head. “He is half-sealed as we speak. He is slowly waking up and the victims he’s killing are used by him to recover.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why didn’t you stop him?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I… couldn’t,” she replied weakly. “When my brother started going mad after becoming a Phantom, my revival was still fresh and unstable. To seal him in any meaningful way, I had to forsake my elemental affinities and my magic power. I’ve barely recovered the latter after 170 years in slumber, but I still need to reawaken my magic and I can’t do anything against him without it…”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snarled under his breath and she shivered unconsciously. “Why haven’t you tried to call for help? You probably woke up two weeks ago. The family that lived here is probably already dead too, isn’t it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Her silence and sunken expression were the only evidence he needed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Perhaps you are bound to this place but you could have alerted someone; 
      anyone
      . Are you really going to let your brother kill innocents like this? And don’t tell me you didn’t have an opportunity to seek help since you tried to chase me away barely--.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “He’s my brother!” Evelyn yelled, interrupting him.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna narrowed his eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      Her tears flowed for good this time. The sharpness of his words both had hurt her and caused her to snap. “I want my brother to live! Isn’t that obvious?!” Her voice cracked. “We already died once, sure! But you’re telling me to kill him again?!”
    

    
       
    

    
      “...”
    

    
       
    

    
      “He’s the only one I have left...”
    

    
       
    

    
      Her voice weakened and she lowered her head under the piercing gaze of Rakna; her short bout of courage snuffed out.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I know that there’s almost no chance for him to come back to reason. I tried! I tried everything to bring him back… I was just hoping… praying that maybe… he would…”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna groaned as she choked on her own words. Never did he expect he would have to deal with a weepy succubus and a family tragedy at the same time. Honestly, he wanted to empathize with her. However, the concept of family ties was something he had a hard time identifying with.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…I’ll ask again,” he breathed in. “Where is he?” He inquired with a hint of finality in his tone.
    

    
       
    

    
      She gritted her teeth. She didn’t want to say it. It felt like she was selling out her own family. But she understood that it was for the best and it sickened her. “…he’s in the basement. It’s filled with wards to restrain him and keep people out… he's only able to slip through and extend his reach outside every once in a while...”
    

    
       
    

    
      She pushed the words out despite herself.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Are you... going to kill him?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m going to do what I need to do,” he responded. “That’s all I’ll tell you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Evelyn stood silent for a moment before raising her head to look at him in the eyes. Her tears had not stopped falling, but he didn’t waver for even an instant.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I will open the wards... but can you promise me something?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna stilled for a second as he heard 
      that
       word. “…that will depend on what it is.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “When I release the wards of the basement, my brother will be free to move. All I want is that you wait before attacking him. I want to try and talk to him one last time. If it doesn’t work, I swear to help you…” She swallowed the rest. “…even at the cost of my own life.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna watched her growing determination and grunted. Truthfully, he could just leave this house right now and fetch help. His Quest didn’t necessarily include solving the problem. He was also in a vulnerable state, regardless of his combat experience and arrays of skills.
    

    
       
    

    
      However, who would listen to this girl? Very few people would be sympathetic to a girl who has let murders occur, much less the culprit himself. At best, they would execute the brother and cage the sister one way or another.
    

    
       
    

    
      That’s why he couldn’t let it go.
    

    
       
    

    
      His uncle always said that second chances, while not always deserved, are something that should be given to all equally. This situation… he believed that they deserved the chance and he was ready to offer it. He had been given one, after all.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Lead the way,” he ultimately said. At the end of the day, he needed to see if he could deal with the problem or not. He had to take a look at that brother in question to decide if he could take him on or not.
    

    
       
    

    
      “W-what about my request?” She asked nervously, taking a step forward.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…I promise you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Those three words were spoken grimly, but that had been enough to shake her entire being. She didn’t know why, but she knew that he was sincere.
    

    
       
    

    
      She allowed a bitter smile to appear on her face. “Thank you…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Keep your thanks for later,” he retorted blankly. “Promises are only worth something when they are followed through to the end.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Do you think so?” Evelyn said melancholically. “After our parents died and before he was blighted by his own demonic energy, I promised that I always would be there for him; that I would protect him no matter what,” she recounted and paused.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I think he knew at the time... that I most likely would not be able to do it. But he smiled at me and thanked me. I believe that making a promise…” She pressed her lips together to hold her emotions from spilling out. “...sometimes means more than the outcome.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked at her with unreadable eyes. He looked at his hands holding the azure daggers. He remembered the smile Vivi had flashed when he told her he would do what he could.
    

    
       
    

    
      Perhaps…
    

    
       
    

    
      “Just perhaps,” he voiced and gripped the daggers tighter. “You might be right.”
    

  
    Chapter 91: Soul Drain

    
      Evelyn led Rakna to the basement where a large trap door was built on the floor. “This gives access to the chamber below; it’s the first restraining measure before the actual seal,” she said.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna grunted to acknowledge what she said and inspected it. There were talismans with signs unknown to him attached to it. He quickly gave up on trying to decipher them and proceeded to take a look around. This basement definitely did not belong to a normal family.
    

    
       
    

    
      Chemical equipment, odd items scattered across the place, half-forged weapons on the tables, all sorts of blueprints, and peculiar sheets with magic circles drawn on them. Kein had told him that the people who lived here ran a business but he didn’t expect something like this.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What exactly does your family do?” He asked the Cambion who was crouching in front of the trap door; which he had a hard time staying close to because of the intensity of the smell.
    

    
       
    

    
      “They’re not my family,” she growled out. “I’ll never forgive them for what they did to us. The Jills only care about power. They’re a bunch of parasites. They own many businesses and branches across all Plateaus for weapons, items, information,
       
      and even slaves. But what they specialize in is alchemy. They make potions and sometimes design spells to sell.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” Rakna muttered, suppressing any sort of irritation; the comparison to his own parents had been too easy to make. More importantly, recently, especially after Verias, the threshold for his boiling point had been lower than he would prefer.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Looks like 
      Ireful
       
      Shell
       grew a bit more tedious,’
       he thought. That warranted some vigilance, but he saw real threat in it. As he was thinking that, the last talisman was pulled out from the trapdoor by Evelyn and he suddenly narrowed his eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      His eyes turned golden and released colorless energy as he stared at what was beyond his current vision. He saw the soul that was currently chained below him. It was pulsating between a dormant state and a complete form.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna clicked his tongue as he saw that. It wasn’t that strong. If anything, it would be a lot easier compared to fighting the Dreorins. That is; if he was at full strength.
    

    
       
    

    
      He might be able to deal with it thanks to The Trickster’s Sleeve, but he was aware that while the Spade Cards could deal incredible damage, they possessed both limited range and flexibility. In other words, it could go wrong.
    

    
       
    

    
      That’s why he had gotten close to the Dreorin previously to decapitate it point-blank. It was either that or use a higher Card to kill it from farther away.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Evelyn,” he spoke up as she was about to open the trapdoor. She shuddered when she heard him say her name. She should obviously be used to hear her own name, but he had somehow managed to make it sound foreboding.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is there something wrong?” She asked nervously, wondering if he had changed his mind after her brother’s soul power was revealed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Before you go in there, I need your help on something,” he stated, surprising her.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You may have noticed but I’m in a crippled state right now. I can’t generate internal force or mana at all,” he admitted, to which she gasped.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘How?!’
       She screamed internally. 
      ‘Someone in a crippled state should not even be able to move their arms much less walk and even defeat me in a few seconds!’
    

    
       
    

    
      She was dumbfounded. “Why… are you telling me this?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ll have to borrow some mana from you,” he replied in a heartbeat.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘My mana… I felt some of it being taken away when he stabbed me,’ 
      she recalled and summoned her status to see it was indeed down by more than it should. “I’m fine with it… I have some to spare and I can’t use magic. But… will you need to stab me again?” She asked unenthusiastically.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted and walked to her. “Just stay still. As long as you don’t resist, I should be able to do it just fine,” he said and placed his hand on her shoulder. He closed his eyes and imagined his 
      Soul
       
      Core
       beating inside his body as a heart would.
    

    
       
    

    
      The skill described it as a spiritual organ and it couldn’t be more accurate. It was functionally a pump, independently channeling soul power. He deviated the suction force it was generating and brought it to his hand holding onto Evelyn’s shoulder. Soon enough, he felt a connection with her soul, and mana flowed into his own pool.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have directly manipulated your 
      Soul Core 
      for the first time. It has leveled up!
    

    
      The drain per injury you inflict has reached its maximum; 5 MP. Your mana and stamina consumption reduction has increased.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have learned a new skill; 
      Soul
       
      Drain
      .
    

    
      - 
      Soul
       
      Drain
       
      (Lv.1)
      : Its name can be misleading, as it is used to drain mana and internal force from the target by using the soul as a catalyst and not as a source. 
      Soul
       
      Drain
       does not harm the soul if used for reasonable lengths and can also be applied in reverse.
    

    
      Current
       
      Drain
      : 1 MP/STA per tick 
      (Optimal Conditions)
    

    
      Note
      : This skill does not work on a target with able means to resist it and constant physical contact is necessary. Consent between two parties erases the chance of failure.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have drained 1 MP. You have drained 1 DP.
    

    
      Demonic Points have been converted; 1 STA.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Soul
       
      Drain
       has leveled up!
    

    
      +2 MP / +2 STA
    

    
      +2 MP / +2 STA
    

    
      +2 MP / +2 STA
    

    
      Soul
       
      Drain
       has leveled!
    

    
      +3 MP / +3 STA
    

    
      +3 MP / +3 STA
    

    
      …
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna was satisfied as he finally felt power return to his body. He clenched his hand and his veins and muscles bulged as if they were happy to be free of their enfeebled state.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Um… my demonic power is also decreasing… is it normal?” Evelyn asked with a blush on her face, the feeling of having her soul connected and transferring her internal forces was… weird.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not really. But I won’t complain,” Rakna said and she could have sworn she saw the ghost of a smile on his face. He waited until the skill increased to level 4 to stop. He pulled his hand back and she sighed in relief.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘My muscles are still sore but my stamina is about 80% full. Since I focused the drain on mana instead of stamina, I’m close to full capacity,’ 
      he commented silently. He waved his arm to the side as fast as possible and his aura manifested around his body at the same time.
    

    
       
    

    
      Evelyn felt a cold breeze hit her face; she was unable to follow his casual action. 
      ‘Forget about him being strong, he’s in a different league... what is he doing on the First Plateau investigating civilian cases?’
    

    
       
    

    
      While she was thinking that, Rakna was pleased to see he could exert his full ability. The problem however was still the pain and numbness. 
      ‘This is not a perfect solution.’
    

    
       
    

    
      [Indeed. I recommend you do not abuse it,] Alexa said. [Refrain from using skills that are too harsh on your body. If you go too far and get injured, you might aggravate your condition.]
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I’ll adjust in real time,’ 
      Rakna responded and turned toward Evelyn. “Go on in first. I’ll listen from here and wait; do what you must.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The Cambion pursed her lips and nodded. She took a deep breath and opened the trap door, letting a miasmic cloud spill out. She winced as she felt the malice contained in it and from the corner of her eye, she could see that even the standoffish therian was bothered by it.
    

    
       
    

    
      After bracing herself, she took the first step down the stairs and a sudden energy almost made her fall back. 
      ‘His energy is already starting to break through the seal…’ 
      She thought whilst gritting her teeth and forced herself to continue downward.
    

    
       
    

    
      When she reached the chamber, she watched gloomily as the figure of her brother knelt on the ground with a bunch of chains binding his body. Around him, a translucid barrier had been raised; the last fading remnants of her Barrier Magic.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Lyne…” She whispered but got no reaction. He couldn’t hear her through the seal. She knew what she needed to do. She approached the barrier and placed her hand on it. She injected a bit of mana and demonic energy in it and with a simple mental command, it dissolved into motes of energy.
    

    
       
    

    
      Immediately after, her brother’s shadowed face welcomed two dots of red light in the place of his eyes. His green hair was unkempt and long, his body thrumming with dark energy. He raised his head to look at her and Evelyn faltered.
    

    
       
    

    
      Other than his entirely crimson eyes, the rest of his body had begun to change. Black scales were growing on his skin and glowing green veins spread. This was the risk that every Cambion had to experience were they to lose control over their demonic energy; Blackening.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sis…ter…?” He spoke with a voice she barely recognized. But his mouth wasn’t the only thing that had started moving; the chains wrapped around his body were starting to rattle.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, Lyne, it’s me,” Evelyn replied with tears threatening to emerge again. Her brother, younger by one year; the ever so cheerful memories she had of him were nowhere to be seen on him. “Can you hear me?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…” He didn’t reply. Instead, a guttural growl resounded and one of the chains snapped. Followed by the metallic sound of the strain put on the others.
    

    
       
    

    
      The sorrow that had sprouted in her ever since she woke from her slumber, was magnified tenfold when she couldn’t even spot a shred of awareness on her brother’s face.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Lyne!” She shouted desperately. “Come back to your senses!”
    

    
       
    

    
      A second chain snapped and she gritted her teeth.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s been 200 hundred years! You can’t keep holding onto that hatred forever! You know very well that mom and dad would be horrified to see you like this! At least, respect that!”
    

    
       
    

    
      A third one.
    

    
       
    

    
      “The Lyne I remember was a cheerful child. Our parents loved you; 
      I
       love you! Even as a Phantom, that love will never change!”
    

    
       
    

    
      A fourth one.
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, please…” Evelyn collapsed on her knees with her tears flowing. She faced the ground and held her arms close to her chest. “Please come back…”
    

    
       
    

    
      The rest of the chains snapped at once and he stood up. He stayed inert for a tormenting amount of time, his face shadowed, before he opened his mouth again, “Sister…”
    

    
       
    

    
      The succubus gasped as she looked up at him. “Lyne?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Lyn--!” Her call was cut off by an ear-deafening roar that she could have never imagined coming from her brother, even in her worst nightmares.
    

    
       
    

    
      He breathed out a cloud of steam and his eyes shone with madness. He kicked the ground in her direction and reached for her with his clawed hand as his hair slowly turned black.
    

    
       
    

    
      Evelyn held her breath as she watched her impending doom. She didn’t have the strength to dodge or call for her brother anymore. She was ready to accept her end and leave everything to the man who had made a promise with a voice of steel. She would die together with her brother. That was all that she could hope for.
    

    
       
    

    
      She closed her eyes and waited for her death. When her eyelids were fully shut, the last thing she had seen was her brother’s hands about to tear her apart. But it never happened. She heard him howl like a beast again; however... this one sounded pained.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t go accepting death like that,” a cold voice echoed.
    

    
       
    

    
      She opened her eyes again with dilated pupils and saw the demonic figure of her brother retreat as he clutched his arm, an azure dagger stuck inside his palm. She looked over her shoulder and spotted the Host who had forced her to face this situation.
    

    
       
    

    
      His right arm was still in a throwing stance when her gaze fell on him and there was a ring of blue spheres revolving around his left arm. With just a glance, she recognized the power radiating from it.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna casually walked to her as the Blackened Cambion glared at him warily. His mind had been lost but he still seemed to know how to acknowledge threats.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Accepting death is an insult to all who wish to live,” he uttered and stood in front of her. His back shadowing her. “To the very end, it is your duty to stay alive. This obnoxious System has a loathly way of doing it, but the message stays clear; fight to survive.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Never invite death into your home,” he uttered as the spheres of cold energy arranged themselves to form a constellation. “All it wants is easy work... and you have more value than that.”
    

  
    Chapter 92: Lyra

    
      In the northern sky lies the Lyra constellation. Its myth finds origin in the Greek musician and poet Orpheus. The power of his music, which he played on his lyre gifted by Apollo, was able to sway the nature and fauna, overpower the Sirens’ singing, and move the gods with its melody.
    

    
       
    

    
      Orpheus convinced the ruler of Hell himself to bring his wife back to the world of the living. The constellation was often depicted as a vulture or an eagle carrying the lyre in its wings or beak.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Star
       
      Monarch
       
      –
       
      Lyra
      .]
    

    
       
    

    
      Evelyn watched entranced as five miniature stars revolved around Rakna’s body before fusing and forming the image of an eagle holding a lyre in its beak. The large bird wagged its wings and used them to pluck the strings of the instruments.
    

    
       
    

    
      The tunes of the lyre resounded in the chamber and it almost felt like the notes had manifested on the physical plane. The glow emitted by the lyre even seemed to vary in both shade and intensity based on what it was.
    

    
       
    

    
      The melody that was being played by the eagle was beyond enchanting. Evelyn had a hard time not getting carried in by the tune. It was almost forcing her to empty her mind and forget all of her worries.
    

    
       
    

    
      The effect on her brother had been considerably more violent. The warped Cambion roared as he pulled the dagger out of his hand and held his head in pain, trying to swat an invisible enemy.
    

    
       
    

    
      “
      GO AWAY!!
      ” He screamed and Evelyn opened her mouth, thinking that this might have awakened her brother but before she could voice anything, he redirected his crimson eyes at her and Rakna in rage.
    

    
       
    

    
      He extended one hand while holding his head with the other and a thunderous buzz sounded as a spiral of dark energy shot out from his palm.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna frowned as the eagle continued to play the lyre above his head. He released his 
      Aura
       at its fullest capacity and Evelyn shivered at the sudden drop in temperature. He mentally commanded his storage ring and the Dreorin Greatsword appeared in his hand.
    

    
       
    

    
      He gripped it tightly while using 
      Reinforcement 
      and swung it as it grew thorns on its handle that rapidly began sucking his blood. The blade glowed red and he muttered, “[
      Blood
       
      Wave
      .]”
    

    
       
    

    
      The crescent-shaped wave of crimson energy dug a linear pit as it slashed through Lyne’s magic and sliced his chest diagonally while also severing half of his arm. He cried in pain and staggered backward. He lifted his other arm in order to prepare another attack, but the eagle played a louder note that made him stop in his tracks.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, Rakna kicked the ground and grabbed the dagger he had thrown earlier before running straight at Lyne. The latter had enough awareness to sense him and, like her sister earlier, transformed his entire arm into a large sickle.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna easily deflected the strike that came afterward and his eyes flashed.
    

    
       
    

    
      He intoned a certain skill for the first time, “[
      Shadow
       
      Step
      .]”
    

    
       
    

    
      Shadows enveloped his body and moved around Lyne in the blink of an eye. Before the Cambion could react, Rakna grabbed his nape and slammed him on the floor with all of his strength.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Lyra
      ,]” he then called as if he was talking to someone and the eagle flew over. It landed on Lyne’s head as he struggled to break free from Rakna’s grasp and started plucking its instrument’s string even faster. The Cambion tensed and snarled inhumanely as black smoke emerged from his body before being destroyed by the lyre’s melody.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna had the tip of Sonata poised to stab his neck. He watched patiently as Lyne struggled under constellation’s influence.
    

    
       
    

    
      Evelyn watched from a distance with conflicted emotions. After some time, the miasma that had been invading the chamber was almost gone and Lyne had stopped moving.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna exhaled and started panting lightly. The eagle and lyre disappeared right after. He had been funneling all of his mana into this spell; he used up everything he had taken from Evelyn.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sister…” Lyne spoke again and the succubus covered her mouth when she saw her brother’s face torn in anguish. His eyes were back to how she remembered them; a scenic green much like her own.
    

    
       
    

    
      She clumsily pushed herself back on her feet and ran to him. Rakna grunted as he stepped back so she could hug her brother. He whirled his daggers and joined them together to reform a scarf.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m so… sorry…” Lyne managed to articulate as he slackened in his sister’s arms.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s fine. It’s not your fault... Nothing is.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna looked at the siblings comforting each other and glanced at the brother. He sighed when he saw that he was half-transparent already. One use of 
      Appraisal
       had given him all that he needed to know about his situation.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Currently suffering Spiritual Depletion.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Lyne Malcanthet’s life as a Phantom cannot be sustained by Demonic Energy anymore. Following a Blackening that corrupted his energy signature, his entire being has been purified by a cleansing spell. Both energy types have been cleansed as one and will shortly lead to a complete failure of the Phantom’s spiritual physiology.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Apparently, he wasn’t the only one who knew. Lyne’s waning body had been the first thing Evelyn noticed when she approached. But she refused to acknowledge it. She just hugged her brother as tight as she could as he spoke again.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I never wanted to leave you alone…” He muttered. “Dad once told me... to protect you... once he was gone... I promised... just like you did to me... but my thirst for revenge won over...”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna silently leaned against the wall and lit an Eion cigarette. He breathed out some smoke and emotionlessly noted that the boy’s legs were already gone, dispersed into wisps of red light.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m sorry you had to sacrifice decades to put up with me...” He continued with a sad smile and her only answer was to strengthen her grip on him. He chuckled weakly and turned his head the best he could to look at Rakna. “Could I... ask you a favor...?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The therian nodded slowly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Please take care of my sister... and if that is too much to ask... could you please lend her a hand in hard times?” He asked hopefully and Rakna glanced at him with narrowed eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      The younger Cambion was a lot more kindhearted and mature than he expected.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Then again... bad people don’t really end up in situations like these,’
       Rakna scoffed to himself.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Listen to yourself,” Evelyn interjected bitterly before he could give an answer. “I’m the big sister here; I should be the one caring for your well-being.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Lyne formed a smile that was also conveyed through his eyes. “A bit hard to do now, huh?” He said in a joking tone, feeling that his arms were completely gone now.
    

    
       
    

    
      Evelyn chuckled despite herself. This wasn’t funny in the slightest; they both knew. But they were not about to dispute it when these were their last moments together.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Believe and Esteem. Protect and Show. Watch and Listen. Love and Know,” Rakna spoke, catching both their attention. They looked at him as he seemingly recited these words. “It’s a poem I heard in the past,” he huffed. “Siblings desire each other’s happiness; and treat their love as a treasure.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m no good at cheering people up,” he scoffed. “Nor do I have what it takes to understand family bonds,” he added with a distant gaze. “But one thing I’m convinced of is that death cannot kill all of what you represent,” he uttered and looked at Lyne. “You asked me a favor; I’ll ask one thing in return.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The Cambion lifted his gaze. “...what is it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Keep loving your sister,” Rakna answered without changing his expression. For him, this didn’t sound silly or ridiculous. It was his honest stance. “If I am to accept your favor, I want to have the confirmation that it will eternally be your undying wish.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Lyne’s eyes widened a bit and laughed lightly. “I see…” He said and beamed. “I will always love my sister... and wish for her eternal happiness; in life or in death.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna closed his eyes and nodded. “Then I give you my word.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You two are unfair. Shouldn’t I have a say in this?” Evelyn mumbled and her brother chuckled as she held him in her hands. His head was barely all that remained of his body at this point.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m not going to last much longer,” he sighed and the succubus drooped her head. “Eve, thank you again for what you did for me. You too as well, for allowing me to speak to her one last time,” he said to Rakna.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Lyne…” Evelyn whispered sadly, but caught herself with a small smile. “I’m also happy that I could talk to you again... Don’t worry, I’ll do my best to live in your memory.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Heh, you changed after all this time...” He said with a chortle. “You used to be more rebellious and free-spirited... a mischievous succubus that laughed at flustered boys...”
    

    
       
    

    
      Evelyn’s face flushed red and tried to retort but nothing came out.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It was nice seeing you... goodbye, sis,” Lyne added and the rest of his body burst into particles of light. His voice echoed and Evelyn clenched the hands that had been holding her brother.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thank you… and goodbye…”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna ran his hand through his hair as he heard her sobs. How many times was he going to witness something like this? Had the world always been this dramatically sad?
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Perhaps I’m to blame for never trying to know,’ 
      he thought and silently groaned at the fact that he would have to deal with the grieving succubus after this. 
      ‘I really wouldn’t mind taking another nap right about now.’
    

  
    Chapter 93: Spiritual Anchor

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have completed your Quest! The rewards have been automatically deposited and the Quest giver has been notified of your success.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      You have leveled up!
    

    
      +1 Free Point
    

    
      +0.1 Strength, Speed, Intelligence
    

    
      ---
    

    
      After evaluation of your performance in a disadvantageous condition, the System offers you an additional attribute point and three thousand Talys.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna dismissed the window as he stepped into the back garden of the mansion. To give Evelyn a bit more time for herself, he had gone to look for the bodies of the original owners of this place after asking her. He found exactly four mounds on the ground, indicating the graves she had buried them under.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Alexa, notify whatever authorities operate in this city about what happened,” Rakna instructed.
    

    
       
    

    
      [Understood,] she said and established a call with the credentials of the Quest he had cleared. As she did that, he went back inside the house and waited at the front door.
    

    
       
    

    
      A few minutes later, he saw Evelyn come up the stairs. She seemed to have recovered nicely based on her relatively serene expression.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ready?” He asked and she nodded. “Then let’s go. We’ll go to the Pavilion to awaken your magic again and meet up with my friends,” he stated as he opened the door. Just earlier, he had received a message from Allan saying that they were waiting for him there.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait,” she raised her voice timidly and he turned around with an inquisitive look. “Um, I need to bind myself to you if I want to leave this place…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah… yes, your status did say that,” he muttered as he remembered her trait. “That means you’re currently bound to this house, huh? Not an object?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes,” she nodded. “I used this house as the anchor to sustain myself.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “How would you bind yourself to me then? Is there a specific method?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well…” She squirmed and joined her hands while looking away. “It’s a bit intimate…”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna deadpanned at her blushing appearance. 
      ‘Seriously?’
       He uttered internally. “Please don’t tell me it’s with a kiss or something...”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eh?! How did you know?!” She sounded genuinely shocked.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…can you use this instead?” He inquired while showing her his scarf.
    

    
       
    

    
      She calmed down a bit and took a look at the object before remembering something, “This… are your daggers capable of transforming?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Close. It’s the other way around. My scarf can transform into daggers. So? How is it?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Evelyn took the scarf that he was handing her and instantly felt the energy coursing through its material. It was nothing like she had ever felt before. “Incredible… such a masterwork. Not only the seemingly boundless energy but also the craftsmanship. Who made this?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted. “My uncle. The old man learned how to make weapons from his adoptive mother and he was without peer from where I come from,” he said, now wondering how high would the old man’s proficiency be if he used 
      Appraisal
       on him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Did you learn from him?” The succubus asked in curiosity as she continued to inspect the scarf in admiration.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not really. I just heard scraps on the basics, never dwelled on it. Though, it might not be a bad idea to learn a bit more for my 
      Star
       
      Make
      …” He inaudibly droned the last part.
    

    
       
    

    
      In fact, the weapons he had already made a spell of, 
      Dáinsleif
       and 
      Neptunia
      , were both something his uncle had forged at some point. The latter’s hobby was to forge mythological weapons with his own cosplay-like designs. That’s why it had been easy for him to picture them when he made the spells; because he had already seen them.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Maybe adding a concept of ‘forging’ can make them stronger,
      ’ he thought then focused back on the matter at hand. “In any case, is that good enough for you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, definitely!” She affirmed. “To be honest, I don’t think I will ever be able to find a better anchor than this. It’s such a good artifact for someone like me for its seemingly endless supply,” she stated enthusiastically.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, at least you don’t need a kiss now.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah… yes,” she whispered, secretly a bit disappointed. Not really from rejection; it just strangely scratched the romantic side of her brain. Like an intrusive thought about how it would feel.
    

    
       
    

    
      She cleared her throat. “Ahem... anyway, um... I’ll redo my binding now.”
    

    
       
    

    
      She closed her eyes and covered Sonata with her demonic energy. Rakna watched curiously as her body glowed, releasing thread-like strands of energy. They first appeared connected to the walls and floor of the mansion before gathering together and connecting to the scarf instead.
    

    
       
    

    
      The process took about twenty seconds and when she was done, she opened her eyes with a sigh as she felt her new connection. It was as if her vitality had increased by leaps and bounds by just being close to the scarf.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s done. I’m bound,” she smiled and handed the scarf back.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That easy?” Rakna grabbed it with a raised eyebrow and checked its description.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Designation
      : Cloth/Scarf
    

    
      Name
      : Azure Sonata
    

    
      Rarity
      : Orange
    

    
      Durability
      : 100%
    

    
       
    

    
      Perks:
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Intertwined Miniature Eion Systems
      : The item possesses memory of form and is able to switch from one form to another with an Eion energy influx as the trigger.
    

    
      Currently available: 
      Scarf, Guandao, Bow, Kusarigama, Twin Daggers.
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Gale
       
      Outbreak 
      (Applied to all forms)
      : A perk synthesized from absorbing Praying Vehemence’s parameters. When wielding Sonata in a Blade-Type form, the user will have their agility and swiftness increase by 5% without cost or cooldown.
    

    
       
    

    
      - 
      Demonic
       
      Spiritual
       
      Anchor
      : This item is bound to the Cambion Phantom, Evelyn J. Malcanthet, who can now sustain her for form for as long as she stays within a kilometer.
    

    
       
    

    
      Additionally, the Phantom bound to this item will be able to locate it no matter what. They will also be granted a 10% boost in both DP and MP thanks to the leaking Eion.
    

    
       
    

    
      Lastly, thanks to the spiritual will that has been infused into the weapon, the registered wielders (Rakna Xiorra, Evelyn Malcanthet) can now control it mentally. Form changes do not require Eion charges anymore and it is possible to recall Sonata from a distance, even very long ones, with a simple pulse of mana.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note
      : Evolvable.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna’s eyes widened at the new perk. He eagerly tried it out, mentally willing it to change form, just like he would manipulate the System prompts, and before he knew, he was holding the two familiar daggers again.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s a pleasant surprise…” He muttered in amazement then flipped one of the daggers to hold it by the blade. Under the snooping stare of Evelyn, he walked out of the house and flung it to the sky.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, the purple of his eyes mixed with blue for a second and he saw the dagger stop mid-air and backtrack toward him at high speed. It made several turns as it left a green and azure trail behind it and Rakna caught it as it almost whizzed past his shoulder.
    

    
       
    

    
      Evelyn clapped lightly at the demonstration and he snorted before mentally ordering his daggers to fuse back into a scarf. He wrapped it around his neck and started walking away.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Let’s move. I don’t want to deal with whatever police Black Steel has,” he said and Evelyn merrily followed him. He looked over his shoulder and frowned before looking down. She was moving, but her feet weren’t touching the ground.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…you’re floating.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm? Well, yes. I’m technically a spirit, after all,” she replied as if it was obvious.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What about those?” He said as he pointed at her wings.
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s mainly to fly faster. They also channel demonic energy. And while as a Cambion, I do not have the natural pheromones to attract the opposite sex, I can produce something similar with them to charm targets.”
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I guess 
      Appraisal
       doesn’t show everything to the last detail. But maybe I could try to push it by using it on every element or term in someone’s status. Hm, note for later,’ 
      he thought and faced forward again.
    

    
       
    

    
      “At least hide them until we get to the Pavilion. You’re already attracting attention,” he said whilst waving his hand at a random man staring at her.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s not a problem,” she nodded and retracted her bat wings in the blink of an eye. She also stopped floating and started walking next to him. “But why don’t we accelerate a bit? We could fly low or use skills, even with Black Steel’s restrictions.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Crippled state, remember?” Rakna retorted blankly. “While you did give me enough internal force and mana to get by, I don’t want to overexert myself. ”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh, yes. It’s honestly hard to believe after I saw how you fight,” she admitted and he shrugged as they arrived at a bus stop.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna groaned as he checked the time on a public block. “I think I’ll buy a car or something after this. I could definitely use one when something like this happens... I also need a new HL, but I don’t think it’ll be that useful if I don’t live in Black Steel...”
    

    
       
    

    
      Evelyn giggled and allowed herself to smirk a little. “So? How do you feel having a lovely succubus like me stuck around you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      He blinked then turned toward her with a sharp look. Despite herself, she felt her face heat up and she almost looked away when their eyes crossed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…I feel like I got myself a new pet. A dirty stray cat, on top of that.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eh?” Her mind froze for a second. Her mouth opened but nothing came out. She hadn’t expected that sort of answer at all. She certainly didn’t think he would be embarrassed based on what she understood of his personality but this was an entirely new experience for her.
    

    
       
    

    
      “But, well, I guess more company isn’t that bad,” he added afterward. “You could also be a good backup along with Pronos.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Pronos?” She tilted her head.
    

    
       
    

    
      “My actual ‘Pet’. He’s an Eion snake from my planet. You’ll probably see him soon enough. I let him go wherever he wanted earlier. He’s probably leveling up in the Fifth Plateau as we speak.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “A snake, huh?” Evelyn mumbled and smiled. “I remember we had a pet snake before… Lyne was very attached to it,” she said and her smile became a bit sad.
    

    
       
    

    
      A comfortable but heavy silence settled between the two afterward and Evelyn sighed. She really didn’t want to linger too much on what happened but it might be a long process.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…I was curious about something,” she suddenly said and Rakna glanced at her, showing that she had his attention. “The spell you used to clear my brother’s mind; what was it? I’ve never seen anything like it. Of course, only if that’s all right with you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed and shrugged. “I don’t see why not. If we’re going to work together, it’s not a bad idea to explain our abilities,” he said and opened a System window, sharing it with her.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      - 
      Lyra
       (T.8-9)
      : The constellation embodying the legend of Orpheus and his magical ability to even soothe the World with his music. If used correctly, this spell could make the fiercest of tigers act like a kitten. The higher variations of this spell might allow a relatively significant manipulation of the weather.
    

    
      Five Star Variation Cost:
       20 to 200 MP per minute. 
      (
      Soul Core Correction
      : 15.2 – 152)
    

    
      Note: 
      The constellation of Lyra possesses 30 focal stars. The more mana used, the stronger the melody of the lyre will be. Furthermore, the user’s compatibility with eagles passively increases the effectiveness of the spell.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “This…” Evelyn’s eyes widened in shock. “Astronomy...? Constellation Magic? Astrology, maybe?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not a bad guess, actually. But it’s Cold Star Magic.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The succubus became even more stunned at the revelation. While it wasn’t a popular topic, star magic has always been a fascinating interest for any mage that respects themselves. But most of the discussions about it were theories at best, and mostly imagination. She never thought that she would actually meet someone who had that affinity one day.
    

    
       
    

    
      While she was lost in her thoughts, the bus arrived and when she finally woke up from her musing, Rakna was already inside the transport.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah! W-wait for me!” She exclaimed and hurried inside.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      Meanwhile, Pronos was having a staring contest with a chicken-like monster he had encountered in the swamp. The two stayed in a stalemate for about three minutes when a small breeze made the little snake involuntarily blink.
    

    
       
    

    
      The chicken let out a snicker-like sound and made a smug face.
    

    
       
    

    
      Ten seconds later, Pronos was grumpily slithering away as he spat out a few feathers.
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      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      > Where are you?
    

    
      <Allan River>
       Just go up to the private side and you’ll receive a prompt, normally. I’m with Flavia and Nyx in their guild’s section right now. Apparently, you can allow added friends to switch to their filter dimension whenever they want.
    

    
      > Got it. I’ll be there in a moment.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna closed the chat and headed to the staircase after entering the Pavilion. Evelyn was following him closely whilst looking around with a curious gaze.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’ve never been here before?” He asked when he noticed her conduct.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I haven’t. I turned eighteen shortly before I was forced to seal myself.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Right, Kaelith did mention something about that. Descendants are only considered Hosts when they turn eighteen, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      She nodded. “Yes. On top of that, my parents didn’t want me to involve myself too much with the inner workings of the System before my coming of age so I never visited the Pavilion before.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” Rakna said as they were halfway up the stairs. “Before going in; here.” He mentally issued a friend invitation to Evelyn who readily accepted it.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he climbed on the last step, a missive appeared in front of him.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have three friends currently inside the private section. They have invited you to join them.
    

    
      Specification
      : Allan River, Flavia Jeina, and Nyx Nocta Regysnite – Wiccan Guild Section
    

    
      Do you accept the invitation?
    

    
      Yes/No
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes,” he muttered and the next thing he knew, he was standing in a lounge identical to the one he was already used to see. The only difference being that it was vastly more populated.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wow, it’s full of women,” Evelyn couldn’t help but remark and Rakna’s expression twitched when several pairs of eyes were suddenly directed at him. He saw them lock onto his ears and tails.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Not again…’ 
      He grumbled internally and as he was considering making his escape, someone saved him from his predicament.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ara? What a coincidence. I never expected to see you here,” a sultry voice said and he looked to his right where he saw Vera walking toward him. “Did you have a change of heart and decide to join our Guild?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No,” he dryly replied. “And don’t you accept only women anyway?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I sure wouldn’t mind making an exception for you,” the elven witch said with a smirk and looked at Evelyn. “And you are? I don’t think I have seen you during the Tutorial stage.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Evelyn Malcanthet. She’s a half-succubus Phantom,” Rakna answered for her.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh? How interesting,” Vera commented with a smile. “Young lady, are you affiliated to a Guild?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Evelyn blinked at her question and glanced at Rakna for a confirmation. He simply nodded at her and she responded honestly, “No, I am not.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Would you like to join the Wiccan then?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted. “You take every chance, don’t you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Of course,” she admitted shamelessly. “A Cambion, a half-succubus at that, is a perfect addition to our guild. So, what do you think?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m not sure… Can’t I join your guild instead?” Evelyn asked the person who she was pretty much bound to as long as he kept that scarf with him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m afraid that’s not an option. The 
      Throne
       
      of
       
      Glory
       would never accept a new member so soon after their last recruitment,” Vera said and Rakna confirmed her words with a nod.
    

    
       
    

    
      “In that case… I don’t see why not? Mom used to say that I should take every opportunity to join a good guild if I could,” Evelyn said and the elf grinned.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Perfect! I’m making a killing,” she chuckled and invited the succubus to her guild. “What are your magic affinities by the way?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I’m not really sure…” Evelyn trailed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm? What do you mean?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I… need a reawakening. I first awakened my magic when I was twelve, but I’m not sure if I have the same affinities now as I had then.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “A reawakening, huh?” Vela muttered.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is that a bad thing?” Rakna inquired and she shook her head.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, yes and no. Sometimes reawakening can do wonders. You might get new affinities or even stronger or rarer ones but it could also go the opposite way. Hm, what about your Path?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hell Priestess.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Vera stiffened then turned her back to them to hide her fist pump. 
      “Yes! I’m so goddamn lucky! Suck it, Karin!”
       She half-whispered, half-shouted while cussing someone unknown to them. They had no idea how to react.
    

    
       
    

    
      Ultimately, she cleared her throat and faced them with a composed expression.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sorry, about that. I got a bit too excited. I made a bet with a colleague last year on who would get the most talented recruits.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna raised an eyebrow. “I take it you’re winning?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You bet I am,” she said proudly. “So, what are you doing here, little wolf?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I came to meet up with my friends. They should be here.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah yes, the lovely geniuses, of course,” Vera said, reminding herself of the incredible talents she had recruited. “Well, in that case, how about I bring your new friend to the awakening room while you go see the others?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded. “I’m fine with that,” he said and took off Sonata before giving it to Evelyn. “Take it with you. The awakening room shouldn’t be too far but I don’t want to risk anything with the heap of dimensions there is in the Pavilion. Don’t lose it, and certainly don’t let anyone else touch it; like a certain elf for example,” he deadpanned while unceremoniously pointing at Vera.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey! I wouldn’t just snatch someone else’s item. Though it does look interesting…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No,” Rakna said before she could ask and Evelyn grabbed the scarf with a smile. She wrapped it around her neck and quietly enjoyed its warmth.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Fine, fine,” Vera waved her hand dismissively and grabbed the succubus’ hand. “All right, let’s get a move on! I want to see what kind of magic you’ll get. You don’t see a Phantom Cambion every day, after all,” she uttered whilst dragging her to the awakening room.
    

    
       
    

    
      “A-ah! W-wait!” Evelyn couldn’t resist the elf’s superior strength and was pulled away until she left Rakna’s sight. Unfortunately for him, the second they were gone, his convenient shield against the stares was lifted and they returned full force.
    

    
       
    

    
      He looked over his shoulder with a scowl to see a group of girls creeping in. He groaned and used 
      Shadow
       
      Step
       along with 
      Stealth
      , his body condition be damned, to get away from them as they literally jumped him.
    

    
       
    

    
      His body was shrouded in shadows for a second before he vanished under their eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Crap! He’s gone!”
    

    
      “Fluffy! No!”
    

    
      “I wanted to touch them at least once…”
    

    
       
    

    
      He dashed into the corridors as he heard those laments behind him and messaged Allan once more who told him that they were currently inside one of the training rooms. After finding the good one, he tried to open the door and a similar prompt to when he entered the floor popped up.
    

    
       
    

    
      He accepted and it quickly opened the way for him. When he entered the training room, the first thing he saw was a beam of dark lightning colliding against a purple one.
    

    
       
    

    
      He blinked in shock as the shockwave reached him. He then spotted the figures of Nyx and Flavia dashing toward each other in the air with black and white Auras around them respectively. They were both flying; the latter with her telekinesis and the former with shadow wings. They met mid-air with a shadow sword clashing against a kick clad in a sort of wind shell.
    

    
       
    

    
      In all honesty, the sheer magical might behind their attacks was enough to even scare him. He was pretty sure any of those could hurt him quite a bit even in his werewolf form.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Freaky, right?” A voice snapped him out of his daze. Allan was sitting on the wall next to the door in a meditative position. He seemed to be practicing his 
      Aura
       which was mainly transparent with a few strands of dark blue in it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “They’ve been at it for half an hour already. Flavia mentioned she needed to practice the martial arts her grandfather had taught her when she was young and then they started sparring. At first, it was purely physical and then… it turned into this,” he said while waving his hands.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted and went to sit with him. The girls were so focused on their fight that they hadn’t noticed him yet.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You said you were almost permanently injured,” Allan said with a frown as he observed him. “It looks like you’re doing pretty well to me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s only because I was lucky enough to be able to get a skill to help me. Otherwise, you would have probably been able to take me down in one punch. Though, I’m not fully recovered yet.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hah, right. As if. Even if you had a leg and an arm less, you could probably still kick my ass without a problem,” Allan retorted with a snicker. “Don’t forget I’m one of the few people who saw your uncle’s training. Heck, I saw him break your arm in one of your spars and you ignored.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted as he remembered that day and it hadn’t happened just once; that would have been too easy. His old man had always taken advantage of his high resilience to pain. He would never hesitate to injure him if it meant optimizing his training. And with his innate instincts, he always went harder on him than he would have done withy anybody else.
    

    
       
    

    
      “My condition aside, what about you?” He changed the subject and Allan tilted his head.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna silently pointed a finger at his face. “Your skin; it’s slightly tanned. And from what I can see from here, theirs too,” he added as his eyes flashed golden after a glance at the two women.
    

    
       
    

    
      “How the heck can you see that from here?” Allan uttered and tried to squint his eyes but he could not even get a proper look at either Flavia or Nyx since they were moving too fast and wrapped in magic all the time.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I have good eyes,” Rakna said blankly.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Obviously,” the blond snorted. “But anyway, the reason for the tan… well, I guess you’ll see when you get to the Tenth Plateau,” he smirked, knowing that his friend would be curious.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna huffed when he realized he wouldn’t tell him and turned back to the girls. They looked tired but they would most likely continue for at least ten more minutes. They even drank mana potions in the middle of their spar. It seemed that neither was willing to give up first.
    

    
       
    

    
      He sighed and decided to mimic his childhood friend as he closed his eyes. He crossed his legs and relaxed his body. He entered a state of deep meditation; something that he could do as easily as breathing.
    

    
       
    

    
      While in that state, he tried to stir his 
      Soul
       
      Core
       and made it accelerate the flow of his soul power across his body. He suddenly felt as if he could touch everything around him.
    

    
       
    

    
      He couldn’t see, hear, smell, or touch, but he knew where each of his companions was and what they were doing. He could follow Nyx and Flavia’s battle by simply imagining it instead of actually watching it. It was as if he could instinctively predict the images.
    

    
       
    

    
      As time passed, Rakna’s mind progressively got more absorbed by the flow of soul power within his body. At some point, it felt like he was sleeping with unclouded awareness. But something was making him feel uneasy... like something was missing.
    

    
       
    

    
      When he was about to ‘wake up’, he happened to inhale and something clicked inside of him. His mind blanked and when he exhaled, his spiritual organ released a burst of soul power that briefly overloaded his perception.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Soul Core 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Soul Core 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Soul Core 
      has leveled up!
    

    
      Soul
       
      Core
       has reached its maximum level. Consumption reduction reached its cap of 30%.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Your body, mind, and soul have become one. You have learned 
      Soul Breath
      !
    

    
      -
       Soul
       
      Breath 
      (Lv.1)
      : Soul Breath is a meditation-oriented skill that allows the user to merge the spiritual with the physical in between breaths.
    

    
      While in a state of deep meditation, the soul of the world, the natural energy will become perceivable by the user. They will become able to predict movements a millisecond after they are initiated.
    

    
      Effect
      : +50% Mana and Stamina Regeneration when meditating.
    

    
      Note: 
      This skill requires absolute concentration and will be canceled whenever the user is distracted by an external factor. This is a skill that can be used to replace sleep as the soul will keep the user aware while the body and mind rest.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
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      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Soul Breath 
      leveled up! x4
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nearly fell into a trance as he delved deeper and deeper into this sensation. He was slowly becoming more in tune with the energy as time passed. But he was forced to interrupt it when a brusque ‘prediction’ came to him. He snapped his eyes open and tilted his head to the side to dodge a punch that landed on the wall behind him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “See? It worked like a charm,” he heard Allan quip as he pulled his arm back.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I still don’t think attacking a recuperating person while they are meditating is a good idea,” Nyx retorted with a blank tone. It was only then that Rakna noticed that all three of his friends were standing in front of him.
    

    
       
    

    
      He had stopped paying attention to the girls’ movements and they had probably tried to call him without him knowing.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…I have to agree with that one,” he uttered as he stood up.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh, come on. I know you’re used to it since the old master did that to you every morning,” Allan rolled his eyes. “I’ve come to learn that no matter the situation, even if you’re asleep, nothing will ever get past your perception. Didn’t your uncle say so? 
      You have the instincts of a wounded beast with but its life to lose
      .”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna snorted and was about to reply when he felt a chill go down his spine. He tentatively looked at Flavia who was full of smiles. That fact in itself was the most alarming thing, especially since he would have needed to be stupid to not notice the scent of irritation emanating from her.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Rakna,” she said with a sweet voice and his expression twitched.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes...?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Can you explain to me why you left us behind in the middle of the night and almost got yourself killed in the process?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…I really want to blame bad luck, but that would be a bit weird coming from me,” he uttered and that didn’t seem to amuse her in the slightest. “The ‘you know what’ woke me up and I didn’t want to go back to sleep. So, I just went and finished the Trials. I encountered an enemy way above my league and barely survived. That’s all, really.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia frowned as she noticed that he purposefully made it vague. As far as she knew, Rakna was never careful with his words. He was indeed usually blunt and concise, but he rarely left anything to the imagination. Otherwise, it only meant one thing; that he didn’t want to talk about it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Fine…” She ultimately said with a defeated tone. She never even dreamt of being able to control him anyway. “But please warn us next time, okay?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded. “I’ll try.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That doesn’t sound very promising,” she quipped with a renewed smile. “But I suppose this is the best I will get from you, huh?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Definitely,” Allan agreed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “If I may,” Nyx spoke up. “Where is Pronos?” She asked when she noticed the missing snake.
    

    
       
    

    
      “He should still be on the Fifth Plateau,” Rakna said with a hum. “It’s possible he might have gone somewhere else though, since he should be able to travel between Plateaus. I told him to go since he was better off without me in the state I was at the time.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Speaking of which, how is your body?” Flavia asked in concern. “You weren’t very clear on that with Allan and you seem to be doing well.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, the System calls this ‘crippled state’. It’s not as bad as it sounds though. My muscles are sore and in pain and I can’t regenerate stamina or mana even with potions. However, I kind of cheated my way around that problem by perfecting my control over soul power. I developed a skill to drain mana and stamina and used it on Evelyn to recover before coming here.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Evelyn?” “Soul power?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia and Nyx spoke in chorus and Allan snickered at their respective reasons to do so.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Soul power is essentially…” He paused. “Actually, I don’t know how to explain it other than what its name already implies. It’s not something managed by the System and you have to figure it out on your own. I heard it’s quite hard and sadly I don’t have any advice for you since I had an innate skill for it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see…” Nyx muttered. She wasn’t unfamiliar with soul power at all but for some reason, she had noticed that it didn’t work the same as before she woke up inside the System. Perhaps she merely needed a different approach; to start from scratch.
    

    
       
    

    
      “As for Evelyn, she’s someone I met during a Board Quest. She came here with me. Now that I think about it, she should be--”
    

    
       
    

    
      || Evelyn Malcanthet, registered friend of Rakna Xiorra, requests permission to enter. Flavia Jeina is the handler of this room; do I let her in? || He was interrupted by the voice of the training room’s interactive interface.
    

    
                                                                                                                            
    

    
      “Speak of the devil,” he uttered.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, let her in,” Flavia said without too much hesitation, wanting to see who had convinced Rakna of all people to add them as a friend and accompany him to the Pavilion in such a short time.
    

    
       
    

    
      The door opened right away and a beautiful woman with emerald hair and eyes entered. She had seemingly changed of clothing after separating from Rakna.
    

    
       
    

    
      She now wore some kind of purple-green body suit, thick like armor in some places, but without failing to huer her figure. It made her look both sensual and intimidating, especially with its black plates of light armor reflecting light. She sported a black cloak on top of it, and finally, Sonata was still around her neck.
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx and Flavia were a bit surprised by her appearance and Allan coughed,  controlling his eyes so that they wouldn’t wander.
    

    
       
    

    
      On the other hand, Rakna seemed a bit perplexed, “Where does that outfit come from?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “This?” Evelyn looked at herself and shrugged. “Vera gave them to me saying that it was the perfect fit for me. It’s popular apparently.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You don’t say...” Allan mumbled to himself in disbelief.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is that why it took you so much time to get here?” Rakna asked as she approached them.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. After awakening my magic, Vera also gave me a crash course on what I should know about the Wiccan Guild and a few important details on the System that I didn’t know about.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” Rakna nodded and turned toward the three others. “This is Evelyn Malcanthet. As I said, I met her when I was doing a Quest and she is a Phantom as well as a--”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Cambion,” Nyx finished his sentence and everywhere looked at her in surprise. “And if I’m not wrong, your demon half is succubus.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re right…” Evelyn said as she deployed her wings to affirm her says. “How did you know?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Lilith was a friend of mine,” she replied and it only confused them even more.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wait,” Rakna raised his hand with an odd expression. “You mean Lilith… as in the First Succubus, Adam’s wife, one of the four demonic mothers?” He asked and she nodded.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed. I can easily recognize a succubus by their energy signature thanks to her.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…well, that’s something,” Allan uttered after a few seconds of awkward silence. Flavia was busy staring at Evelyn as if she wanted to dissect her. The latter quickly noticed and though she looked startled and puzzled at first, she quickly sent back a glare of her own.
    

    
       
    

    
      Their gazes were so intense an actual spark appeared between the two of them.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna realized it was the result of their aura and mana colliding. It was amusing to see something like a comedy trope happen for real.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uh… is that fine?” Allan sweated, and both Nyx and Rakna shrugged.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Some people just don’t get along on first meeting. We should probably let them duke it out until they come to an agreement or something,” Rakna provided and the blond groaned.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Dude, you’re probably 90% of the reason for this tension,’
       he retorted silently. Thankfully though, the two women calmed down on their own after a solid minute. They smiled at each other without saying anything, even.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Okay, now they’re just being creepy…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, Evelyn, what is the result of your reawakening?” Rakna asked without minding the mood and the succubus was pulled out of her impulsive conflict with Flavia.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh, I awakened three elements,” she replied. “Barrier Magic, Life Magic, and Hell Blaze Magic. The first one is self-explanatory, the second one as well, and apparently, the third is something I got from my Path.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You didn’t have it before sealing yourself?”
    

    
       
    

    
      She shook her head. “No. I hadn’t chosen a Path yet back then.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, at least we know it’s something good if Vera was so excited.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Vera?” Flavia tilted her head. “Did join the Wiccan Guild?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “She did,” Rakna answered for her. “That woman hounded her the second she learned she was not affiliated with any guild.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. I look forward to working with you then,” Flavia chuckled. “My name is Flavia Jeina, nice to meet you, Evelyn.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Same here,” Allan added with a small grin. “Name’s Allan River.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Evelyn. My name is Nyx Nocta Regysnite. Feel free to call me Nyx,” the former goddess followed up with a small nod.
    

    
       
    

    
      Evelyn flashed a genuine smile at them. “Thank you. Nice to meet you all as well.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right,” Rakna raised his voice and caught their attention. He extended his hand toward their new comrade and the succubus yelped as Sonata glowed before moving on its own. The scarf flew to him, after loosening itself from around her, and immediately transformed into a Guandao.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna whirled it around before shouldering it. “My old man used to say that the best way to get to know someone is by punching and be punched.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sometimes I wonder if your uncle had bis brain cells wired properly,” Allan deadpanned.
    

    
       
    

    
      “He had his moments.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “So...? You want us to fight a free for all?” Evelyn asked. “I wouldn’t mind but you’re still recovering from… your… crippled…” She never finished her sentence and dropped her jaw when she saw the therian in front of her turn into a three-meter-tall werewolf.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll mind my case. Thankfully, mana aside, the stamina you gave me earlier is enough for a spar,” he said with his usual growl-like voice as he popped his joints, lessening the soreness in his body a bit. His transformation felt a bit stiff but it wasn’t anything too bad.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Also, this is not a free for all. It’s you four against me,” he declared.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What?” Evelyn wasn’t the only one taken aback by his words.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey, hey, Rak, I know you’re strong. You can be sure I’ll always be the first to say it, but fighting the four of us while weakened is a bit much, no?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “As I said…” Rakna muttered and opened his eyes wide. Both 
      Despair
       
      Aura
       and 
      Cold
       
      Soul
       
      Aura
       emerged. His soon-to-be opponents shivered because of both the sudden drop of temperature and the wave of dread filling the air. “Don’t worry about me. Give it your all.”
    

  
    Chapter 96: Spar

    
      Rakna caught a shadow spear thrown at him and crushed it in his grip before tilting backward to dodge one of Allan’s kicks aiming at his head. He activated 
      Fabled
       
      Sight
       as the leg passed by and spotted a strange air disturbance around it.
    

    
       
    

    
      Putting the detail in the back of his mind, he jumped back and performed a spin in mid-air with grace not befitting a werewolf whilst both swinging Sonata at Allan and avoiding the concentrated beams of gravity shot by Flavia.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Those are tricky,’ 
      he thought as he saw the magic hit the ground in the distance and dig a perfect hemispherical crater.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hey, don’t lose focus, Rak!” Allan shouted and threw a fist charged with momentum by his gloves; a pair different from the one he had in the Tutorial.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna reacted swiftly and even took the time to judge the trajectory. He deviated the attack with the shaft of Sonata and proceeded to give a blow of his own to his friend’s stomach.
    

    
       
    

    
      His speed was much higher and Allan was unable to dodge it. But when the punch landed, nothing happened, as if the force was dispersed on impact. Rakna’s ghostly eyes shrunk in surprise.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan let out a small grin and his body became shrouded in wind. His speed increased momentarily and he threw his other fist. Rakna grunted and muttered, “[
      Shadow
       
      Step
      .]”
    

    
       
    

    
      He melded with the darkness and slipped away.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 
      Shadow
       
      Step
       has leveled up! ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      His skill disengaged two seconds later and the next thing he knew, a cage made out of shadows was built around him followed by Nyx’s chant, “[
      Bird
       
      Cage.
      ]”
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Apokalypsi
      !]” Flavia’s voice resounded and a spiral of dark purple formed above the cage and he suddenly felt heavy.
    

    
       
    

    
      It was considerably worse than the superficial weight of 
      Anchor
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Wormhole
      !]” Allan shouted and with a sudden spike of mana, a black orb appeared in his hand before swallowing his entire body and disappearing.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna felt the air to his right warp before the orb reappeared and spat Allan inside the cage along with him. He raised an eyebrow at the teleportation-like spell and swung his glaive at an incoming attack, moderately reinforcing his body with mana and pushing against the gravity.
    

    
       
    

    
      The blade of his weapon clashed with Allan’s fist and the latter surprisingly came out of it entirely unscathed. The blade was clearly pressing against his hand, but it didn’t seem to be affecting him in any way. Even the glove he was wearing was wholly undamaged.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna frowned and then raised his arm to block an ensuing kick. He winced at the power behind it. The brawler seemed to have put quite a fair number of points into strength.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Interesting…’ 
      Rakna thought as he was slowly pushed back against the bars of the cage. His 
      Fabled
       
      Sight 
      was
       
      busy
       
      analyzing
       
      what
       
      was
       
      happening. 
      ‘He’s somehow annulling physical blows. That must be an application of void magi--!”
    

    
       
    

    
      Before his train of thought could end, his instincts made his fur stand and in a moment of panic, he reached in what remained of his mana and used his 
      Star
      -
      Make
       to construct a shield.
    

    
       
    

    
      The second he finished making it, something invisible struck it and produced a loud sound. Rakna immediately turned his soul sense on and saw the identity of his attacker.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I didn’t know you could do this… Evelyn,” he muttered and shoved her assailant away and made the shield explode at the same time.
    

    
       
    

    
      The invisible figure became visible again and the succubus emerged, wagging her wings to retreat from the exploding star construct. “A girl has her secrets,” she said with a grin and Rakna snorted as he was forced to parry another attack from the blond.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Whenever you want, girls,” Allan voiced and the werewolf abruptly sensed a new surge of mana from behind him. He decisively unfurled his wings and shot out dozens of feathers to buy enough time to look behind him.
    

    
       
    

    
      What he saw made him a bit nervous. Flavia was clasping her hands together as a purple and green sphere hovered above her. The very moment his eyes fell on that sphere, Rakna knew he had to stop it. But before he could act on that thought, black flames walled him and obstructed his vision.
    

    
       
    

    
      He increased his aura’s output to combat the heat and glanced at where Evelyn was a few seconds ago to see it completely overtaken by the fire.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hell Blaze…” He muttered to himself.
    

    
       
    

    
      These obscure flames were probably more than they appeared and he didn’t want to find out what they could do. He flapped his wings to abate the flames and his eyes widened when he saw that he was alone in the birdcage.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That teleportation spell…” He mumbled. He was trapped inside a cage surrounded by flames with no way to see past them. He then heard Flavia’s voice again.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Endurance Leads Chaos, Instability Creates Chaos, Balance Sustains Chaos.
      ]”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…I don’t like the sound of that,” Rakna whispered and hacked at the bars of the cage with Sonata while injecting mana into the blade. They were cut apart by his weapon but the shadows promptly started knitting themselves back together.
    

    
       
    

    
      He clicked his tongue. “If I had a more mana to spare…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Two
      -
      Fold
       
      Chaos –
       
      Pandemonium
      !]”
    

    
       
    

    
      He ran out of time as he heard a loud buzzing sound. He opened his eyes wide as the black flames and shadow bars parted to allow the path to a green and purple wave of energy. In the split of a second, his mind went through everything he could do, and right before the attack hit, he pulled out something from his spatial ring.
    

    
       
    

    
      When the freshly learned Chaos Magic hit the cage, the training room shook and a dome of erratic energy arose, releasing a powerful shockwave.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia covered her eyes as the sounds of the booming detonations reached her ears.
    

    
       
    

    
      She was instantly filled with worry, thinking that they might have gone too far, but just like Allan, she trusted Rakna’s ability with her life. And her beliefs were proved founded when the group of four heard a series of words coming from within the exploding dome of energy.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Four
       
      of
       
      Clubs
      . 
      Dreorin’s
       
      Heritage
      . 
      Dreorin
       
      Rage!
      ]” A primal roar followed his words and they shuddered collectively. Their breath hitched and they found themselves rooted in place, unable to move.
    

    
       
    

    
      They watched as the spectral figure of a colossal Dreorin emerged from the raging residues of the explosion. Rakna followed soon after, with an ashen Greatsword shielding most of his head and parts of his body. The rest had been protected by a steel dome materialized by his Card.
    

    
       
    

    
      He peered over the blade and used 
      Artzpul
      , ignoring the stiffening of his muscles at the reckless move, to dash at his sparring partners while they were still affected by the crowd control perk.
    

    
       
    

    
      The person he targeted was Allan since he was closest. Normally, 
      Dreorin
       
      Rage
       should have kept them stunned for at least a ‘few seconds’. While that felt vague, if taken literally, it would mean at least two seconds and he had been fast enough to be under that time frame.
    

    
       
    

    
      That’s why he was surprised when a rain of shadow blades stopped his advance. He was forced to deflect them with Sonata and the Greatsword. As for the ones he couldn’t take down, he blocked them with his wings.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Nyx’s traits… there were some I couldn’t get a read on. Can she resist debuff effects?’ 
      He mused.
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, his ears twitched when he sensed that all of them were moving again. He growled and used five of the thirteen mana points he had left to cast one certain spell, “[
      Cold Star Mist
      .]”
    

    
       
    

    
      Right on cue, the training room was suddenly filled with a thick mist and he used one more MP to activate 
      Stealth 
      as
       
      well. The shadow constructs immediately lost sight of him and began raining on the ground randomly
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Of course, these things’ accuracy depends on her ability to locate me,’ 
      he thought and put his body into motion; locking onto Allan with 
      Fabled
       
      Sight
       and charging at him. He reached him in no time and before he could react, grabbed his arm and flung him toward a wall in the distance with all of his strength.
    

    
       
    

    
      Since he didn’t know any practical method to get past his seemingly perfect physical defense, his only choice was to get him away while he dealt with the girls.
    

    
       
    

    
      “[
      Hell
       
      Requiem
      .]”
    

    
       
    

    
      Then, as if to spite him, Evelyn conjured a torrent of black flames that burnt away most of his mist. He grunted internally when he saw Flavia and Nyx instantly set their eyes on him.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I can’t let them cast magic…’ 
      He said to himself and decisively threw his Greatsword at Nyx who he deemed the most dangerous. Not only because of her magic but also the experience her identity entailed. She dodged it easily but it had never been his intention to hit her with that; just stall her a little bit.
    

    
       
    

    
      He mentally commanded Sonata to turn into Dual Chain Blades and threw them as well. This time, however, he aimed at both Nyx and Evelyn with each scythe. Both of them evaded it, but as they thought that they didn’t need to worry about the scythes anymore, he emitted a pulse of mana and the Dual Blades shone before backtracking their path.
    

    
       
    

    
      The chain connecting the two scythes caught them by surprise and since they were close enough to each other, he only needed to cancel the recall and it wrapped around them, effectively binding them.
    

    
       
    

    
      That left only one person and when Rakna turned to look at her, he was a bit startled when he saw her run at him with a purple glow around her body. He was taken off guard for sure but that didn’t stop him from reacting as she performed a high kick aimed at his ribs.
    

    
       
    

    
      He brought his arm up to block it but quickly gave up on that idea when the strength behind was way higher than he expected. Instead of facing the blow, he opted to redirect it and took advantage of his size to counter with a kick of his own which she would not be able to dodge.
    

    
       
    

    
      But, once again, much to his disbelief, she blocked it with both her hands, though it was clear that she was struggling. 
      ‘Heavy.’ 
      That’s the first thing he thought. 
      ‘I feel like I’m hitting something that weighs tons...’
    

    
       
    

    
      It didn’t take long to understand how she was doing this. After blocking his counter, she promptly jumped to get closer to his head. Their eyes crossed and she flashed a small smile before dealing out another kick.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nearly smiled himself at the display and tried to use 
      Reinforcement
       to intercept her before she could carry out her onslaught, but unfortunately, his weakened state caught up to him and his muscles spasmed and froze mid-action.
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia’s blow ultimately landed, and the mind-boggling amount of strength behind it sent him for a trip in the air. He rolled on the ground after landing several meters away. Flavia landed on the ground afterward and immediately collapsed on her knees panting.
    

    
       
    

    
      At the same time, Allan rushed back in and Nyx and Evelyn freed themselves from Sonata’s chain. When they saw that Rakna was unmoving, they thought it was over when they heard something they never expected to hear.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hah,” a chuckle. It was a quiet one but it was definitely a chuckle. Flavia and Allan were the ones who reacted the worst to that. Rakna 
      never
       chuckled. Or to be exact, he never did it in his normal state of mind.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hahahaha!” The chuckle turned into laughter and they saw the werewolf’s eyes turn red along with the color pigmentation at the tip of his tails and ears. “That was fun,” he uttered and sat up.
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx and Evelyn, who had never seen him like that, were shell-shocked at the raw emotion on his expression and the ear-splitting grin.
    

    
       
    

    
      “That was good, Flavia,” he said. “Using gravity to even up the weight class between us, boosting your momentum with telekinesis, and your kicks; well fucking done. Krav Maga, right? Military-style. Probably what your grandfather taught you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Flavia blinked and nodded, not really accustomed to interacting with him in this ‘mode’.
    

    
       
    

    
      After a few more chuckles, Rakna turned back into a therian and pulled out a cigarette. He put it in his mouth and lit it, not with his lighter, but a snap of his fingers
      . 
      A few seconds later, his grin died down and his eyes returned to their usual purple color.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I guess, you won,” he said with a tone as calm as always, baffling Nyx and Evelyn to no end.
    

    
       
    

    
      Allan snorted and sat down on the floor. “Yeah, right. Says the guy who barely had any mana left to spend. You took Flavia’s kick head-on because your body stopped responding.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “It doesn’t change anything,” Rakna retorted. “While I do have superiority in skills and equipment, it’s not that relevant. I don’t think any of you was going all out too, and there’s also Evelyn, while resourceful, is a bit under-leveled. Also, my senses are too sharp. I can predict most of your attacks and it’s hard to plan around it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, which basically sums up to; you’re too OP for us,” Allan deadpanned.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, my capabilities aside, it was interesting to see where we all stood compared to each other,” Rakna changed the subject and stretched his neck. “In any case, after this fight, you guys made me remember that there’s something I have yet to try out.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Which is?” Flavia asked curiously.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Elemental Reinforcement,” he said and his four companions realized it was true. They hadn’t seen him use it at all during their spar. “But I’ll have to postpone it for after I’ve recovered.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Um, do you... want me to give you some mana and stamina again...?” Evelyn asked with reddened cheeks, remembering the sensation from the first time.
    

    
       
    

    
      “No, it’s fine. I’ve pushed it a bit too far already. I strained myself more than I should have. I don’t know if I’ll be able to stay put if you help me again.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh. I see...”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Anyhow,” Rakna continued and stood up with a stagger. He groaned and drank a low-tier healing potion to help him a little. “I’ve had a rough day; I think this is enough action. I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry.”
    

    
       
    

    
      They all chuckled and agreed to his suggestion, leaving the training room that was already being repaired at an incredible rate.
    

  
    Chapter 97: Catching Up

    
      “So, what you’re saying is that you’re level 39?” Allan asked in disbelief with a cup of alcohol in his hand as they were sitting around one of the Pavilion’s commune section’s table. Evelyn had set up a soundproof zone around them with her barrier magic so that the noise made by the other people wouldn’t bother them.
    

    
       
    

    
      “And you belonged to the most recent batch,” the succubus muttered impressed. “The ease with which you defeated me while in crippled state genuinely fooled me. I thought you were from at least the 50th Plateau…”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna shrugged at them and sipped his water. “Frankly speaking, my biggest advantage was how fast I had access to my Nirvana Skill and the luck I had when that happened. All in all, I had a very good start.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You still haven’t told us what that Nirvana Skill is by the way,” Allan retorted. “Are you really keeping it from us to maintain maximum secrecy or do you just enjoy our frustration?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “A bit of both,” he admitted. “But don’t worry, anything that can be critical to either our survival or victory, I’d reveal it in a heartbeat. I’m not reticent enough to risk that,” he said and glanced at Evelyn. “Speaking of Nirvana Skills, it reminds me you have one too, though still dormant.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The sound of Allan banging his head against the table was heard right after. Nyx and Flavia looked at him with wry smiles while Evelyn blinked in confusion.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What about you three? How much did you level up during your exploration of the Tenth Plateau and what did you learn since I last saw you?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, in order,” Flavia mused and pointed at herself. “Level 24.” Then Allan. “24 as well.” Then Nyx. “25. Other than that, I guess we found out a little more about our magic and then completed some small Quests that rewarded us a few free points to spare.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Pretty much, yeah...” Allan confirmed. “Personally, I learned how to use the void element in two different ways; 
      Elemental
       
      Reinforcement
       and the spell 
      Wormhole
      . You already saw what the latter does, but the former is a bit more complicated. Hm, you obviously noticed that the force of your attacks was being dispersed, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna nodded at that. “Yes. I assume you took the impact and ‘voided’ it? Made it null?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not exactly,” Allan grinned. “When I use 
      Elemental
       
      Reinforcement
       with Void, my body becomes wrapped in a sort of empty ‘dimensional suit’. When something touches it, the momentum will be transferred inside the dimension and hoarded.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “So, that means you can use that momentum for yourself?” Evelyn asked with widened eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well…” Allan scratched his cheek sheepishly. “I think I can… but not yet. I probably have to train and raise its level before I can achieve that. It also has limited room. I can’t just take hits or it will eventually saturate and explode on my face.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Interesting… what about you, Flavia? The incantation and attack you used when I was trapped inside Nyx’s birdcage, that was Chaos Magic, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes,” she nodded. “Vera taught me the basics and I barely managed to make a two-fold spell with gravity and wood magic. The effects are as you experienced. It’s powerful, but for now, it takes a decent amount of time to cast as well as a sizeable chunk of mana.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “But totally worth it,” Allan quipped and everyone agreed.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Am I next?” Nyx asked with a tilt of her head and Rakna shrugged.
    

    
       
    

    
      “As you want. Just like me, you can choose to hide it if you want. Though, I’m curious to know how you freed yourself from the 
      Dreorin
       
      Rage
      ’s
       
      stun so quickly.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The former goddess faintly smiled. “I can tell you that much, don’t worry. The reason why it didn’t work as well on me is because of one of my Traits; 
      Divine
       
      Blood
       to be exact. It’s just like it sounds. I have blood that channels divine energy through my body and this gives me several bonuses such as all sorts of resistances, a longer lifespan, increased healing, and the ability to breathe mana.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Other than that, I haven’t learned a lot of new skills. I did reproduce spells that I used to cast like the 
      Bird
       
      Cage
       but nothing worthy of notice. As for Eternal Night… it’s still a work in progress. The best I can do is a conjure basic attacks.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What about Lunar Magic?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Nyx shook her head. “More conditional. I have plenty of experience with it and it’s a very powerful magic, but I simply haven’t had the right opportunity to use it yet.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see,” Rakna nodded then turned toward the last person. “Evelyn, other than the flames you used, can you tell me what you used to sneak up on me? Was it a skill?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, that. No, it was a spell. Barrier Magic, to be exact. What you saw was an application of both a sound-isolating barrier, just like the one around us, and a light-reflective barrier. With that, I was effectively both invisible and noiseless.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That makes sense… I suppose that also applies to scent and aura, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Correct.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then what about the Hell Blaze? What can it do?” Flavia asked curiously.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I haven’t had much time to experiment with it, but...” She pursed her lips. “Aside from the obvious properties, it feeds on ambient mana and the one of its victims to sustain itself. Also, from what Vera told me, I should be able to use it as a notional gate to Hell. That’s all I know for now.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I guess it’s a good thing that I kept contact with that fire to a minimum,” Rakna commented.
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right, Rak. Your turn now. Maybe not your Nirvana Skill, but you can tell us a bit more about your magic, no?” Allan suggested and he didn’t see any problem with it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sure,” he shrugged. “As you already know, my element is Cold Star. I can manipulate ‘Star Energy’, which I used to make the bow and arrow during the Trial, for instance. That gave birth to a spell called 
      Star
       
      Make
      . And while we were separated, I discovered a new spell; 
      Star
       
      Monarch
      .”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sounds powerful. What does it do?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Long story short, I can draw constellations and use their story as a unique spell. The latest I used was 
      Lyra
      ; the constellation connected to Orpheus. I can lull people into a state of absolute peace with it, if I understood it correctly. It can even affect nature itself.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…why do you always get the cool stuff?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “By curiosity, how many constellations have you used until now?” Nyx inquired.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Only two. 
      Lyra
       and 
      Gemini
      . The latter allows me to don the ‘presence’ and ‘signature’ of someone or something for five minutes. I’m not sure about its limitations.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Very versatile,” Nyx mused. “Phoenix, Hercules, Draco, Hydra, Horologium… it’s a great array of possibilities. How good is your knowledge of constellations?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Decent. Bordering expertise, to be fair. It helps when you have an uncle that loves mythology to such a degree that he actively learned both Greek and Latin.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then, I can only say that if you steadily increase your repertoire of spells, you might be able to practically have a solution to every problem you encounter. That almost makes me jealous,” the former goddess admitted.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yeah, right, there’s no ‘almost’ for me here,” Allan grumbled as he devoured the pretzels served on the table. “I’m thoroughly jealous of you all. You can be sure of that.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The girls chuckled and Rakna snorted before taking a look at the time. He thought about what he should do during his recovery and stood up. “Well, I will retire for the day. I have a few things to do and then I’ll go to bed. While I did get a nap in earlier, habits die hard.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “There you go again, Ô Lone Wolf,” Allan jested. “At least assure us you’re not going to prematurely go to the Fifth Plateau, finish the Trial, and get beaten up without us knowing.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna sent him a flat stare. “No. For the next week, I will rest, read books, work on my soul power, and perhaps do some easy Quests… probably.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “See? Even you are not sure,” the blond huffed. “You’re like... a junkie. In a weird way. You’re not a battle junkie, but... a good junkie?” He muttered to himself, as if confused by his own words.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m flattered,” Rakna deadpanned. “I should be the one asking about your plans, rather. Are you going to continue climbing Plateaus?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Nah, we’ll wait for you,” Allan waved his hand. “We’ll feel much better if you’re with us. We also found a Dungeon that only accepts parties of five, so with Evelyn in the fray, I say it’s perfect.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. Then, if that’s the case, can you also help her get to our standards? While her intelligence attribute is high for her level, the rest is a bit low and she needs to practice her magic.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Of course, we can do that,” Flavia immediately agreed and the succubus nodded gratefully.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Then it’s decided. Here, take it,” Rakna said and dropped his scarf on the Cambion’s lap. “I won’t need it right now so you can take it. Feel free to wield it; you’re the only one other than me who can, after all. Knock yourself out.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thanks,” the succubus smiled as she felt the warmth of the scarf again. “I’ll take care of it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Mhm. That said, I’ll go to the shop now. See you later,” he said and walked away.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      A short moment later, Rakna made his way to the shop’s doors in the private section of the Pavilion and opened the doors half-expecting to see Kaelith, but surprisingly, there was no one inside. He entered and walked to the counter.
    

    
       
    

    
      He found a reception bell on it along with a note from his shopkeeper.
    

    
       
    

    
      | Hi, wolfy! This is your favorite foxy! Since I’m a bit busy right now, I can’t wait for you until you come to visit so if you want to access the shop, just ring the bell and I’ll appear. |
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uh… that’s new,” he muttered and blinked at the bell before ringing it a few times. When the last echo died down, a swirl of blue flames appeared behind the counter and Kaelith walked out of it with an unusually tired expression.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wolfy… you have no idea how much I want to hug you right now,” she uttered and slumped her upper body on the counter. “Your call gave me an excuse to run away from a meeting. I hate those politically-brained bastards... I swear one day I’ll be the death of them.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna quirked an eyebrow. “You sure you didn’t mix up that saying?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Kaelith straightened herself. “I know what I said, wolfy,” she said with an impish smirk. “But, hey, why don’t you tell me why you’re here today instead?”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna wordlessly activated his spatial ring and a pile of gold and other precious objects poured in behind him like a waterfall. Kaelith’s smile froze at the sight and she tilted her head with a twitch to her eyebrow.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Never mind. I will be the death of you one day.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…please say it right.”
    

  
    Chapter 98: Gradation Hex Buffer

    
      “This is… interesting,” Kaelith remarked as she inspected one of the many gold coins that had been dumped inside her shop. She flipped it and inspected both sides. “Where did you get these?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “From a tomb,” Rakna replied and she hummed. “Why?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Because this is a kind of special currency,” she said. “It’s called Tur and it’s the most used in Old Eden where certain people prefer to use a solely physical alternative to Talys. It’s not common to see these in anything below the 500th Plateau. That’s why I was a bit surprised.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What’s their value?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, 1 Tur equals around 50 Talys,” she revealed and Rakna’s eyes widened slightly. She snorted at that. “Yes, wolfy. With everything you have got here, I’d say you have at the very least a million or two. Add to that the precious stones and objects and it might increase by a few more.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed quietly. To say he was stunned by the amount would be a lie. He did expect a big figure based on Verias’ background. In fact, it was quite a letdown. Considering how important he apparently was, a few million felt like rubbish.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I guess it’s normal if he truly had to flee with no chance to resist or prepare,’ 
      he thought.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, do you want me to convert all of it?” Kaelith cut his musing short and he nodded.
       
      “All right then,” she said and waved her hand. All the valuables in the room started floating and with a flick of her hand, a door leading to the back shop opened and everything flew inside.
    

    
       
    

    
      After that was done, Kaelith snapped her fingers and the door closed. At the same time, several briefcases like the ones Baires had given Nyx appeared on the counter in front of her.
    

    
       
    

    
      “The final count has been automatically done by the System. There’s exactly 5 962 745 Talys in these,” she declared whilst pointing at the cases. “I recommend you put these in your bank as soon as you leave the shop.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ll do so,” Rakna replied and tried to put the money inside his storage. But, as he half-expected, the cases didn’t move an inch. However, his balance was instantly maxed out and some of the coins inside the cases disappeared. “Looks like really can’t carry more than your balance cap.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Obviously. If you could just put Talys inside your storage, it would beat the purpose of having a balance limit. Why do you think Hosts made Turs in the first place? So that they could carry their wealth on them without having the System rejecting it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna blinked at that. “Wait, so it’s better to have Turs instead?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not really, actually. While Turs do have value, they can’t buy anything within the System since it is not acknowledged by it as a currency.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Weird.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “It’s just how it is. Anyhow, I’ll ask you again today, is there anything you want to buy?” The vixen asked whilst propping her elbows on the counter and resting her chin on her palms. “There’s some really nifty stuff you could get with all that.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna pondered about it. He did have quite a lot now and while he generally preferred saving as much money as he could while he could, it wouldn’t hurt to get a few things. Originally, he wanted to ask her if she had something for nightmares but that problem might have already been solved by his acquirement
       
      of
       Soul
       
      Breath
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, for now, give me ten Tier 7 pills for each of their categories.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sure. That’ll be a bit costly since you want pills instead of potions. Normally, it would be 150 000 Talys. Though, since you have that obscene 
      discount
      ,” she growled the word as if she despised it. “It’ll be 120k instead. You’re okay with that?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s… expensive.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “What did you expect?” Kaelith shrugged. “Tier 7 is for Hosts up to level 100. There are also huge differences in price between tiers. You can fully expect to have to spend millions in the future.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see… Do you know how fast overdose would happen with T.7 pills? And what would happen if I used higher tier pills at my current level?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah, yes. Well, it all depends on the body’s capability to intake them. But, on average, people start getting symptoms after consuming three under an hour. They reach ‘internal suicide’ after around seven, I’d say. For your information, that number is higher if you use potions instead.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No thanks. I want fast-acting agents. I already have a way to recuperate at around the same rate as potions do,” Rakna stated and she raised an eyebrow.
    

    
       
    

    
      “How so?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Secret.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Of course,” she huffed with a smile. “For your other question; forget it. If the tier of the medicine you take is too high for your level, never mind overdose, you go straight to internal suicide. But if your attributes are high enough, you could handle a tier or two above the standard. Though, the overdose would still happen a lot faster. Don’t forget that.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Noted. Thanks.”
    

    
       
    

    
       “You’re welcome. So? What do you want other than pills?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “A defensive skill,” he immediately responded. While he had mobility and versatile spells, he had no way of truly tanking damage in a split decision.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘It would have made things easier against Flavia’s Chaos Magic,’
       he thought.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I assume you mean something different from 
      Ireful
       
      Shell
      ?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes. And if possible, with a reasonable cost to it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Picky now, are we?” She smirked. “But there’s something you might like. Take a look.”
    

    
       
    

    
      On cue, a skill description appeared in front of him.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      Designation
      : Skill/Spontaneous Skill
    

    
      Name
      : Gradation Hex Buffer 
      (GHB)
    

    
      Requirements: 
      Lv.9 Mana Control <✗> | 15 INT <✓> | 1 MR* <✓>
    

    
       
    

    
      Description:
    

    
       
    

    
      When activating this skill, the user renounces a part of their mana pool to form a floating hexagonal barrier that they can control at will. Their defense will depend on how much mana is put into it and their size can be modulated. Keep in mind that the larger it is, the more spread out the energy becomes, thus weakening the overall integrity.
    

    
       
    

    
      The caster can decide at any time to recall the shield and recover the mana employed on it. The amount recovered will depend on how damaged it is. It is also possible to summon several shields at once but they will become harder to control and conjure as the number goes up.
    

    
       
    

    
      Shield
       
      Cost
      : 1 – 50 MP.
    

    
       
    

    
      Note
      : An popular skill known for its speed and modularity. However, it is very infamous for its inefficient growth curve. The shield cannot be infused with more than 50 MP and thus cannot be stronger than that. Furthermore, the potential solution of summoning more than one is dashed because of is inherent flaw; unbearably debilitating mental strain.
    

    
      ---
    

    
       
    

    
      Cost
      : 2 000 000 Talys.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “As you see, it’s both a good and bad skill,” Kaelith commented. “It will be useful to you until you reach somewhere around level 120. It’s very expensive for what it is, I’ll be honest. But it’s actually quite a rare skill and you can afford it. You’ll just have to find something to replace it later on.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna listened to her as he read the description. It did sound appealing. It didn’t state an explicit defensive capacity, but the shields would probably at least be able to stop magic that cost less than the mana infused into them.
    

    
       
    

    
      It’s only when it to physical damage that he had no idea how to make the conversion.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I would need to know the raw force that mana can exert and compare it to a value in kilograms or newtons perhaps… That’s one thing to look into.’
    

    
       
    

    
      There was also the requirement of mana control, but it was something he could easily fulfill with a bit of effort. Ultimately, he decided to buy it. For now, he would follow Kaelith’s recommendation and see for himself how good or bad the skill truly was.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ll take it.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good, that’s 1 800 000 more to your purchase after 
      discount
      . Anything else?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes, do you sell hearts?” He asked as if it was a normal thing.
    

    
       
    

    
      “What?” Kaelith had every right to be bewildered by the question. “As in… hearts? Like, the ones that pump blood and stuff?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes...” He replied with a droll. “Are there that many things called hearts?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t act like I’m the crazy one here!” She snapped back. “Why do you want to buy one?!”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Several, actually.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The fox woman stared at him incredulously for a few seconds before sighing. “You can’t buy body parts here...” She groaned. “You better go to Trafford for that.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That makes sense,” Rakna muttered. “They do deal with carcasses.” He hadn’t thought about that when he had been there. “In that case, I’ll have to go there tomorrow."
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ugh... and he doesn’t explain anything,” she muttered to herself. “Whatever. Is that all?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ye--” He paused. “Wait, no, I almost forgot. Add a Gigantism Pill.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Huh? Why? Did you lose the last one or something?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not exactly. Let’s just say that it was both used and wasted.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That doesn’t explain anything either…” Kaelith grumbled and mentally accessed the shop to make the order in Rakna’s stead. “Anyway, it’ll be 1 960 000 Talys in total.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna received a prompt to confirm the purchase and he readily accepted it. His balance instantly went down to zero and the rest automatically was removed from the suitcases. He then took the occasion to fill up his balance back up afterward.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, this one’s empty now so I’ll take it back,” Kaelith remarked as she grabbed one of the cases and made it disappear. Shortly after, Sylvie came out from the back with the items as usual. Kaelith unsealed them within seconds and handed everything to Rakna.
    

    
       
    

    
      He immediately put the pills and the skill card in his storage. He grabbed the three briefcases left and turned around. “Thanks. Good luck with the meeting, foxy,” he said and heard a groan.
    

    
       
    

    
      “God, you really needed to remind me of that… Actually, I’ll just stay here until the meeting’s over and blame it on you when they ask me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna almost tripped on his way to the exit. He looked over his shoulder with a blank look.
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re going to throw me under the bus…?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Isn’t that what friends do for each other?” She retorted with a bright and innocent expression but she couldn’t hide the mirth in her eyes. “Don’t worry, it’s not like they’ll hunt you down… as long as I don’t use this excuse too much in the future.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…seriously?”
    

    
       
    

    
      The vixen giggled. “Just kidding, have a good evening, wolfy.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He grunted and opened the door. “You too…”
    

  
    Chapter 99: Cuteness is Justice

    
      “Hm,” Rakna voiced as he stepped inside the bank. In all honesty, he fully anticipated Lanata to be late once again and profusely apologize to him after tripping on her own weapon. He knew that it was kind of a rude thought, but for some reason, it felt right.
    

    
       
    

    
      Though, what was happening now wasn’t for the worse. In fact, he would argue it was even more fitting. The adorable creature under the name of Lanata was sleeping on her desk while drooling and her sword still somehow huddled to her.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘How can she sleep in such an uncomfortable position?’ 
      Rakna wondered silently and walked to the reception. He blinked at her snoozing expression and had no choice but to agree with a thing his uncle had once told him out of nowhere.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Cuteness is justice.” These were the words that came out of the centenary-old ex-soldier and he had done so with an utterly serious expression.
    

    
       
    

    
      “…do you finally need psychiatric intervention? Do you want me to call the retirement home to pick you up?” Rakna asked him with blank eyes.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh, come on, kid. It’s a worldly truth. You will understand too one day.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…”
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “I still think he read too much manga for his own good,” Rakna muttered to himself and hoisted the briefcases onto the reception counter. The noise immediately woke up the dozing sheep.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Myah!” She yelped and fell back together with her chair. “Owowow…” She whimpered and rubbed her head before taking in her surroundings. She looked around and crossed eyes with Rakna who was raising an amused eyebrow at her.
    

    
       
    

    
      She opened and closed her mouth several times as she felt her face heat up. She quickly stumbled back on her feet and awkwardly cleared her throat. “W-What can I do for you?” She stuttered while doing her best to put on a professional face.
    

    
       
    

    
      She tried. Rakna had to give her that.
    

    
       
    

    
      “At least, you weren’t late this time,” he said and her ears drooped in shame.
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’m sorry…” She lowered her head in shame. “Since I’m just a temporary staff, I don’t have a lot of people assigned to me so… it gets, um, a bit boring,” she said while shyly twiddling her forefingers together.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna tilted his head in amusement. “I suppose you did it before?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “…this is the third time today…” She whispered, barely audible even with his hearing.
    

    
       
    

    
       He snorted. “Well, I can’t really blame you. This does look like a boring job overall.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Right?!” She exclaimed loudly then hastily covered her mouth. “Ah, sorry…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Again; don’t apologize. Anyhow, I’m here for the same reason as last time. Please deposit what’s inside these briefcases to my account.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Of course,” she nodded, finally finding a minimum decorum. “Could you open them? You will also have to use your ID and code like last time.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Sure,” he replied and unlocked the cases. When Lanata saw the contents after grabbing the bank reader, she blinked, then blinked again, her pupils dilated, and her jaw fell.
    

    
       
    

    
      “How... much is this...?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm,” Rakna mused about it. “If I deduct what I spent and transferred in my balance… there should be a bit less than three and a half million between the three of them.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Lanata was stunned speechless for a good half a minute. “Um... can I ask something?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Go ahead.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You’re a new this year, right?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Indeed.”
    

    
       
    

    
      She didn’t know what to say. She was stuck between being amazed and shocked.
    

    
       
    

    
      Seeing that she was having a hard time with the revelation, Rakna took it upon himself to grab the scanner she was about to hand him and quietly went through each container. When the Talys were automatically stowed by the System and out of the briefcases, Lanata finally snapped out of it.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ah!” She exclaimed and typed on a terminal. “Um, it’s done! The deposit has been confirmed.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Thank you,” he said and put the empty cases in his storage. Kaelith hadn’t told him that he needed to return them or anything, so he assumed he could keep them.
    

    
       
    

    
      He was about to leave when he remembered something, “Oh, right. Lana.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You said you were working temporarily here; for how long exactly?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hm,” she poked her chin and closed her eyes in thought. “I think it said two weeks on the Trial’s notice… so, it should be over in eight days.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I see. So, it’s a Trial like Kaelith’s…” He muttered. “Who will replace you afterward?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I don’t know. But don’t worry! I’m sure it’ll be someone more competent than me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is that so?” He snorted in amusement. “Though I’d prefer you over any of them though.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Me?” Her reaction was innocent confusion. She tilted her head. “But I’m not that reliable...”
    

    
       
    

    
      He shrugged. “Maybe. But it would be a shame to lose someone as cute as you.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eh?” She exclaimed dumbly, her expression lighting up in a mix of embarrassment, surprise, and giddiness. She actually looked more joyful than anything else. “I’m cute...” She repeated the praise under her breath with a giggle.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna almost chuckled; a first without triggering 
      Obsidian
       
      Blood
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hear that, Rammy?” Lanata continued, looking at her sword with a bright smile. “I’m cute!”
    

    
       
    

    
      The large weapon in her grasp seemingly vibrated as if responding. Rakna made note of it with a thoughtful hum, but had no intention of prying. Instead, he enjoyed watching her bounce on her feet for such a simple comment.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, I’m happy that you’re happy,” he said with a snort.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Me too!” She responded with an adorable affirmation.
    

    
       
    

    
      His lips twitched upward and he shook his head. “Anyway, I’m not sure if I’ll come back in the next eight days, so perhaps I should say goodbye in advance.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Oh…” Lanata mouthed with a bit of a sadder tone. While she had only interacted with Rakna twice until now, she liked talking to him, even though he was a bit cold on the outside. He was also the first person she had ever met that didn’t make her sword react.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Rammy’ was always ready to cut. No matter what, who, or when. But when it came to the therian, it wouldn’t even bother. Lanata wondered why, and Rakna remained blissfully unaware she even had that thought.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Well, it’s not like we can’t meet outside the Pavilion,” he said. “I don’t know what Plateau you are on, but I should be able to catch up one day.”
    

    
       
    

    
      Lanata’s expression brightened. “You’re right! Maybe we could do Quests together too,” she said enthusiastically before catching herself again. “Uh, I mean… I don’t have any friends I can do them with, so… if you’re okay with it…”
    

    
       
    

    
      “That would be my pleasure, Lana.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Great!” She beamed. “Ah! Here. With this, you’ll know where I am.”
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      Lanata Ovis Venera 
      has sent you a Friend Request.
    

    
      Do you accept?
    

    
      Yes/No
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Yes,” Rakna accepted without hesitation and the list of his friends appeared updated with its new addition. He couldn’t see anything other than her name and location but the latter was more than enough to confirm his suspicions.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘600th Plateau,’
       he thought. 
      ‘This is the location from which she probably entered the Pavilion. Since it is for her Trial, it’s safe to assume that it’s her current highest.’
    

    
       
    

    
      “All right then. See you, Lana. I’ll try to come back one last time before you finish your Trial.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “I’ll be waiting!” She said with a cheerful smile. “Bye, Rakna. Take care!”
    

    
       
    

    
      “You too,” he nodded and left the bank with a wave of his hand. Now, there was only one thing he wanted to do before calling it a day. He went back to one of the training rooms and before bringing out the thing he was the most interested in, he once again tried to eat the Gigantism Pill.
    

    
       
    

    
      This time, nothing abnormal happened and he learned the skill properly.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      You have ingested a
       Gigantism Pill.
    

    
      Race of the Host: 
      Nine-Tailed Werewolf.
    

    
      Compatibility Quotient: 
      123%
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Gigantism
       has been learned!
    

    
      The 
      Mutation
       
      Potential
       has already been exhausted. The skill will not mutate.
    

    
      Correction Basis has been applied.
    

    
      Gigantism
       has reached maximum level.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uh, neat. I guess Correction Basis applied because of 
      Ascension
       
      of
       
      The
       
      Titan
      ,” he said to himself before taking a look at the skill description.
    

    
       
    

    
      There wasn’t anything different to it compared to Pronos. The only notable detail about it was that he could only use it as either a werewolf or a wolf. That didn’t bother him at all. Imagining himself getting bigger as a human was awfully uncanny.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Well, since it’s close to Exceled already, maybe ascending it will allow me to do so,’
       he thought then turned to look at the unassuming ring around his finger. 
      ‘Time to check this one...’
    

    
       
    

    
      With a thought, he connected his mind to the storage and something materialized in front of him. His eyes widened in awe when he saw the majestic appearance of the 
      Dusk
       
      Lion
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      Just like it was described by the System; its fur was even darker than the night. It truly felt as if he was peering into a three-dimensional shadow. He drew closer to it and slowly touched it. Its fur was incredibly soft; it didn’t look like it was hundreds of years old in the slightest.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna breathed in and consciously tapped into his Nirvana Skill. His pupils constricted until they were thin slits and the veins and static heart of the creature were revealed to him. The second he did that, the decision on whether he should use 
      Harvester
       or 
      Scavenger
       was settled.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘The urge is even stronger than with Aquila. Unfortunately, I have no way to compare it to the nine-tailed wolf since I was unconscious,’ 
      he thought as he circled the lion. The beast was around four to five meters long and if it were standing, it could have probably reached three meters in height.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna spent a minute looking for the optimal location to retrieve the heart. He jumped on its back and looked down.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I wonder…’ 
      He mused and extended his claws. In one swift motion, he pierced the lion’s flesh and clicked his tongue when he barely was able to reach its ribcage before being stopped.
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Even dead, without muscular tension, and after four hundred years, it’s still resistant enough to stop me... Even if my claws have a high attack value, it’s limited by my arm in itself.’ 
      He grunted and took out the Dreorin Greatsword. “I’ll have to use this to make a direct path to the heart,” he muttered and stabbed into the creature’s back whilst adding a bit of his leftover mana.
    

    
       
    

    
      He made sure the blade got close to the heart but didn’t pierce it. He then pulled it out and inserted his hand through the open wound. He was thankful that the carcass had not decomposed or even he would have had second thoughts.
    

    
       
    

    
      He grimaced as he was forced to tear the arteries connected to the muscle before he could take it out, but once he was done, he had the biggest heart he had ever seen grasped in his hand. He was rapidly unable to resist the urge anymore and he took the first bite.
    

  
    Chapter 100: Enthymio

    
      If anything, Rakna should have anticipated this could happen. When the last bit of the heart went down his throat, his entire body heated up and made him go through a pain similar or even greater than when he unlocked his 
      Soul
       
      Core
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      “Not again…” He muttered as 
      Obsidian
       
      Blood
       flickered between dormant and active.
    

    
       
    

    
      However, this time, he knew there was a difference. This pain wasn’t a warning for some sort of internal failure like with his 
      Soul
       
      Core
      . It wasn’t doing anything dangerous to him, and the fact that Alexa had decided to stay silent was proof of that.
    

    
       
    

    
      Thus, Rakna just endured and gritted his teeth. Unbeknownst to him, his lupine features began to change at a slow pace. It was nothing obvious, but the darkest colors of his tails and ears became the same as the Dusk Lion; even dimmer than they were before.
    

    
       
    

    
      The appendages themselves were affected as well. His ears became a bit longer and his ear tufts grew in size. As for his tails, they also elongated and simultaneously became a bit thinner but their outward appearance remained that of a wolf.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 
      Pain
       
      Resistance
       has broken through the Exceled State! ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      After what felt like hours, the pain finally receded and Rakna rolled over on the floor, covered in sweat. “I swear if this continues to happen…” He grumbled as the System windows invaded his vision without waiting for him to recover.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      The Harvester
       has been activated!
    

    
       
    

    
      ---
    

    
       
    

    
      Heart assimilated.
    

    
      The Host is partially compatible with divine essence.
    

    
       
    

    
      ---
    

    
       
    

    
      A clash has occurred within the Core Gene...
    

    
      The conflict has been suppressed by the Second Gene.
    

    
       
    

    
      ---
    

    
       
    

    
      Incorporation Successful.
    

    
      Third Gene Established
      : Dusk Lion King
    

    
       
    

    
      ---
    

    
       
    

    
      Current Number of Genetic Factors Assimilated: 
      3/4
    

    
       
    

    
      1St Factor
       (
      Core Genome
      ): Nine-Tailed Wolf. Three-Tails Unlocked. 
      Next Tail:
       Lv.39/Lv.50.
    

    
      Currently Attuned Aptitudes: 
      True
       
      Smell of the Wolf God
      , 
      Claws
      , 
      Shape Shift
      , 
      Shadow
       
      Step
      .
    

    
       
    

    
      2nd Factor
      : Royal Luquila. 
      Next Wings
      : Lv.39/Lv.100
    

    
      Currently Attuned Aptitudes: 
      Luquila’s Wings
      , 
      Flight, Fabled Sight, Lesser Regeneration.
    

    
       
    

    
      3rd Factor: 
      Dusk
       
      Lion
       
      King. 
      Next
       
      Layer
      : Lv.39/Lv.50
    

    
      Currently Attuned Aptitudes: 
      Shuttle Specter Physique
      , 
      Cross
       
      Dimensional Sagacity.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “No mutation this time...” Rakna grunted as he sat up. “I suppose the incompatibility is a ‘cats and dogs’ logic,” he huffed and took a look at the two new aptitudes he got; one was the legendary trait of the Dusk Lions and the other was an active skill.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      -
       Shuttle Specter Physique
      : The famous aptitude allowing one to step in and out of overlapping dimensions without being shredded to pieces. When actuating this trait, the user becomes a dimensionally autonomous entity.
    

    
      There is said to be an infinity of dimensions but the one that is directly connected to the powers of a Dusk Lion is the well-known Spiritual Dimension of Enthymio.
    

    
      Enthymio is known to possess 7 Layers:
    

    
      Antanasia
       – The Gradation of Reflection
    

    
      Onera
       – The Cloud of Dreams
    

    
      Enkata
       – The Darkness of Depths
    

    
      Anastrofa
       – The Falsehood of Inversion
    

    
      Katastra
       – The Lands of Ruin
    

    
      Katarra
       – The Skies of Collapse
    

    
      Synekeia
       – The Road of Continuity
    

    
      There exists one more Layer. However, it is regarded as the irregular 8th Layer that none but the royal linage of the Dusk Lions can ever hope to reach:
    

    
      Proela
       – The Root of Origin
    

    
       
    

    
      Current Layers Accessible: 
      Antanasia. 
      Next
       
      Layer
      : Onera – Lv.50
    

    
      Note
      : Enthymio is a dimension that rejects intruders. While Dusk Lions possess the ability to break into it at will, the rejection gradually tires them out, and if too much time is spent in the dimension, the user may either perish or be forcefully ejected. In the latter case, Enthymio has been noted to ‘remember’ the individual; making it impossible to breach it again until it ‘forgets’ over time.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      Antanasia
    

    
      The
       
      Gradation of Reflection is the First Layer of Enthymio as well as the one that every Dusk Lion in existence learns from birth. It allows the user to plunge into the spiritual manifestation of reflections.
    

    
      Through the medium of any reflective surface, the user can enter what is commonly known as the Mirror World. Ice, water, glass, gold, silver… as long as something produces a reflection, a connection will exist in the Mirror World.
    

    
      Note
      : Beware of where you step in. The Mirror World leads everywhere and nowhere. One mistake will lead to a fate worse than death.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “That’s a loaded description,” Rakna muttered. “There isn’t a clear instruction on how to use it and there’s also no mention of a specific cost… Trii, give me a mirror big enough to match me.”
    

    
       
    

    
      || Acknowledged. || The interface responded and a large mirror appeared in front of him without delay. He noticed the changes in his appearance but didn’t mind them in the slightest after literally ceasing to be human on the first day of his life in the System. He walked to the mirror and placed his hand on it before frowning.
    

    
       
    

    
      He felt… 
      something
       under his palm. He was both touching the mirror and hovering above it as if he was on the edge of an imperceptible barrier. Then, a certain urge came to him. He looked at his own reflection and opened his mouth, “[
      Reflect My Core
      , 
      Antanasia
      .]”
    

    
       
    

    
      Those words freely came out of his mouth and the next thing he knew; colors were no more. There was just black and white. Even his own body was achromatic. The only exception was the mirror he had still his hand on.
    

    
       
    

    
      He scowled and slowly pulled away. He blinked at the colored version of himself in his reflection then looked around. The Dusk Lion’s body, the tiled roof, the empty training room… everything was the same as the ‘other side’, for the lack of a better word. But it felt empty in some way.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Trii, can you hear me?” He asked out loud but no answer came to him. “Alexa?”
    

    
       
    

    
      [I am here, Rakna.]
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna hummed and walked around the mirror with a pensive expression. “I think I get it. First of all, touching a reflective surface is enough to allow me to switch into the Mirror World. It doesn’t need to be big enough for my body. This place seems to be completely disconnected from the real world. I would say it’s like a spiritual copy of the real world but purely in appearance.”
    

    
       
    

    
      He continued his reasoning as he headed toward the exit of the training room. “Which means that nothing is actually built. It just reflected. So, that would imply…” He mumbled and tried to open the door. He succeeded without as much as a click sounding out.
    

    
       
    

    
      He stepped out of the room, looked at the weird black and white version of the Pavilion, and then closed the door behind him. He backtracked and opened the door again without any issue. That fact in itself was the key to understand this place.
    

    
       
    

    
      No system prompts had been issued and the door hadn’t locked itself automatically like it usually does. In the most literal sense of the word, the door was a reflection of the real one in nothing but appearance.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Interesting…” Rakna commented as he returned to the mirror. “The risk that is supposedly worse than death probably refers to the potential lack of reflection... would it actually trap me? Without a chance to even be ejected?”
    

    
       
    

    
      As he was gradually coming to an understanding of this power, Rakna began to feel a bit tense. It was a bit like the impulsive weakness caused by his crippled state but way more tame and much more external.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is this the rejection?” He asked himself and looked at his hands. “I’ll have to experiment with this ability later on,” he told himself and placed his hand back on the mirror. He repeated the chant he had intoned earlier and, in the blink of an eye, he was back on the correct side of the mirror.
    

    
       
    

    
      He stepped back from the mirror and sighed. “You can retrieve the mirror, Trii.” He didn’t need to say it twice as the mirror was gone instantly. “All right, next one…”
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
      -
       Cross
       
      Dimensional Sagacity 
      (Lv.1)
      : The ability to see and sense dimensional displacements. Once the skill is activated, the user will become capable of pinpointing with perfect accuracy the focal points of the dimensions composing an object as well as detecting distortions that cannot be normally comprehended such as paradoxes and spatial irregularities.
    

    
      Cost
      : None.
    

    
      ❮ ◈ ❯
    

    
       
    

    
      “Another vague one…” He grumbled and mentally commanded for this new skill of his to activate and immediately, he lost all of his bearings and collapsed on the ground on all four. His head was spinning because of the chaotic feedback.
    

    
       
    

    
      He felt like he had suddenly been dropped inside a vortex of a million spinning lights. He couldn’t even inspect one without losing focus instantly. He quickly deactivated the skill and gasped.
    

    
       
    

    
      He panted for a few seconds and let his irritation out with a groan. “Alexa… this system of yours is a piece of crap. It would be nice if I didn’t have to go through this kind of thing every time I test a new ability.”
    

    
       
    

    
      […would you like me to file a complaint?]
    

    
       
    

    
      “…nice one,” Rakna sighed and decided to turn the skill back on when he was calm enough. If he wasn’t wrong, the cause of his horrible dizziness just now was the range. This skill’s range seemed to be considerably bigger than he had imagined.
    

    
       
    

    
      For a short moment, he had perceived all the dimensions inside the Pavilion in a very condensed manner. Considering the dimensional clutter this place was, it was no wonder that it had been too much for him.
    

    
       
    

    
      So, this time, with a bit more care, he made sure to restrain it as best as he could. He also added a part of his soul power to the equation because until now, it had never disappointed him.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Much better,” he commented as he eyed the countless silver strings floating around his vision. He raised an eyebrow and tried to touch one only for it to escape his grasp. “It said the focal points of an object, right?” He mumbled. “Trii, materialize a... boulder. I don’t care about the size.”
    

    
       
    

    
      || Acknowledged. || It followed his command and a large boulder, nearly two meters high, flashed into existence inside the training room.
    

    
       
    

    
      Rakna instantly noticed that there were some strings attached to it. However, they were not silver but brown. He tried to grab one but it fled from his touch. “Focal…” He repeated and mused before extending his claws.
    

    
       
    

    
      He squinted his eyes and poked the base of the string, at the exact point where it was connected to the boulder. Then, with a weak thrust, Rakna watched in mild surprise as several cracks formed around the tip of his finger.
    

    
       
    

    
      ❮◈❯ 
      Cross
       
      Dimensional Sagacity 
      has leveled up! ❮◈❯
    

    
       
    

    
      The damage the stone had sustained wasn’t that huge, but the effect was impressive compared to the strength he had put in.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Though, I can expect simple rocks to have many structural weaknesses… the same thing can’t be said about living beings or crafted items,” Rakna said and disengaged the skill, restoring his senses back to normal.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Anyway, this should be enough for today. My stamina is still decreasing, even if I’m not directly using it...” He uttered and left the training room after retrieving the Dusk Lion’s body.
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