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            Another Monday Morning

          

        

      

    

    
      It was just another boring Monday morning. The sparse rays of sunlight that found their way through the blinds’ narrow gaps did little to disturb the man sleeping deeply on the bed. However, the serene peace was short-lived as the accursed sound of his alarm began its daily ritual of ruining a good dream.

      Jake, who had previously been enjoying the sweet embrace of his blankets, was startled awake, fumbling around until his hand finally found his phone. Grumbling, he rolled out of bed and started his usual morning routine, preparing for yet another day at work.

      He went for a warm shower, ate a quick breakfast, and got himself dressed before he finally grabbed his stuff and headed out the door. The entire morning routine was done in less than half an hour.

      Walking down the stairs to his car, he had an intuition that the day was going to be interesting. He didn’t know why, as everything was as usual so far, but he couldn’t entirely dispel the feeling. Maybe someone brought donuts?

      Traffic was terrible as usual, living in a big city and all. He spent most of the time not actually driving but sitting in the endless queues of the morning rush. He had considered cycling or maybe running to work, but then he would have to shower and get dressed at work, and that just sounded bothersome.

      As he finally pulled into the parking lot, he got out, grabbed his bag, and headed inside the corporate office that had been his workplace for the last couple of years. The building itself was a massive monstrosity of glass, with way too many floors. It wasn’t all that out of place, though, being surrounded by similar structures.

      As he got inside, he was greeted by the receptionist, Joanna. She was a middle-aged woman, one who always wore these large earrings and more makeup than an entire class of high school girls would need in a week. If Jake had to describe Joanna in the easiest way possible, it would be a soccer-mom stuck in a perpetual mid-life crisis. The reception was located only a couple of meters away from the elevators, so greeting her in the morning was a natural routine for most employees.

      "Morning, Jake, had a good weekend?" she asked with far too much energy for this early in the morning.

      "Same as always, how about you?" Jake answered politely, knowing what was to come.

      "Oh, it was great! You know, me and Mike tried to…" She explained with vigor and in great detail, giving Jake déjà-vu to last week, where the exact same scenario seemed to have played out.

      After the far-too-long conversation about inane subjects with her, the arrival of the elevator finally saved him, allowing his escape as he headed up to the fourteenth floor.

      Stepping out of the elevator, Jake was met by a calm, open-office space. Seems like I am one of the first to arrive today, he thought as he found his way to his desk. Booting up the computer, he started going through the emails that had come during the weekend.

      Jake had worked in this office for a bit over two years now. His job was what many would describe as boring, yet he somehow found it peaceful to immerse himself in the spreadsheets, financial reports, and whatnot. He worked in the financial department, and if he said so himself, he was rather good at what he did.

      He mainly worked with investments, his official title being a business analyst. Jake had a knack for picking out the excellent stocks and avoiding the bad ones. He had always had a good gut feeling about those kinds of things.

      The office slowly got filled up as more and more employees made their way off the elevator. After the initial morning greetings and polite social exchanges, the noise slowly died down and everyone got busy with their respective tasks. No donuts, he noted internally with great disappointment.

      As he sat there, having finished up the most immediate tasks, he began to feel a bit tired once more, clearly having not gotten enough sleep. Most others in the office had learned by now that he wasn’t one for small talk, so most left him alone. Just the way he wanted it.

      Jake had always been a rather laid-back person, cautious and a bit withdrawn. He had always been a bit of a loner and chosen activities based on not interacting with others. Heck, when his dad had forced him into doing some kind of sport to get him out of his room, he’d chosen archery, as he could do that entirely on his own.

      All in all, Jake was content with his life. He had a well-paying job, a good family, a nice apartment, and great colleagues, and his future was looking bright, if he said so himself. He wasn’t an extraordinary person, but just another face in the crowd. And he kind of liked it that way. Standing out meant unnecessary attention, and he preferred to avoid that.

      As he finished his thoughts, his supervisor, Jacob, walked over with a big smile on his face.

      "Hey there, buddy! Me and the others are heading out for lunch. You wanna come?"

      "Eh, sure, sounds good," Jake replied tentatively.

      He liked Jacob. Jacob was the kind of guy that people would call a born leader. Excellent social skills, with an affinity for reading people and making them feel comfortable around him. He was one of the few people that Jake called a friend.

      Following him was a guy called Bertram. Big and brooding would be one’s first assumption, but he was actually a big softie. Apparently, he had taken care of Jacob while growing up and was akin to a butler or something.

      All he knew was that Jacob’s family was filthy rich. It was quite honestly a miracle that Jacob hadn’t turned out to be an entitled brat instead of the man he was today. He was popular in the office by every metric, especially with a certain clientele.

      His handsome looks, tall stature, and overall charm certainly did him no harm when it came to the women in the office. His hair always seemed to sit with impossible perfection, his suit was always worn perfectly, and what seemed like an eternally relaxed smile adorned his face.

      They managed to get along mainly due to the man’s ability to carry a conversation longer than a few sentences, even with someone like Jake. The fact that Jake wasn’t the type to create problems in the office, but only deliver reliable results, naturally only made their relationship easier for both sides.

      Which was also the reason why Jake agreed to go to lunch. Because with Jacob along, he knew it wouldn’t be entirely awkward.

      Jake got up and made his way to the elevator together with Jacob and Bertram, talking along the way about work and the meeting they had planned for after the lunch break.

      He spotted Joanna and Mike, her husband, getting into the same elevator that he, Jacob, and Bertram were heading into. Said elevator quickly got cramped, as three others were already in the elevator waiting to go down—one of these three being Caroline.

      Caroline was a coworker from the human resources department, who shared their office space with Jake’s department. She was a year younger than him, slim, blonde, and quite frankly everything that Jake would refer to as “his type.”

      He was aware that this was likely just due to her being one of the only women around his age that he interacted with regularly. Just two people of the opposite sex in close proximity. Which was one of the reasons he never acted on the emotion. Along with quite a few others. He wasn’t really the romantic type, and his prior experience in romance hadn’t exactly panned out. Well, he thought, her cheating on me with my best friend does count as “not panning out,” right?

      Thus, he only managed to give her a nod and a small "good morning," despite it being noon. Jake was barely able to hold his embarrassment back from showing, but luckily, she appeared to just take it as a bad joke.

      Jake was perfectly aware that Caroline barely saw him as a friend and had no romantic interest in him whatsoever. Jacob, on the other hand, she clearly had her eyes on. Not that Jake could blame her. Jacob was a great dude, no matter how you put it, and he could simply not bring himself to dislike the man, despite him being Jake’s unaware, one-sided rival in love.

      Jake himself was what one would describe as rather average in the looks department. Not too fat, not too slim, short brown hair, brown eyes, and a face that couldn’t be described as handsome or ugly.

      The only thing he had going for him was his above-average physique, mainly stemming from him still doing archery for fun in his free time, even having a homemade practice range at his parents’ place. This, coupled with his gym membership (which he actually used), had let him maintain his healthy lifestyle since the time he’d still dreamed of being an athlete.

      *DING!*

      The sound of the elevator closing quickly brought him back to reality, and the descent toward the ground level began. And just as his thoughts began to wander toward what to get for lunch, his thought process was interrupted once again.

      *DING!*

      A sound eerily similar to the elevator filled his head, while, simultaneously, words appeared before his eyes—in his mind, rather. He barely managed to make them out before he blacked out.

      
        
        *Initiation of the 93rd Universe confirmed. Introduction and tutorial sequence commencing*
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        *Initiation of the 93rd Universe confirmed. Introduction sequence commencing*

      

      

      
        
        *Welcome to the introduction. Preparing…*

      

      

      As Jake opened his eyes, he was greeted by the voice once again welcoming him to an… introduction? And something was preparing? What the hell was going on?

      Several seconds passed, and despite his eyes being open, he saw only complete darkness. His body felt numb all over, and the only thing he could feel was a creeping headache. He tried opening his mouth to no avail, as he started panicking internally. Had he been kidnapped by aliens? As his thoughts started to spiral, the voice suddenly sounded out again.

      
        
        *Preparations complete. Starting introduction*

      

      

      Light filled his eyes as he was temporarily blinded by what seemed like a huge spotlight shining in his face. As his eyes slowly adjusted, the feeling in his limbs returned. He found himself looking down at his legs, noticing himself sitting in a chair. As he slowly looked up, he found someone sitting across from him with a table placed in between.

      The room itself reminded Jake of an interrogation room, with the two chairs and a table in a small, closed-in space. All it lacked was a two-way window. The other difference was how perfectly clean everything was. The walls and floor were white, the table white, the chairs white, and despite there being no apparent light source, the whole room was somehow still well-lit.

      "Hello?" Jake cautiously asked the… person across from him.

      He/she looked human at a glance but had no discernible features. A bald head, completely white eyes with no pupils, and a chest that looked far too flat and undetailed to be natural. Not a single speck of hair could be seen on the body, and despite him being unable to confirm due to the table, he had a creeping suspicion this… thing didn’t have anything “down there” either. As his internal assessment was finishing up, the "human" opened its mouth.

      "Greetings, human. I oversee your introduction," the thing said in a synthetic voice that resembled a bunch of male and female voices mashed together. “In this introduction, I shall explain to you the circumstances of your new reality.”

      As Jake was about to open his mouth to respond, it started talking again.

      "First of all, allow me to welcome you to this new chapter of your life. Your universe has finally passed the minimum threshold required to enter the multiverse and has thus been initiated. Now, do you have any questions before we move on to the subjects pertaining to the tutorial?"

      Jake's mind was in turmoil. Multiverses? What threshold was passed? And what did it mean with a new chapter? But instead of posing any of these actually meaningful questions, he asked the most mundane thing possible:

      "Who—no, what—are you?" he blurted out, stumbling over his words.

      "I am the entity in charge of greeting you and introducing you to the new world, and the circumstances of your new reality."

      "What new reality?" Jake asked.

      "The reality named by the first enlightened races as ‘The System.’”

      "How do I see this sys—" Before he managed to finish his words, a screen suddenly appeared before his eyes:

      
        
        Status

        Name: Jake Thayne

        Race: [Human (G) – lvl 0]

        Class: N/A

        Profession: N/A

        Health Points (HP): 90/90

        Mana Points (MP): 80/80

        Stamina: 70/70

        Stats

        Strength: 7

        Agility: 8

        Endurance: 7

        Vitality: 9

        Toughness: 7

        Wisdom: 8

        Intelligence: 8

        Perception: 10

        Willpower: 6

        Free Points: 0

      

        

      
        Titles

        N/A

      

      

      Well, that answers that question, Jake thought. He was starting to form an idea in his mind of what was going on and decided to just roll with it. He was kind of under the impression that this was likely just a weird lucid dream, so he saw no reason not to entertain himself a bit. So, first of all, he did what he thought was fun and started analyzing the stats.

      So, nine different stats, ranging from 6-10 points in each… His stats were very balanced, with only Willpower and Perception being stand-outs. Did Willpower being only at 6 indicate that he had a weak will? Was 6 low for someone in his situation?

      His race said human, that part being quite self-explanatory, but what did the “G” mean? And he was apparently a level 0 human. He seemed to have neither a class nor a profession. Though he would argue himself to be upper-middle class, with his profession being a financial consultant, he doubted that was what the system meant with those two.

      No titles either, and health and mana being at 90 and 80, respectively, led to his assumption that they were based on one of his stats, by a factor of 10. Vitality, being the only stat at 9, led him to conclude that it was the stat determining health. Mana was a bit more difficult, being at 80, with both Wisdom and Intelligence at 8, one of those two likely determining factors. Stamina was at 70, which, following his prior deduction, meant it was either linked to Strength or Endurance, Endurance being the stat on which he would put his money.

      He tried to focus on the different elements on the screen, seemingly to no avail. It simply informed him that Strength meant Strength, and that class meant class… As he tried to focus on his race, however, it did yield a result:

      
        
        Human (G) – The lowest level of humans in the system. This type is found only in newly initiated worlds. The human race is known as one of the most balanced and numerous amongst the myriad races of the multiverse, being able to walk many different roads on their path to power. Stat bonuses per level: +1 to all stats. +1 Free Point.

      

      

      Thanks for calling me the lowest level of human, I guess? Jake thought. The description does kind of confirm more races being out there, and also that more humans exist out there in what that thing called the multiverse.

      He fiddled a bit more with the menu, trying out pretty much everything he could before he looked up at the weird human-like thing again.

      "Hey, can I ask about the different stats on the status screen and their effect?” he asked. “Such as what different stats are linked to health points, or if there is a link at all?"

      "No. It tells you what you need to know for now.”

      "May I ask how I am supposed to get a class and profession? It mentions a level here; how do I level up? What does the ‘G’ after my race mean? Also, why am I here to begin with? Where did the others go?" His questions came off a bit overbearing. Not that he blamed himself—this situation was without a doubt the most bizarre he had ever experienced.

      "Your class is chosen upon entering the tutorial. This class shall be the starting point of your journey and help guide your path. A profession becomes available through performing associated tasks with said profession, either for a long enough period of time or through competence in said tasks. Classes are focused on the pursuit of Strength, while professions are the path of creativity, rarely offering direct increases in Strength. You level up through a wide variety of actions. The ‘G’ after your race states the current rank of your race. You are here because you entered the introduction. By ‘others,’ I shall deduce that you mean other earthlings. Said other earthlings are now also in their own respective introductions.” Its explanation was concise, not giving much detail, but at least giving Jake a far better idea what was going on. It was especially good to know that his coworkers were relatively fine and likely in a similar situation as him.

      "Now, on to classes," the thing said, unprompted.

      Before he could even open his mouth, he was interrupted by a screen appearing before him, showing quite a wall of text. He quickly collected himself and started going through the classes one by one:

      
        
        Warrior (Light) – Basic starting class. A light-class warrior focused on quick attacks, evasion, and finesse. While faster than both the medium and heavy variants, it comes with a decrease in attack power and survivability. Mainly uses weapons such as rapiers, daggers, small hatchets, and throwing weapons. Stat bonuses: +2 Agi, +1 End, +1 Str, +1 Vit, +1 Free Point.

      

      

      The first class appeared to be a light-class warrior, perhaps something like a rogue? It did mention both daggers and throwing weapons. This appealed to him slightly, though he was quite reluctant to be the guy fighting up close and personal. He had chosen archery and not fencing, after all.

      
        
        Warrior (Medium) – Basic starting class. A medium-class warrior, focused on a balanced approach to combat, finding a compromise between speed and power. While faster than the heavy variant, it is slower than the light-class warriors. While survivability and power are higher than the light-class variant, it is lower than the heavy-class warriors. Able to use a vast array of weapons of both the heavy and light variants. Stat bonuses per level: +1 Agi, +1 End, +1 Vit, +1 Str +1 Tough, +1 Free Point.

      

      

      The second one looked like the choice one would make if they wanted to be a warrior but were clueless about which direction to specialize in. Though perhaps it did provide some versatility.

      
        
        Warrior (Heavy) – Basic starting class. A heavy-class warrior, focused on power and survivability while sacrificing speed and variance. The heavy warrior is slower, with a less varied approach than both the light and medium class, but in turn, gains great power and survivability. Mainly uses a combo of one-handed weapons and a shield or a two-handed weapon. Generally lacking solid ranged options. Stat bonuses per level: +2 Str, +1 Tough, +1 Vit, +1 End, +1 Free Point.

      

      

      The beefy-boy option of the warrior archetype. Big and heavy, in his mind wearing full plate armor and a huge tower shield. Or maybe a super muscular, bare-chested, bearded Viking with a huge axe? Yeah, he couldn't see himself being either of those.

      
        
        Archer – Basic starting class. A class focused on ranged combat, mainly using bow and arrow, coupled with light options for melee such as shortswords and daggers. The class is fast and flexible, focusing on Agility over Strength. Stat bonuses per level: +2 Per, +1 Agi, +1 End, +1 Str, +1 Free Point.

      

      

      Well, here we go. Without any surprises further down the list, this seemed like the most appealing choice by far. Disregarding the light options for melee, if he had to fight in any way—which he had a strong suspicion he would have to—he would, without a doubt, prefer to do so with a bow.

      
        
        Caster – Basic starting class. The caster is focused on magical combat, favoring wisdom and knowledge over brawn and speed. The basic class is non-attuned, meaning not yet specialized in any element or type of magic, thus limited in power but wide in scope. Casters wield powerful destructive abilities, though often lack in defensive options. The class mainly uses catalysts such as staves, idols, relics, or wands in order to amplify the power of magic. Stat bonuses per level: +2 Int, +1 Wis, +1 Will, +1 Per, +1 Free Point.

      

      

      Well this, if not everything before it, confirmed magic being a real thing. While the concept of being a fire-flinging, lightning-bending badass did sound appealing, he would honestly prefer to just have a bow.

      
        
        Healer – Basic starting class. The healer can mend injuries, remove afflictions, and amplify the power of themselves and/or their comrades. The basic class is non-attuned, meaning not yet specialized in any deific powers or types of magic, thus limited in power but wide in scope. The class is weak in solo combat, lacking offensive options, but powerful when surrounded by allies. Stat bonuses per level: +2 Will, +2 Wis, +1 Int, +1 Free Point.

      

      

      And the last option seemed to be a healer. All classes were “basic starting classes,” meaning no special overpowered starting classes. At least not for him. He also noted that all classes provided a total stat boost of 5 per level and one Free Point. Compared to race, classes seemed to offer more specialized stats, but less overall, though that may have just been due to him being human. The healer class did not appeal to him at all, though it did have quite an interesting line about deific powers. Did this imply the existence of gods? Could one become a priest of some kind down the line, perhaps?

      "Hey, can you tell me anything more about these classes?” Jake asked, hopeful. “Any advice or tips?"

      "Your path is for you to discover. Now choose a class before we proceed.”

      Realizing he may as well pick the class he’d planned on all along, Jake chose the Archer class.

      
        
        You have chosen the Archer class. Confirm?

      

      

      Looks like even the mighty system is prone to security prompts like these, Jake thought as he affirmed the decision.

      
        
        *You have obtained the Archer class*

      

      

      As soon as those words appeared before his eyes, he felt a weird tingling in his head, neither unpleasant nor comfortable. At the same time, some items appeared on the table in front of him. Before he had any chance to look at them further, he was once again greeted by several system messages:

      
        
        *Gained Skill*: [Basic Archery (Inferior)] – An Archer's best friend is the bow in his hand, and the arrow in his foe's heart. Unlocks basic proficiency with bows, crossbows, and adds a minuscule bonus to the effect of Agility and Strength when using a ranged weapon.

      

      

      
        
        *Gained Skill*: [Basic One-Handed Weapon (Inferior)] – The Archer may not be a master in the arts of close combat but is far from helpless. Unlocks basic proficiency with most one-handed weapons and adds a minuscule bonus to the effect of Agility and Strength when using a fitting melee weapon.

      

      

      
        
        *Gained Skill*: [Archer’s Eye (Common)] – The eyes of the Archer are trained to track down and spot the weakness of their foes. Allows the Archer to more easily spot prey. Passively gives a minor increase to the effect of Perception on visual organs.

      

      

      As he read through the three messages, his suspicions of this new system being extremely similar to videogames or perhaps tabletop RPGs was once again confirmed. All three seemed rather basic, especially the two skills that literally had “basic” in their names. Both were only “inferior” in what he assumed to be their rank. The last one seemed a bit more interesting, being less basic and even considered a common-rarity skill.

      Furthermore, he instinctively knew how Archer's Eye worked. He tried to focus and suddenly felt his vision become far clearer than it had been before. It was like he gradually switched from low quality to full HD in around five seconds or so as he focused. He looked around, enamored with how distinct everything appeared. As he deactivated the ability, and his vision returned to normal, he looked at his resources and saw that stamina had dropped from 70 to 68, with mana and health both remaining maxed out.

      He closed the window and looked toward the items on the table. He looked at the thing sitting eerily still, and inquired, "I assume these things are for me?"

      "Yes," it answered. "They are basic starting equipment based on your starting class. Now, on to the final step of the introduction. Some necessities are given to all new initiates of the system."

      And as it finished those words, Jake was once again greeted by a screen appearing before him.

      
        
        *Gained skill*: [Identify (Inferior)] – Basic identification skill, known by all but the smallest of children of the myriad races. The skill allows you to attempt to identify any object or creature you are focusing on.

      

      

      A skill that would actually allow him to get some semblance of information, maybe? Something he felt like he severely needed. Only more and more questions kept appearing throughout this entire introduction ordeal, with little to no answers.

      "The time allotted for the introduction is coming to an end in ten minutes, and you will be transported to the tutorial,” the thing said. “It is recommended to acquire the equipment given before the end of the introduction, or the items will be lost.”

      Jake panicked slightly as he went up to grab the stuff on the table.

      The items included a bow and quiver, a brown cloak, a knife, and a small satchel attached to a belt. They all looked rather medieval, the bow being wooden compared to the modern compound bows he was used to, which were normally made of aluminum and other modern composite materials. The string itself was made of what seemed like silk, perhaps. He was honestly unsure.

      The cloak was from a rather coarse material, reminding him of burlap, but it seemed quite durable. The quiver was made of wood with leather spun around it, and a leather harness to wear it on the back.

      The knife seemed to be as simple as they come and was just a steel blade attached to a wooden handle. The quality of all the items was rather good, in his opinion. Last but not least, he looked at the small satchel and, upon opening it, found a couple of small bottles.

      As he wondered what they were, he nearly slapped himself across the head, remembering his identification skill. He started focusing on one of the bottles containing red-tinged liquid, and after three or four seconds, a new screen appeared:

      
        
        [Health Potion (Inferior)] – Restores health when consumed.

      

      

      What did he expect? As simple as they come. He used Identify on the other items in the satchel one by one, finding a total of three health potions and three stamina potions, which did the exact same thing as the health potion, but for stamina. As he closed the satchel, he moved on to the other items. The bow, knife, and cloak yielded no results, simply informing him that the wooden bow was a wooden bow and that the brown cloak was a brown cloak. With little hope, he inspected the quiver, and was positively surprised:

      
        
        [Enchanted Quiver (Common)] – A quiver enchanted with the ability to conjure common-rarity arrows when injected with mana.

      

      

      That sure as hell seems useful, Jake thought. As he was finishing up his inspection, he was once more kindly reminded that he did not have infinite time.

      "Two minutes until the start of the tutorial."

      Jake, in a rush, got the cloak over his head, started attaching the belt with the satchel on it, and threw the quiver over his shoulder. Luckily, it already had dozens of arrows in it. The belt also came with a small sheath, which he promptly placed the knife in, and closed the small leather buckle meant to keep it in place. Finally, he took the bow in his hand, having no obvious place to attach it to his person. After a bit of thinking, he put it over his shoulder and stood ready for whatever was to come.

      "Ten seconds to the start of the tutorial," the humanoid thing reminded him.

      "It was nice to meet you, I guess, whatever you are," he said as he waved it goodbye. He was a bit afraid, but more so than that, he felt a small sense of excitement build up in the pit of his stomach.

      *Introduction sequence completed. Transporting to tutorial…*

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          

      

    

    







            The Tutorial Commences

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake felt as though he’d simply blinked his eyes and then suddenly found himself somewhere entirely different. There was no prompt except the system message, no feeling of being thrown through time and space; he just kind of… moved.

      He found himself in a… room? This one was far larger than the one before. Scratch that—calling it a room was a bloody understatement. Despite him being able to see the ceiling, he could only barely make out what seemed like a wall far off in the distance to one of the sides. On the roof was a huge circular light that appeared to act as a sun.

      Looking from the ceiling to the wall, this entire place seemed to have some kind of circular design, like a huge dome. He was standing on what he could only identify as a huge pillar, one of many that were spread in all directions.

      Where one would expect the floor to be, he instead saw a vast forest spreading out in all directions. Yet none of the trees even reached close to the top of the pillar. Not due to the trees being small—some looked easily over a hundred meters tall—but due to the pillar being so monstrously tall itself.

      As he was starting to wonder if the system had somehow forgotten him or what exactly was happening, the trusty window and voice appeared again.

      
        
        *Welcome to the tutorial*

      

      

      He felt a warm glow in his entire body as he heard the sound of yet another accompanying notification.

      
        
        Title earned: [Forerunner of the New World]

      

      

      A title? One that I assume everyone gets, Jake thought, quickly checking it out.

      
        
        [Forerunner of the New World] – Complete the introduction and enter the tutorial as a forerunner of the New World. +3 all stats. Grants the skill: [Endless Tongues of the Myriad Races (Unique)].

      

      

      +3 to all stats out of nowhere could only be welcome. Likely also the source of the warm glow from before. Though he still was far from sure exactly how much that would help. The skill, however, was a bit more tangible as he looked at what it did.

      
        
        [Endless Tongues of the Myriad Races (Unique)] - Allows you to communicate with the myriad races throughout the multiverse. A unique skill granted for free to the forerunners of a newly initiated race.

      

      

      The skill somehow allowed him to communicate with other races. Was it only speech, or writing too? Again, more questions, and attempting to focus on the skills yielded no further results. He even attempted to use his newly acquired Identify skill, though nothing happened.

      Hearing something behind him, he was startled and quickly turned around to find that someone else had been transported to the same platform. With a hand on his knife handle, he noticed who it was.

      "Jacob?" he asked rhetorically, looking at the man before him. Jacob was no longer wearing his suit, but was instead donning chainmail, gauntlets, and what looked like leather pants with a pair of sturdy-looking boots. The entire thing looked like it had been taken out of the costume rack from a medieval movie.

      Jacob also appeared flummoxed by the entire situation as he took a second or two to collect himself before hearing and seeing Jake.

      "Jake!? Oh, man, is it good to see you! Have you seen any of the others?" Jacob spoke with his usual high energy in a hopeful voice.

      "Nah, I am just as surprised to see you here. After we entered the elevator, did you also—"

      But before Jake had a chance to ask, another flash of light appeared, and yet again—before he could even see who it was—another flash of light, and then another, until there were a total of ten people on the platform.

      Jake instantly recognized all the people, as five of them had been in the elevator with him, and another four were other employees at his company. To his relief, Caroline was amongst the new arrivals and looked to be fine, now donning a white robe with what looked like a small wand at her hip.

      "What happen—"

      "Hey, why—"

      "You seen Mike!?"

      "Where is—"

      Everyone began speaking over each other; all confused, but some more than others. Jake simply stood back as he tried to internally grasp the situation while, of course, listening to the others. After the initial panic had settled, they all calmed down and began assessing their situation. They were all professionals, after all. It had nothing to do with Jacob trying to calm them. Not at all.

      After a quick round of questions and answers, it seemed like they had all been transported to their own respective interrogation-like room and had gone through roughly the same ordeal as Jake had. However, Jake did learn that he had apparently missed some questions, as the others had discovered a few more details. One of which was that new skills could be earned every five levels with their classes.

      As they moved on, they also did a tally on their different classes. They turned out to have one light, two medium, and one heavy-variant warrior, two archers, three casters, and one healer. Rather balanced—something Jake suspected the system had done on purpose. Or maybe just luck.

      Their armor and outfits also greatly differed. They were no longer all wearing their nice dress shirts and “presentable” clothes. The light warrior had leather armor; medium warriors—Jacob being one of them—had a set of chainmail; and the heavy warrior wore what looked like rather poorly made iron armor.

      The other archer, whom Jake recognized to be Casper from R&D, had on the same cloak as him, and also wielded a similar wooden bow. Casper was one of the few other people Jake always got along with during work. They had to interact a lot due to what they did and naturally hit it off. Both were rather introverted and happened to possess some of the same hobbies. He wasn't sure if he could classify him as a friend, but close acquaintance at least. Also, they both sucked at anything romantic, making them kindred spirits in that department.

      Joanna was one of the people panicking the most, with her husband Mike not being amongst them. She herself had chosen to be a caster, perhaps just due to it seemingly being the least physically demanding. Though, thinking of it, she’d once said that she and her kids really liked a certain book about a scarred boy wizard.

      He also learned from the conversation that he apparently could have asked for a different weapon in the introduction. Maybe he could have gotten a modern compound bow… though he doubted it, considering the whole medieval theme going on.

      The last two classes were two other casters, all wearing brown robes very similar to the one he had on. These seemed to be quite a bit more comfortable, their material more akin to silk. They all had wooden sticks in their hands, something he assumed to be wands. And finally, there was their one healer, Caroline, in her white, silk-like robe with her smaller white wand.

      Another topic discussed was naturally the skills granted. As Jake expected, everyone had gotten Identify and the translation skill included in the title granted upon entering this so-called tutorial. Class skills were another story, though.

      Light warriors had a dual-wielding skill, which gave a boost while wielding two weapons, a throwing weapon skill, and a common-rarity skill, the counterpart to Jake's Archer’s Eye called Quickstep, allowing the warrior to make quick bursts of speed. In reality, however, the skill just made one take a step slightly quicker than normal, being thoroughly underwhelming in practice.

      The medium warrior had five skills, though all with Inferior rating. They had a skill for one-handed, one for two-handed, one for sword and shield, a throwing weapon skill, and an ability called Balanced Approach, which gave a small bonus to all stat effects while wielding any weapon. It was one so small that neither of the two medium warriors could even tell the difference.

      The heavy warrior had the same sword-and-shield skill, a two-handed weapon skill, and a skill called Toughen Up, which allowed the warrior to make the effect of Toughness increase temporarily. That, too, was incredibly underwhelming, not even having any visual cue at all. Also, Bertram said it still hurt when Jacob jabbed him, making even the effect questionable.

      The Archer skills Jake already knew, of course.

      Casters also had three skills: a magic-tool proficiency, which allowed them to use their wands and other magic items, an attack skill called Mana Bolt, and a defensive skill called Mana Barrier. The barrier sucked too, being so weak that a casual swipe with a sword could break it, but the Mana Bolt seemed quite powerful.

      The healer class also had three skills: Heal, which, unsurprisingly enough, allowed the healer to heal things, one called Regeneration, which turned out to be a passive aura that allowed allies of the healer to regenerate health faster, and the same magic-tool proficiency as the casters. Of these skills, Jake was especially interested in the aura, and how exactly it determined who were allies and who weren't.

      Another thing they also determined was that the identification skill didn’t work on other people. It did not even return a basic message. There simply was no response. It seemed that either the rarity of the skill was too low or prohibited for some reason. Jake looked toward Caroline and decided to ask about the aura, but he was interrupted before he had any chance to.

      "Everyone, look at the other platforms," the heavy warrior, Bertram, said, grabbing everyone’s attention. “I think there are other people on them.”

      As Jake looked over at the nearest platform, his improved vision came in handy, as he was able to make out some details. There appeared to be ten individuals on the other platform too, and as he looked around, he realized there were more populated platforms. He still saw some bursts of light on some of the other platforms, but after a minute or two, it was all silent, and the tutorial started for real.

      
        
        *Tutorial commencing*

      

      

      
        
        [Tutorial Panel]

      

        

      
        Duration: 63 days & 21:47:11

      

        

      
        Tutorial Type: Survival

      

        

      
        Completion Criteria: Survive the duration of the tutorial.

      

        

      
        Tutorial rules: Collect Tutorial Points (TP).

      

        

      
        Tutorial Information: The Great Forest below is filled with danger and opportunities for the new initiates to experience. Beasts roam the forest, hunting for prey. Kill the beasts to acquire TP while gaining strength. Perhaps even a chance to hunt the Beast Lords will present itself…

      

        

      
        Tutorial Point Rules: Gain TP upon killing beasts split amongst the contributors. Upon killing another initiate, half their TP will be split amongst the contributors.

      

        

      
        Final Rewards based on TP and the number of Survivors.

      

        

      
        Total Survivors Remaining: 1200/1200

      

        

      
        TP Collected: 0

      

      

      As Jake read through the information, he felt the pillar under him shake slightly, as it slowly began lowering. He quickly collected himself and checked that all his equipment was properly in place. As he did this, he wondered how he could be so calm despite the situation, then noticed that everyone else was also oddly calm, even if it did vary from person to person. Perhaps it had something to do with Willpower, or more likely, it was due to reliance on a certain individual.

      Throughout the conversation, Jacob had been the guiding light for everything. He had made sure one person spoke at a time, that useful information was extracted, and that everyone got their turn. It was an unspoken rule that he was the leader of the group. One that Jake, of course, had absolutely no intention of opposing.

      The group calmly discussed their plan of action during their descent, Jacob instantly taking the lead once more, of course.

      They agreed to focus on the first aspect of this entire thing: survive. They all had weapons, and all had potions; warriors and archers had three health and stamina potions each, while the casters and Caroline had three health and mana potions instead.

      Besides that, all they had were the clothes on their bodies. The rest of the internal discussion mainly revolved around the tutorial's weird details, such as the seemingly random duration. They also reached an agreement that hunting down beasts was a necessity. None of them was a fan of it, but they had to eat somehow. Based on the tutorial rules, it didn’t appear possible to shy away from violence. They also collectively agreed that they wouldn’t antagonize any other survivors unless they didn't have any other options.

      Jake didn’t agree with everything, but didn’t want to play devil's advocate or start any unnecessary fights. He had already noticed from before that maybe he was a bit of an outlier. He didn’t really understand the unwillingness to hunt. He himself felt quite excited at the notion.

      "First of all, we will have to locate water, food, and shelter,” Jacob said. “The flora does not appear to be the same as that on Earth, so we can’t trust our current knowledge of what is and isn't safe to eat. We should try to see if the Identify skill can help with distinguishing edible from poisonous plants. The system also mentioned beasts, so hunting will likely also be an option, if not necessary, to secure a source of food. But we also have to be wary of the other survivors. We shouldn't be aggressive, but let’s not be taken as pushovers either. Chances are we will have to hunt beasts as the system says to get stronger and survive. If we work together and do our best, I am sure we can all make it home safe."

      The small speech was a bit superfluous, considering they had already gone over those points, but it seemed to get everyone on the same track. Jake was once again reminded of why Jacob was the youngest department chief their company had ever had. He had achieved this, relying solely on his competency and charisma, plus a bit of nepotism, but that was almost expected in the job market in this day and age, or, well, before this day and age.

      The only thing that put Jake slightly off was spotting Caroline staring at Jacob with stars in her eyes. Not that this was either the time or place for such silly thoughts. The pillar was getting closer and closer to the ground.

      As they finally reached below the crown of the trees, Jake was able to spot several bird-like creatures hiding in the trees, though he was unable to make out any details. Two months… He would have to survive two months in this forest.

      When they were only a few meters from the ground, Jake steeled himself for whatever was to come.

      The pillar finally reached the ground, and they found themselves in a clearing. The pillar below them oddly seemed to phase through the ground, only leaving grass beneath their feet, and no evidence of the massive pillar ever having existed.

      Taking a deep breath of the fresh air, Jake clenched his fist around his bow. He felt a bit nervous. But more than that, a weird feeling began bubbling up from deep inside of him. Excitement.

      His boring world had changed, and he had no intention of making this damn forest his grave.
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            First Battle

          

        

      

    

    
      The group had previously considered their immediate plan of action upon reaching the ground, with the first objective being to find somewhere safe to set up a camp. The artificial sun in the sky seemed to have moved a bit during their short stay, indicating a day-night cycle.

      Bertram had made the educated guess that nighttime would prove even more dangerous than daytime. If beasts filled this forest, they guessed some of them had to be nocturnal. One couldn’t ignore the threat of other humans taking advantage of the cover of darkness either.

      After walking out of the clearing where the pillar had sunk into the ground, they wandered into the forest. The tension of everyone increased as they found themselves in a far more confined space. The first objective was to hopefully find a source of water to place their camp close to. Due to the trees' dense crowns, it was impossible to spot anything from up on the pillar, so they had to go in blind.

      As they walked, gawking at the environment, Jake was weirdly relaxed. Despite his vigilance of whatever might lurk behind the trees around him, he had a feeling that nothing would sneak up on them. He still listened for potential dangers, of course—a difficult task, as it wasn't exactly the silent kind of forest. Birds sang, distant roars of beasts rang out frequently, and the rustling of the leaves as the wind swept through was louder than what he was used to. This was likely linked to his slightly higher Perception.

      As their frontline heavy warrior, Bertram, went over a small hill, he suddenly came to a stop. Jacob quickly walked up to stand beside him. Jake was all the way in the back, but he could still hear them due to their proximity.

      "What are those things?" Bertram asked as he looked down the hill at another small clearing. Jake walked up beside them, being the last to arrive. He looked down at a group of what he assumed to be the mentioned beasts of some sort.

      "They look like large badgers," Jacob answered, turning to the rest of the group. "Though judging from the deer-like thing they are eating, I think they have upped their diet quite a bit. We already agreed that we might need to hunt. These things don’t look very dangerous, so we should be able to handle them. Any thoughts?"

      Jake looked at the big badgers. Four of them, each the size of German shepherds. Judging by how they ate the deer-thing, ripping the flesh away, they without a doubt had sharp teeth and claws. The perception of their surroundings seemed lackluster, though, to say the least. None of the things had noticed him or the others in his group yet, despite them only being thirty or so meters away.

      The feeling they gave him wasn't one of danger at all. In fact, he had a feeling that handling them would be easy.

      Interrupting Jake’s thoughts, the other archer, Casper, pitched in, "I vote for hunting. From the roars in the distance, it sounds like much more dangerous things are around, and they may even be our source of dinner tonight. They seem to be low-level beasts.”

      That got a nod from Jacob. Hearing the word level, Jake mentally slapped himself in the face yet another time today, wondering why he hadn't tried to use Identify yet. This is what the damn skill is for, he thought grumpily.

      Focusing on the beasts one by one, as he phased out the conversation around him and got what he’d hoped for—somewhat.

      
        
        [??? - lvl 3]

        [??? - lvl 4]

        [??? - lvl 3]

        [??? - lvl 3]

      

      

      "… I'm just saying, maybe they are closer to ferrets than badgers!"

      "I'm not saying they are not slightly ferret-like; I'm saying that you're confusing ferrets and weasels!"

      Jake finally zoned back into the conversation, hearing Dennis, the light warrior of their little group, and Lina, one of the casters, arguing about something pointless. Not exactly surprising. They were cousins and had an ongoing, never-ending charade of pointless discussions going on, some spanning days or even weeks before they finally decided to “agree to disagree.”

      Jake had to confess he couldn't see the resemblance to either creature... but then again, he didn't know the difference between the two anyway. But he was pretty sure of one thing. Ferret or weasel, an arrow to the heart or head was lethal.

      Breaking up the inane argument between the two cousins, the other medium warrior, Theodore, seemed to have had the same idea as Jake. "Guys, I just tried to use Identify on one of them, and it was level 3. I couldn't see the name, though."

      "Oh, great initiative! Why didn’t I think of that!" Jacob cheered and patted Theodore on his back. Turning to Jake, he asked, "Hey, Jake, do you have any thoughts on what to do?"

      "No, but I also tried identifying them. Three of them are level 3, and one of them is 4.” Jake had never done well in big groups like this, especially when all nine of the others turned his way. Seriously, he just hoped for the useless chatter to stop and the fighting to begin.

      They were ten versus four. They had the jump. Every advantage was theirs, so this posturing felt… pointless.

      "Okay, then, it seems like fighting them is the decision. Now for our tactical approach…"

      Several more minutes passed laying down a strategy and deciding on how exactly to engage the beasts. After the earlier discussion, they had retreated behind the hill again to avoid the things spotting them. Peeking up over the hill occasionally, the badger-maybe-weasel-maybe-ferret-like beasts did not seem to be in any kind of a hurry with their meal.

      The plan was simple: Fire off ranged attacks from a distance, trying to damage or maybe kill one or two, with Bertram trying to go in the front with his shield and get their attention, while Jacob and Theodore flanked him to cover his sides. The plan held the assumption that the beasts were stupid and aggressive if attacked.

      Planning so much was maybe a bit overboard for overgrown badgers, but no one seemed willing to take any risk. A sentiment that Jake understood, but disagreed with. Wouldn’t a fight without any risk be a bit… boring?

      The only problem with the plan was that apparently the casters only had around ten meters of range on their bolts—any longer than that and they would fizzle out of existence, according to what Ahmed, the last of the casters in their group, had been told during the introduction.

      They easily dismissed Dennis with his throwing daggers, having no faith in his accuracy at thirty meters, or even ten for that matter, assuming he could even throw them that far. This left Jake and Casper. And as for Casper… The first time he had ever held a bow in his life was earlier that same day when he got it from choosing the Archer class.

      "So, Jake, you got confidence to hit one from here?" Jacob inquired, seemingly not holding much faith in the plan they had spent the last ten or so minutes making. That the planning had been a waste, Jake agreed on. The beasts would already be dead if it was up to him.

      "Of course," Jake answered, once again slightly less awkward than before with everyone staring at him. His well-hidden frustration at the passive group outweighed his social anxiety.

      He took out an arrow from the quiver on his back and inspected it. Wooden shaft, steel tip, and fletchings made of a kind of feather he did not immediately recognize. The weight was good and balanced, the arrowhead sharp, and overall, it seemed to be of good quality.

      "Okay, ready when you are," Jacob said, getting ready along with everyone else. From the looks of everyone, the lack of confidence was all around. They weren’t fighters. The only one who appeared to have some kind of proper training was Bertram.

      Jake walked up over the small hill, followed by everyone else just behind him.

      He looked at the beasts and nocked the arrow. He raised his bow as he focused. His vision instantly sharpened, instinctively knowing that Archer’s Eye had activated. Time seemed to slow down ever so slightly as he pulled back the string.

      For the first time today, something felt right. The morning routine, work, the introduction, and everything else was just… wrong. But at this one moment, as he held the bow, everything felt like it was as it should be. He smiled, took aim, and shot the arrow. Before even seeing the result, he had already taken out another arrow, preparing to shoot once again in one fluid motion.

      The arrow had been aimed at the neck of the strongest beast, the one at level 4. He had briefly considered the heart or the head, but he had limited knowledge of their physiology. The heart might not have been placed where he assumed, and the hardness of the skull was way too unpredictable. The arrow flew in a straight line, with more speed, power, and accuracy than Jake had ever shot an arrow before.

      The arrow hit the beast straight in the throat as it raised its head from the carcass of its prey.

      It fell back over, and before the other badgers had even registered what had happened, the second arrow arrived, hitting the left-most badger square in its chest, penetrating deeply. The remaining two badgers looked over at the hill and instantly charged at Jake, showing no regard for their lives.

      Before they had even moved five meters, another arrow arrived. This time, they were ready, however, and dodged a head-on hit, only leaving a shallow scratch on the one on the right as it dodged. Jake only managed to get off two more arrows before they arrived at the group, both leaving minor injuries on one of them.

      Before the beasts could sink their teeth into Jake, a huge figure moved in front of him, carrying a huge shield and a shortsword, followed by Theodore and Jacob off to each of his sides. Jake flanked around, still hidden behind the three men in front of him, trying to see if he could get off another shot.

      The first badger to reach them was the uninjured one, smashing into Bertram’s shield and predictably getting knocked back from the impact. Following just behind it was the injured one, this one slightly more cautious as Jacob tried to keep it at a distance by pointing his sword at it and making threatening motions.

      As Jake took his time to line up a shot, the beast that had smashed into the shield was stabbed by Theodore, who had somehow managed to get it in its hind legs. With the thing disabled, the two warriors quickly managed to hack away at it.

      Jacob was still attempting to take on the injured badger, swinging his sword back and forth, with the beast jumping around and trying to attack him while not getting hit by the sword. Jacob had gotten several scratches on his arms already, and the badger also seemed to have taken a couple of hits.

      Jake aimed his bow, and just as the badger jumped away from the swipe of the sword, Jake released the arrow, hitting the badger in the side. Before the thing had a chance to collect itself, Jacob's sword fell, cutting into its head and promptly ending its life.

      Bertram and Theodore had also managed to finish off the last badger around the same time. Looking at the two initial ones he had hit, he saw both were also dead. The first one he had hit in the throat had died instantly, while the other one had managed to run a couple of meters toward them before it succumbed to its injury. Judging from the blood, Jake had hit something important, likely even the heart.

      "Holy shit, we did it!" yelled Theodore, swinging his bloody sword around.

      Behind them, Caroline was rushing up to Jacob. She started mumbling some words, and a white light appeared around her hands as cuts and bruises on Jacob's arms slowly healed. Jacob thanked her and looked over at Jake with a weird look in his eyes.

      Jake did not feel like having any unnecessary social interaction, and as the adrenaline slowly wore off, he looked at the system messages he had missed during the fight.

      
        
        *You have slain [Badger Cub – lvl 4] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 8 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Archer] has reached level 1 – Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Badger Cub – lvl 3] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 4 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Badger Cub – lvl 3] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 2 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Archer] has reached level 2 – Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (G)] has reached level 1 – Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Badger Cub – lvl 3] – Bonus experience earned killing an enemy above your level. 2 TP earned*

      

      

      Well, Jake thought, that was a bit more than expected. He felt good. Right. The warm glow from the increased stats sure helped, but it was more than that.

      He had won. It had been an easy battle, but it still felt great. The feeling when he’d hit each of the badgers was still clear in his mind, carrying the satisfaction that came with every kill. He wanted to hunt more.
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            Big Pig

          

        

      

    

    
      As Jake was still basking in the feeling of his level-ups and post-battle euphoria, he opened his status window. The reverie of his colleagues was of little interest to him, as while he enjoyed the victory, he didn’t exactly view it as some monumental achievement. They were overgrown rodents… Badgers are rodents, right? Probably not. He moved on.

      
        
        Status

        Name: Jake Thayne

        Race: [Human (G) – lvl 1]

        Class: [Archer – lvl 2]

        Profession: N/A

        Health Points (HP): 130/130

        Mana Points (MP): 120/120

        Stamina: 111/130

        Stats

        Strength: 13

        Agility: 14

        Endurance: 13

        Vitality: 13

        Toughness: 11

        Wisdom: 12

        Intelligence: 12

        Perception: 18

        Willpower: 10

        Free Points: 3

      

        

      
        Titles

        [Forerunner of the New World]

      

      

      Thinking back, he hadn’t opened the window since the introduction. Not even to confirm his class or title. And it sure had grown. His Agility alone had nearly doubled with the title and levels added together, going from 8 to 14. With Perception being the stat that increased by 2 points per Archer level, it had grown by an entire 8 points. And he could feel it. Sounds were clearer, and his vision sharper than ever—save for when he focused on using Archer’s Eye.

      It could be his imagination, but he felt like his Perception was still increasing as he stood there, venting down. Either the new stat points only applied their bonus gradually, or perhaps one simply needed time to get used to them. Got to experiment with it, he thought as he smiled to himself.

      Stats were truly a weird thing. During the fight, he had moved faster and been stronger than ever before, at the level of an athlete in peak form, at least. Yet it had all felt so natural that he hadn't even questioned it for a second. It was almost scary how easy it was to adapt to his body’s performance going through such huge changes.

      Deciding to write it off as system-magic, he dismissed the status screen, finally noticing that everyone was either staring at him or the dead badgers.

      "Thanks, Caroline," Jacob said as he gently pushed the now blushing Caroline away from him. He turned to the rest of them as he praised them. "Good job, everyone. Especially you, Jake."

      Jacob seemed back to normal again, the same passive smile and glint in his eyes as before. The tension after the fight had left everyone by now. On a sidenote, Jake had entirely “ruined” their carefully made plan by killing half of the beasts before the fight even began, the only beneficial part of the plan still applicable being what to do with the corpses after. They needed a source of food, so… badger meat. Yay?

      Figuring out how to transport the badgers was a hassle, as no one wanted to pick up the dead and bloody animals. Especially not the one killed by Bertram and Theodore, as it was a complete mess, filled with holes. They ended up only taking the two killed by Jake at the start of the fight, as they were the most whole. The carrying went to Ahmed, who felt bad for not contributing in the battle, and Dennis, who just seemed eager to help. No one even addressed or asked Jake to take anything. Not something he was going to complain about.

      As they walked forward, still looking for any source of water, Jake checked his quiver and took note that he was down to fifty-four arrows, having fired six in the previous fight. Focusing on the quiver, he once again Identified it:

      
        
        [Enchanted Quiver (Common)] – A quiver enchanted with the ability to conjure common-rarity arrows when injected with mana.

      

      

      Now I just have to figure out how to inject something with mana, he said to himself… only to figure out four seconds later that injecting something with mana was way easier than he had anticipated. He just had to hold it in his hands, and then think really hard about doing it. It was almost instinctual.

      As the mana slowly left him, it felt a little weird, but not really uncomfortable. In the quiver, he saw arrows slowly appear, seemingly growing out of the sides of it. After half a minute or so, there were once again sixty arrows in the quiver. Trying to inject any more mana seemed to have no effect at all. Looking at his mana, he saw that he was down to 102/120.

      So, three mana per arrow. Got it. Damn, this would have been useful back in the day.  Admiring the magical quiver, he mentally added, Or not, as I didn’t have mana...

      He had considered recollecting the arrows, but there were several reasons not to. First of all, he would have to clean the arrows somehow before they were useful again. Secondly, their penetrative power would be reduced if already used once, if only by a little. Third... he could just magically conjure them. And if he started getting low on mana himself, he could just have one of the warriors fill it back up since they didn't use their mana for anything else.

      All of that was ignoring how time-consuming it would be to recollect the arrows when it only took seconds to conjure new ones.

      As they kept walking, Jake quickly ended up at the front, walking beside Bertram. Bertram seemed to hesitate about something, but eventually opened his mouth.

      "Jake… were you in the military or something? Or maybe you went hunting from time to time?"

      Jake was a bit taken aback, not expecting that kind of question. "No to both. But I did a lot of archery when I was younger, and still practice when I visit the old folks back home. Why are you asking?"

      Jake was honestly confused. If he had to say so himself, he did decently in the last fight, but that was it.

      "I just thought you handled yourself so well back there, nothing more," Bertram said, not pressing further, though he didn’t seem like the answer satisfied him whatsoever.

      Jake nodded at him and turned his head forward again, scanning the foliage. One thing he had noticed was the complete absence of insects or grubs or any of the smaller animals, really. There were birds up in the trees, but even they were all roughly the size of pigeons.

      No insects were good, though. Normal animals seem to have mutated, or perhaps become something else entirely. Imagining mutated mosquitoes, ticks, or spiders, he could easily see their entire group being wiped out without even knowing how they died.

      The forest was extremely dense and full of hills, fallen trees, and giant bushes, which made knowing what was ten meters ahead of him an uphill task. This made them move rather slowly, barely keeping up a walking pace.

      After a couple more minutes of walking, Jake finally spotted some movement off to his left. He instantly poked Bertram in the side, who followed his line of sight, also seeing the rustling bush. Bertram lifted his arm, motioning the rest of the group to stop. Jake took the bow off his shoulder and took an arrow out of the quiver, nocking the arrow. He was ready for whatever was in there.

      After a few moments, the bush stopped rustling, and everything went silent once more. As the seconds passed, everyone seemed to start relaxing. Everyone but Jake. His intuition told him there was still something in there.

      He focused and used Archer’s Eye, observing the bush very closely. He spotted light being reflected between the leaves, and without any hesitation, he loosed an arrow.

      A huge shriek was heard, and stumbling out came a small boar, no taller than up to their knees. After stumbling for a few steps, it fell on the ground, an arrow sticking out of its left eye.

      
        
        *You have slain [Boar-Beast – lvl 1] – Experience earned. 1 TP earned*

      

      

      Everything was once again silent as they stared at the dead pig. Jacob opened his mouth to say something, but was interrupted by an even louder sound.

      A deafening squeal rang out, followed by the sound of stomping, causing the ground to vibrate slightly.

      "RUN!"

      Jake had no idea who had yelled, and he didn’t need to think twice before following the advice. He ran back and found his way around one of the larger trees. Without hesitation, he took out his knife and another arrow from his quiver and slammed them into the tree, penetrating easily.

      He started climbing as he registered the rest of his group, all running to hide behind the trees. Bertram was the only one still out in the open holding the rear. His shield was aimed toward the direction of the stomping.

      Just as Jake was making rapid progress climbing up the tree, the bush where the small boar had come from earlier was torn apart. A massive boar, taller than even Bertram—the tallest member of their group—emerged.

      The boar completely ignored Bertram and the others and charged straight at the tree Jake was climbing. It smashed tusk-first into the tree, making it shake excessively. The impact made him lose his grip on the arrow, but he managed to hang on to the knife and avoid falling to what would most likely be certain death.

      As Jake stabilized himself by taking out another arrow and plunging it into the bark, the rest of the group stood frozen gathered around another tree nearby, everyone just gawking at the huge beast. Finally, Jacob got his shit together and called for the casters and Casper to start shooting spells and arrows at the thing.

      The beast, completely ignoring the group of nine preparing to engage, instead kept smashing its head into the tree while making loud squeals. A bad move by it in retrospect, as it allowed enough time for the humans to attack.

      Three bolts of mana, followed by a lone arrow shot into the boar’s side, finally made it take proper notice of the other humans. The mana bolts made small explosions as they smashed into it, leaving small holes and burning its hide, while the arrow seemed unable to even penetrate the hide.

      The massive boar, now with new, far more reachable targets, started stomping toward the group. No one, not even Bertram, had any intention of having a head-on test of strength with the thing, as they all started running behind the trees.

      This had the effect of making it unable to charge toward them, as it tried in vain to impale anyone. They kept dodging behind trees, making use of the beast’s inability to make tight turns and maneuver properly, buying time for Jake to climb up to a branch and secure a foothold.

      From his new vantage point, Jake started shooting arrows at it. Compared to the arrows fired by Casper, Jake's penetrated its thick hide and embedded themselves in the beast. Once more, it tried to charge him, but it only ended up smashing into the tree harmlessly again in its stupidity, doing more damage to itself than anyone else.

      What followed was what seemed like ages of Jake shooting the boar, the casters firing mana bolts whenever possible. Meanwhile, the warriors tried to keep the beast’s attention on them by making loud noises and waving their hands and swords at it.

      It all seemed to be working rather well until they all heard a yelp. Jake saw that Joanna had fallen over something and was now lying prone on the ground, within mere meters of the boar. She appeared completely out of it from the fall and didn’t even look like she was trying to get up.

      The boar was stupid without a doubt, but it was at least smart enough to recognize vulnerable prey when it saw it, as it instantly shifted its attention to her. Bertram tried running to help her without hesitation, but he was too far away and too slow as the beast charged Joanna.

      It didn’t even try to skewer her on its tusks—it simply charged over her. As its massive hooves smashed down across her, a loud snap was heard, followed by Joanna screaming in pain.

      Before it could turn around and attack her again, Bertram finally reached it and stabbed his sword into its side, penetrating with nearly a third of his sword. The blow made it instantly change its focus to him and ignore the screaming woman.

      With a fast swipe of its head, it smashed its tusks into the heavy warrior, sending him flying back and into a tree with a loud thud yet leaving the sword stuck in its side. However, this entire sequence of events did allow Dennis to reach Joanna and start dragging her behind a tree.

      From Jake’s vantage point, as he continued bombarding the beast with arrows, he saw everything. Nothing to do about it, he thought as he kept up the assault. He figured he should at least make use of the space created by the woman’s ineptitude.

      The beast was starting to look like a porcupine with all the arrows sticking out of it, and with the occasional mana bolt burning its flesh, the beast had started getting visibly slower in its movements. It huffed loudly, now staring red-eyed at Dennis, who was covered in Joanna’s blood.

      Before the beast could start another reckless charge, it was hit in the eye by another arrow fired by Jake. Attempting to grab another, Jake noticed his quiver was empty, as the beast charged the tree he was in once more. The blood was visibly pooling in the undergrowth, and the boar itself looked like it had been dipped in a bath of red paint. Another two mana bolts hit the boar in its hindquarters, and Casper was still firing arrows, though only dealing minor damage.

      The beast was on its last legs by now, and the warriors finally felt confident enough to go closer. All of them started stabbing it, save for Bertram, who had been knocked into the tree pretty hard earlier. He was still conscious but struggling to get back up.

      With a few more stabs, the warrior’s swords—and the continuous blood loss—made the beast finally fall.

      
        
        *You have slain [Irontusk Boar – lvl 10] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. Experience split with the rest of your party. 302 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Archer] has reached level 3 – Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

      

      Jake felt the warm glow of the level but decided that bothering with the notifications could wait. Jake jumped down from the tree and rushed to where Joanna was lying. Caroline was already with her, using her healing magic. As he got closer, he was initially relieved that she was still alive, until he saw her lower body. One of the legs was completely ruined, while the other was missing entirely from the knee down. The massive weight of the boar had smashed it entirely into paste.

      "Use the healing potions too!" Ahmed yelled, taking out one of his and handing it to Dennis, who supported her head.

      Dennis quickly uncorked the bottle and poured the red liquid into Joanna’s mouth.

      The effect was immediate as the smashed leg started rapidly healing, and Theodore quickly grabbed it and put it in a proper position, ignoring the screams from the former receptionist. The leg healed, but the situation on the dismembered one was less positive. While the wound did close, no new limb was regrown.

      Bertram slowly walked over, holding an empty bottle in his hand. Judging from his condition, he must have also consumed a healing potion. Joanna had lost consciousness, likely due to the pain, and the mood had turned even more somber than before. There was no post-victory celebration this time.

      "We need to move," Ahmed said with a sigh. “This much blood is bound to attract something.”

      Dennis and Theodore decided to carry Joanna with one supporting each shoulder. The two badger corpses had both been dropped when the boar rushed at them, and quite frankly, no one felt like looking for them. Besides, there was a chance they’d been trampled to pieces by the Jeep-sized beast.

      As they started walking, Jake took his quiver in his hand and began conjuring more arrows in case another fight broke out. They couldn’t let a minor setback like this stop their hunt. There was still daylight left.

      Just as four arrows had been generated, Jacob and Caroline both slowed down and ended up walking beside him. Jake was still wondering what they wanted when Jacob turned to him and looked him in the eyes.

      "…Why did you do that?"
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            Questioning

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake was taken aback as he looked at Jacob with confusion clear on his face. "Why did I do what?"

      With a lowered voice, making sure no one else could hear them, Jacob elaborated. "Why did you decide to provoke the boars without any thought, not consulting anyone in the group? Look what happened. Joanna lost her damn leg, Jake. We are in a god-forsaken forest filled with monsters that want to eat us, and within mere hours, one of us is crippled.

      "What do you suggest we do now? Bunker down and hope nothing finds us for over two whole months? Or, what, leave Joanna behind to die? What exactly was your plan when you decided to shoot into a bush, without having any goddamn clue what was in there? There are other people in this forest too—what if it had been one of them? What the fuck is wrong with you?"

      Jacob’s face got visibly redder as he kept barraging Jake. He also grew louder and, of course, got the attention of the others. Everyone was staring at them by now, and, looking around, Jake spotted open hostility in some of their eyes, with others looking down at the ground. Bertram and Casper both just looked sad, while Ahmed didn’t have any emotions visible on his face. However, he didn’t seem inclined to voice his opinions.

      Jake had never seen Jacob this angry before. Right, what was I thinking? He’d just seen a reflection of something. In hindsight, it was the eye of the small boar. Something in his head had told him to shoot. It was just… instinct.

      Indeed, he hadn’t been thinking. From the beginning, he hadn't. Except for his internal pondering, when it came to any kind of combat or tense situation for that matter, he gladly ran on autopilot. He allowed his instincts to take over and intuition to be his guiding light when making split-second decisions.

      "I… I am sorry, I was just… I don’t know…" Jake couldn't properly express himself, his incompetence at social situations once again evident. On the one hand, he did feel bad about the outcome of the situation, but he didn’t truly think it was his fault.

      Not taking the shot would have been stupid too. It could have been a predator waiting to ambush them or even a trap of some kind. Besides, it was a foe they could clearly handle. The only reason why Joanna had ended up like she had was that she’d screwed up and tripped.

      "You don’t know?” Jacob said. “Well, you should know! Just think, for god’s sake! We are humans, not beasts who attack anything we see. Think about the consequences. We are a group. A team. What would have happened if we hadn’t been here? What if you had been alone?" Jacob got more and more aggrieved with Jake's passive demeanor and lack of feedback to his critique. Not due to Jake not taking it to heart, but because he simply had no idea how to respond.

      He took the question very much to heart. What would have happened if he had been alone? Replaying the fight, he began from the beginning.

      He’d been climbing the tree when the boar came out of the bushes and ran toward him, already out of reach of the beast. While it did make him temporarily lose his grip, he was never really in any danger of falling. The increased stats made him stronger, faster, and he had no problem holding himself up with only one arm. With his stats, he would have thus been able to climb the tree quite easily.

      The arrows he’d fired into the beast had done more than enough damage to make it bleed to death eventually. Toward the end, more than fifty arrows had penetrated it, and even if he had run out, he could’ve started conjuring more. Ultimately, the boar would’ve been forced to leave or stay below the tree and wait for him to keep shooting. And judging by the behavior of the thing, it likely would have stayed until it succumbed.

      The tree was more than strong enough to take the hits, having barely taken any damage. With its circumference easily being large enough for seven or eight grown men to stand holding hands around it, he saw no scenario where it would be falling over. So, to sum it all up… if he had been alone, he would have gotten solo experience and TP, and no one would have gotten seriously hurt, though the fight would have taken longer.

      On top of that, Jake had an inherent unwillingness to ignore his own instincts and intuition. As most people would, he assumed. While he in his work-life before the system was very calculating, always taking an analytical and data-based approach, he also relied on his guts a lot. The same for tests in university. He trusted his intuition to an almost unhealthy degree.

      When it came to archery, and pretty much everything else in life, he had grown to prefer taking everything as it came, trusting in his own judgment.

      And he felt like his instincts and intuition had only gotten stronger after the system came. Even taking a more objective look at his performance in this tutorial so far, he had made little to no mistakes… If he was alone, that is.

      He had made correct split-decision choices. With every arrow he shot, he’d never second-guessed if he should shoot or not. What if he had hesitated to climb the tree for even a second? He would likely have been squashed to mush in between a tree and a giant pig.

      Judging by the behavior of every beast they had encountered so far, the small boar had been likely to attack them either way, making the fight with the big boar inevitable. The result of his actions may not have been optimal, but he still adamantly stood behind them. Killing the small boar had been the right decision, and his performance during the fight was as good as anyone could expect.

      "I did what I deemed best, and I do stand behind the decision to kill the small boar. Even if it had been another human, trusting anyone not from our team is a horrible idea. The tutorial actively encourages us to kill each other. Don’t forget that.” As he spoke, he found confidence he hadn’t quite known he had.

      "Jacob, this new reality of ours is one where magic exists. Joanna is hurt, but she isn't in danger. She lost a leg, but who is to say that cannot be healed? With her improved physique, she should be fine soon, and maybe we can even attempt to make a wooden leg or something for her. Or we can just have her guard our camp since she can cast magic. This isn't our old world anymore. People die. I would count us lucky to not have lost anyone yet. Seriously, look at the tutorial panel, everyone."

      The final part of his sentence, spoken loudly, addressed everyone. Jake himself had opened his panel already:

      
        
        [Tutorial Panel]

        Duration: 63 days & 20:52:39

        Total Survivors Remaining: 1112/1200

        TP Collected: 319

      

      

      Not even an hour had passed since the beginning, and yet nearly a hundred people had died. And Jake seriously doubted that beasts were the only culprits behind the many deaths.

      The others were silent, unsure of what to say. It was no secret that Jake had been the main contributor of the group so far, performing the best in combat and scouting ahead for potential dangers. He’d even led them away once from an area where Jake felt like strong beasts were fighting each other.

      Despite them having been here for so little time, and only being in two fights, Jake had more than shown his proficiency. Even Jacob, the de-facto leader of their group, had to admit that Jake had been the one doing most of the heavy lifting so far.

      "Jake… I just want you to remember that we are a team. Consult with us, tell us your thoughts before just jumping into motion. To not be making the decision for all of us…" Jacob sighed, not willing to dwell on the topic anymore. He seemed relieved that Jake had no intent to either. "Let’s keep moving forward."

      The following half an hour was uneventful, Jake still walking at the front with Bertram just a bit behind him, and the rest of the group silently following his lead. Finally, as it was also starting to get slightly darker, Jake heard the subtle sound of running water off in the distance.

      He once again thanked his improved senses and told the group what he heard. Everyone was relieved, and after only another five minutes, they made their way to the top of a hill and saw a small river running just downhill. It was minimal, barely a couple of meters wide, with depth only to one’s ankles, but a source of fresh water was a source of fresh water.

      The group quickly found a clearing just a bit downstream and settled down on the grass. For the first time since the beginning of this tutorial, everyone finally relaxed—except Jake, who was sitting with his quiver in hand.

      Jake had conjured more arrows on the way but started getting a headache. A symptom of low mana, it seemed, as his mana had dropped down to 11/120. Stamina was still looking fine at 116/140. The maximum had been increased by 10 due to the point in Endurance given by the level-up in his class. Looking at his stats, he was once again reminded of his 4 unallocated Free Points.

      The biggest challenge in the prior fight had been his ability to deal damage. Against small targets, his arrows dealt major damage, and he could aim for vital spots. Like the boar, large creatures were simply too big to get affected much by the small arrows.

      There were weak spots, like when he hit the eye, but the other weak spots were normally protected. It had taken him his entire quiver of arrows to down one big piggie, and that was with help. But he wasn't sure if a couple of stat points in Strength or Agility would in any way enable him to do any serious damage. There was simply too much fur, skin, flesh, and muscle to get through before he hit any organs.

      Saving the points seemed like a waste too. After thinking a while, he decided to put 1 point in Strength, 1 in Agility, and 2 in Perception, just following his class distribution. Looking at his stats, not much had changed, except the points from a single level-up and the Free Points.

      
        
        Stats

        Strength: 15

        Agility: 16

        Endurance: 14

        Vitality: 13

        Toughness: 11

        Wisdom: 12

        Intelligence: 12

        Perception: 22

        Willpower: 10

        Free Points: 0

      

      

      Looking around, he was clearly not the only one consulting his menu screens. The chatter started shortly after; everyone just happy to finally have a modicum of safety. No one spoke to Jake, which was fine, as he was happy just to listen in.

      Everyone had gotten a single level in their race and class from the kill on the boar, it seemed, Bertram even gaining two in his class. He had already gotten one level in his class from the first fight with the badgers, but his contribution against the boar seemed to net him quite a lot.

      After having relaxed for twenty minutes or so, the peace was broken by Jacob getting up, urging the group to not waste what daylight was left. Distributing tasks, they began gathering firewood, checking the perimeter, and getting materials to perhaps make some basic tools. Theodore had the idea of taking some of the vines lying around and perhaps making some makeshift rope. The vines were very thin, but rather strong, and could be woven together.

      Surveying the perimeter went to Jake, who ended up killing two more badgers who were lurking in the bushes just outside the clearing. They were only level 2, giving no levels and only 4 TP. Since Jake didn’t have enough mana to recharge all his arrows, Casper gave him some of his arrows to fill up his quiver. Afterward, he started spending his own mana to conjure more, effectively acting as a mobile arrow factory.

      This also allowed him to ask Jake for tips related to archery and combat in general. While even Jake was surprised by his own level of competence in combat, he was more than confident and willing to give advice on how to handle a bow. He had tried to go pro when he was younger, though he didn't exactly go around bragging about it, mainly due to the fact that he had to give up that dream because of an injury, leaving a bit of a mental scar.

      He demonstrated proper forms and advised on aiming, proper motions when taking arrows from the quiver, nocking them properly, drawing the bow, and finally releasing the arrow, all in one fluid movement. Casper stood at his side, trying to follow along with the movements while throwing in a question here and there.

      Around the two archers, everyone was busy trying to make at least a barebones functional camp, and Ahmed volunteered to try to skin and prepare the two badgers Jake had killed that skulked at the outskirts of the clearing. His goal was to make it possible to cook them.

      Jake and Casper were left alone to their own antics, spending hours of training with their bows. As Jake thought back on all his knowledge of how to use a bow through teaching Casper, he was pleasantly surprised by the system suddenly giving him a notification.

      
        
        *Skill Upgraded*: [Basic Archery (Inferior)] – An Archer’s best friend is the bow in his hand and the arrow in his foe’s heart. Unlocks basic proficiency with bows and crossbows, and adds a minuscule bonus to the effect of Agility and Strength when using a ranged weapon.

        -->

        [Advanced Archery (Common)] – An Archer’s best friend is the bow in his hand and the arrow in his foe’s heart. You have shown improved proficiency with a bow, making the weapon even more familiar to you. Adds a minor bonus to the effect of Agility and Strength when using a ranged weapon.

      

      

      The stats' bonus effect went from minuscule to minor, though Jake still had no clue exactly how big the effect was. His bow did not really feel any more familiar than before, perhaps because he already felt very comfortable with it.

      Casper, while not getting any skill upgrade, still showed quite an improvement in his abilities. While it was certainly getting darker, there was still quite a bit of sunlight left in the day, and the dinner preparations were far from ready.

      Jake still had a few things he wanted to test. Looking at Casper while thinking of what to do, Jake got a brilliant idea.
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            Training & Rest

          

        

      

    

    
      "OW! For fuck's sake, that hurts!" Jake growled after being hit by yet another arrow.

      "Jake, are you sure about this?" Casper asked, genuinely wondering if Jake was actually a masochist. He had been shooting padded arrows—which used dulled arrowheads wrapped in cloth—at Jake for nearly three hours already. The cloth had come from Jake’s own jacket, which he had been wearing under his cloak this entire time.

      "Yeah, just give me a second," Jake said, getting ready once again. He had wrapped the torn sleeve of his jacket around his eyes, acting as a blindfold.

      "Are you really sure this is doing anything? Well, I guess it’s good target practice for me, but…" Casper mumbled the last part.

      Jake’s plan was rather straightforward. He would have Casper shoot arrows at him while blindfolded, then try to react to them without relying on sight.

      While Jake certainly had reservations about his own plan's veracity to begin with, he had made progress throughout their training session. In the beginning, he’d merely flinched milliseconds before the arrows hit. Now he could at least try to evade the arrow before it hit him.

      "Just keep the arrows coming; I can feel it!" Jake said, still hurting yet very positive.

      He had been wondering about his weird senses since coming to this tutorial. He’d somehow “known” the big boar was charging through the bushes before he saw or even heard the beast. Actually, to say he knew was a bit too strong of a word. He’d just had this vague feeling that a massive danger was coming.

      In combat, he didn’t really think much, per se, but merely went with the flow. He was still in full control of his body, of course, but at times, it felt like his brain couldn’t keep up with his body. His instincts. He just did what felt most natural at the time. And the results spoke for themselves.

      And that was how Jake got the idea for this kind of practice. He wanted to train his senses and allow him to understand exactly what was happening to him and why it felt like he had a new sixth sense. He had suspected it had something to do with being an Archer or with the Perception stat, but Casper didn’t have the same experiences as him at all.

      At the beginning of their impromptu practice session, Casper had merely thrown small sticks and cloth-wrapped stones at him. Jake had felt nearly nothing before the things hit him. He could get a feeling that something was coming toward him, but not how fast or where it would hit. It had also come way too late for him to react.

      After quite a bit of frustration and thinking, he’d asked if Casper could throw a rock not wrapped in cloth. This time, he’d felt it quite vividly before it hit him, and even more so when it actually did hit. Got a nice blue mark from that one. A round of Casper apologizing profusely later, Jake had calmed him down and convinced him to switch to the cloth-wrapped arrows. They still hurt like hell, but at least they were not able to cause any real damage. Well, he had lost a few health points, but it was barely noticeable, and they were regenerating quite quickly.

      Throughout the session, Jake felt the improvement more and more, and he felt like he was just a little away from grasping something. He had a far more distinct feeling that something was about to hit him than when he started. Still not enough of a feeling to react adequately, though.

      Back in the present, the next arrow came, and Jake once again felt that something was about to hit him, so he tried dodging it. He ended up still getting hit again and even ended up tripping while trying to dodge it. He got up again, not at all discouraged. He had felt it there. Not just the concept of danger approaching, he had even felt what it was that was about to strike him.

      They kept up the practice a bit more, with Jake even managing to dodge an arrow or two here and there. Casper was finally beginning to believe in whatever Jake was doing, and even asking questions about how to do it. Jake tried to explain the feeling he got, but he sucked at putting the feeling into words. Besides, it was like trying to explain colors to a blind person.

      Another hour went by before someone came over from the makeshift camp. Food had been prepared, and while neither Jake nor Casper were hungry, they knew the importance of sustenance. No one knew when they would get their next meal either.

      The dinner that was about to be ready was the two badgers killed earlier, grilled haphazardly over a small fire after being skinned and gutted. Bertram knew how to do that, surprisingly. They didn’t have any spices or proper tools, though, so frankly, it looked quite… simple.

      Even the cook, Lina, had to admit that it did not exactly look appetizing in any way. Caroline was the one that came over to the two archers to get them to eat. Jake nearly felt like all the pain had been worth it when she sat down next to him in order to heal his wounds as he ate. The healing felt good, like a cold stream running through his veins, and he saw the blue marks slowly disappear over the next twenty minutes as he sat there, enjoying the sensation.

      They chatted while Caroline mainly asked questions about why he had let Casper use him for target practice for the better part of four hours, and about other minor things, like how he was so good at using a bow and whatnot.

      Jake was happy to talk to her, and explained his training with Casper and what he hoped to achieve by doing it. He also explained to her how he had practiced archery growing up and how he still did it from time to time.

      He even divulged how he’d sadly had to give up going pro due to an injury, much to Caroline's interest. She had always seen him as the silent, nerdy type, and not at all sporty. This also made Jake realize how little he had interacted with her outside of work. The same went for everyone in their group, in fact.

      He had never been the social type in any kind of setting, really. While he wasn't absolutely hopeless in social interactions, he did try to minimize them.

      Him liking Jacob and Caroline was most likely because they were two of the only people outside of his family that he felt comfortable around. Because of his welcoming nature and open demeanor, Jacob allowed pretty much anyone to feel good about themselves. Caroline, on the other hand… He couldn't put his finger on why he liked her. He just did. Ah, who was he kidding? He just found her physically attractive, and that was about it. He’d barely known the gal before the system.

      In university, he had purposefully worked on improving his social skills and actively aimed to take part in gatherings and such. While he never got completely comfortable doing it, it improved his self-confidence tremendously during those years. Getting a girlfriend and a few close friends did even more for that confidence to develop. All until it was brought down the day he walked in on his girlfriend and his supposed best friend. Apparently, it had been an open secret in their little group. Open to everyone but Jake.

      All the work and development he had gone through had been for naught, and his self-confidence and self-worth were tossed in the gutter. His girlfriend had claimed it was just “having fun” and that it was nothing serious, while his so-called best friend had seemed to think it was no big deal at all, and that he just had to “stop being a pussy about it.” This was a sentiment apparently shared by everyone else in their little university group. Or maybe they’d just feared social excommunication from the group if they spoke up.

      This event had led to Jake returning to his old, introverted ways. He’d studied, done archery, played games, watched TV, and gone to classes. A good day was one where he hadn’t spoken a single word to anyone but his parents when they called, asking how he was doing.

      It had improved after he graduated, having gotten a good job, one through which he was forced to engage in the social system that is the workplace. Jacob was the one that had gotten him out of his shell initially and made him open up more to his colleagues. Enough to be on friendly terms with everyone, at least. Jacob seemed to always try to invite Jake to things explicitly. Thinking back, the reason why they were in this tutorial together was maybe even due to Jacob asking him to go to lunch together.

      In a professional setting, he had no issue speaking or expressing himself normally now. The same reason why he had no problem arguing for his decision-making with Jacob earlier and talking with Casper during their training. But what he was doing right now? Casually small talking with Caroline… It was more nerve-wracking than facing down the huge boar.

      During the conversation, Dennis yelled out to them, clearly flustered.

      "Caroline! Joanna woke up. Can you come check on her?" All of this was said while nervously shooting glances at Jake. Caroline did not hesitate and excused herself as she followed Dennis over to Joanna. Not that they were very far away, being less than five meters from where they had been sitting and eating.

      Jake could easily peek or listen in but decided against it. He wouldn’t blame Joanna if she were angry at him. In her eyes, he was the indirect cause of her injury, after all. However, he was a bit scared she would put any of those thoughts into words or actions.

      How would he react if she started yelling at him? Blaming him? Could he stand there and argue that he stood by his decision? Or would it get heated and turn into another huge argument? He was afraid to find out, and fell back into his old habit of simply avoiding the potential confrontation.

      He closed his eyes and once again focused on trying to understand and reexperience his weird new sixth-sense-like ability. As he closed himself off mentally, he lost track of time until he was awoken by Casper, who was about to poke him in the side.

      Jake opened his eyes before the finger even touched him, much to Casper’s surprise. Jake was about to ask what he wanted when he noticed Jacob having gotten up also. Clearly about to launch into another speech.

      "Alright, everyone, we made it through our first day," he said as he gave a sad look Joanna’s way. "Casper already checked and confirmed that the beasts have at least some fear of fire; however, we are not sure if it is a sure thing. I think we should have someone be on watch while everyone sleeps. We should make a rotation."

      No one had any objections to the idea of having someone watch their back as they slept. It was agreed that two people would keep watch together, while the others slept. Making the rotation, they had an odd number of potential lookouts, Joanna being excluded from the rotation. Without much fuss, Jake volunteered to keep watch solo, once again not meeting any objections.

      The first watch would be Lina and Dennis, the second watch would go to Jake, and the third to Jacob and Caroline. Jake wasn't exactly overjoyed imagining Caroline and Jacob being alone together, sitting at a bonfire under the moonlight. Not that a murder-forest was particularly romantic.

      As they finished cleaning up after dinner, nobody wasted any time getting some shuteye. While the stamina of most of them was still more than half full, they were nevertheless exhausted. While Jake did not feel particularly tired, he knew it would be foolish not to take the opportunity to get some sleep in. It wasn't exactly comfortable, just lying on the grass—the coarse cloak offered little comfort.

      Jake shut his eyes and fell asleep immediately. Quite a feat, considering the circumstances. He had no idea exactly how long he had been sleeping—he imagined the three hours they had agreed on—but he woke up as he felt someone approach him. Opening his eyes, instantly alert, he heard Lina give a small yelp as she jumped back, frightened by Jake’s sudden awakening.

      "Holy shit, you scared me,” Lina whispered. “Were you already awake?"

      Jake got up and made sure he had his bow, full quiver, and knife still on him. "No, I just woke up. How long have I been sleeping? And did anything happen while I slept?"

      He looked around. It was now deep in the night, though not as dark as he would have assumed. The moonlight did much to illuminate the surroundings, making it quite easy to see everything in the clearing. Or perhaps it was just his improved eyesight making everything appear brighter. He frankly had no way to know.

      "We have been keeping watch for a bit over three hours,” she said. “We used the tutorial countdown to keep track, and nothing has happened, really. A couple of small animals and what looked like more of those badgers were on the outskirts of the clearing, but they didn’t even exit the bushes or get close to us. Scared of the fire, I think. That, or my awesome magic!"

      Jake chuckled at her attempt at a joke, mainly out of courtesy. He could see how tense she was and knew she was just trying to lighten the mood. She smiled, and they went over to Dennis, who was more than happy to be relieved of his services.

      The two promptly went over to the others to sleep, while wishing Jake a peaceful watch. Jake took a seat on the same log that Dennis had been sitting on as he looked into the dark forest. Let’s hope that the rest of the night will also be quiet.
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      The night was quiet, far quieter than one would expect from a forest filled with borderline mindless beasts who wanted nothing more than to munch on human flesh. There were no roars, no howls of wolves or hoots of owls. No sounds at all, really, except the breeze rustling the trees and bushes, and the crackling of the bonfire.

      The responsibility of the person on watch was quite simple: keep an eye out for things trying to kill them, and keep the bonfire lit. Jake checked his stamina, seeing it up to 135/140. Nearly maxed out again by around three hours of sleep. It had only been at around half when he went to sleep, regenerating far faster than he had predicted.

      The need for sleep being reduced with levels was certainly a possibility, or perhaps the introduction to the system had changed something fundamental that simply made sleep less important. For example, Jake was wondering what would happen if one just chugged down stamina potions whenever it got low. Perhaps one could stay awake indefinitely.

      Shaking his head, Jake got up and took a short walk around the camp, surveying the perimeter of the small clearing. In hindsight, the location of their camp was poorly chosen, to say the least. There were trees and dense bushes all around them, making easy hiding spots for any predators, and not a single direction offered any solid cover from potential assaults.

      Jake considered if they should look for a cave or something like that in the morning. Then again, caves also had their drawbacks, as chances were there would only be one entrance… and he could just imagine a beast like the big boar charging through the narrow tunnels, trampling anything in its wake. Yeah, not a pretty picture.

      Looking at the trees, it seemed possible to somehow make camp up in one of the larger ones, though that would make having a fire impossible, and he was not completely confident in everybody’s ability to climb said trees.

      Thinking about how little activity there was in the forest at this time of night made Jake think that the system—or whatever or whoever had designed this tutorial—was not completely ruthless. The absence of nocturnal beasts made surviving quite a bit easier, giving them time to sleep and recuperate. Even animals like badgers, which were normally active at night, seemed to only hunt during the daytime.

      Jake, however, still had to remain vigilant, as he had no solid evidence that there were no beasts out there still hunting. He could also not forget the other humans of the tutorial. He had seen them on the giant pillar at the start, spread out to all sides. Thinking back on it, he realized they had only been to the left and right, and none in front or behind him. He also couldn’t forget the giant wall off to the back of them.

      The space between the pillars was measured in kilometers easily, so it was not surprising that they had not run into other survivors yet. It had only been half a day or so, and while they had been moving for a while, they had not gone far, perhaps only a few kilometers tops. The pace had been slow, everyone moving tensely and overly carefully, even taking some detours to avoid potentially dangerous areas. The direction they had traveled was also directly away from the wall.

      He didn’t even know if all the other participants in the tutorial were actually human. He had seen silhouettes, indicating bipedal creatures, but he had no way to know if they just had roughly the same shape as humans, or if they were humans. And quite honestly, he was not sure if he preferred for them to be humans or for them to be aliens, as chances were they would end up in conflict at some point.

      As the minutes slowly ticked by, the monotony started getting to him. While sitting still and just keeping an eye out may sound easy, anyone who has worked any kind of night job knows exactly how boring it is. But sadly, reading a book or playing on his phone was not an option.

      Dennis and Lina had likely kept themselves entertained by talking and keeping the other awake and aware. The boredom, mixed with the lack of even the slightest stimulation from the environment, led to Jake slowly becoming less and less vigilant.

      However, he was promptly awoken from his stupor once more when he heard rustling from one of the bushes at the far end of the clearing, the furthest away from the bonfire. Jake fixed his eyes on it as the bush kept rustling. He did not feel any sense of danger from the bush as he focused on it, but his instinct nevertheless told him something was wrong. That he should be careful.

      He took his bow and got up from the log, checking back on everyone still soundly asleep. Everyone had been dead tired yesterday, mainly due to the mental exhaustion of this whole ordeal, so he was not at all inclined to wake them up for a false alarm.

      He walked toward the bush, which still rustled slightly once every couple of seconds as he got closer. He scanned the bush, seeing nothing but still feeling hesitant to go right up to it. He started drawing his bow and aimed it at the bush, then slowly walked closer, taking tiny steps and preparing for anything that might jump out.

      Without any warning, something came out of the bush, and he instantly shot his arrow, easily hitting it. At the same time, before he could even register what it was, a silhouette charged out from the bushes. He couldn’t properly see what it was in the darkness, but the humanoid silhouette was clear. It was further cemented when saw the moonlight reflected off the blade of a sword.

      Jake stumbled backward and called out to awaken the others, but the sound had barely left his mouth when he haphazardly raised his bow to try and block the sword.

      He managed to block it, but he was pushed backward, once more nearly falling to the ground. He barely held on to the bow with both hands. Finally, he got a proper look at the assailant. It was a bearded man who seemed to be in his thirties, wearing an outfit identical to the one worn by Jacob and Theodore. In other words, a medium warrior.

      The warrior once more tried to swing his blade, but it had cut into the wood of Jake’s bow and gotten stuck. Their fight became a stalemate—Jake trying to get his bow back and retreat, and the warrior trying to cut all the way through and into Jake’s body. However, the stalemate was short-lived as another person rushed out of a nearby bush, wielding a huge two-handed axe.

      Jake saw him, and it didn’t take a genius to know the situation was bad. Real bad. The medium warrior was as strong, if not slightly stronger, than Jake, and he had already been forced into close combat, meaning he had no way to use his bow. The others back at the camp had awoken by now, but they were scrambling and confused, with not even one of them having a clue what was going on. Jake and his attackers were a good twenty-five meters from the bonfire, hidden in the darkness.

      Jake was at a loss what to do as the axe-wielding warrior got closer. He had no time to think, so instead of thinking… he just reacted. Less than a second before the axe smashed his head in, he let go of his bow just as the warrior tugged, making him fall backward from his own momentum. Jake took the opportunity to pull back as the axe smashed into the ground where he had just stood. The weapon was now stuck in the ground, making the heavy warrior his next target.

      Charging forward, he tried stabbing the heavy warrior with his knife but was blocked by the man’s armored arm. Without any hesitation, Jake pulled an arrow from his quiver and, making use of the arrow’s length, managed to hit the axe wielder's eye with an overhead blow, just reaching across his guard. The arrow barely penetrated, but it was enough to buy him time.

      When he turned around, the medium warrior was once again upon him, but Jake managed to block the first strike with his knife. The warrior took a step back and swung his sword once more, but this time, there was a slight red gleam around it; it moved faster and was far stronger. Jake’s attempt to block it was met with severe pain in his wrist as the knife flew out of his hand.

      At the very same time, he felt a distinct sense of danger from behind him. No… not the feeling of danger, but that of sure death. Time seemed to get slower, as Jake’s senses were stimulated like never before. He saw—no, felt—the battlefield. The axe wielder had gotten up once more, bleeding from his eye, but had managed to pick up his axe and prepare to attack again.

      The medium warrior was already upon him once more, raising his sword for another strike. Even more importantly was that behind him… an arrow was flying for his head. For the first time ever, he completely embraced the feeling of these new, unfamiliar senses. But even more than that, he completely and unquestioningly followed exactly what his instinct told him to do. Something had been unlocked, and he more than willingly accepted it.

      He swayed slightly to the side, raising his left hand behind his back as he caught the arrow. The same motion easily dodged the overhead blow from the medium warrior as he slammed the arrow into the man’s hand, making him yell out in pain and drop the sword. The axe-wielding warrior behind him once more tried to strike him, but he dodged the blow by ducking beneath it as if he had eyes behind his back. In the same motion, he caught the falling sword that the medium warrior had dropped earlier.

      In a swift, fluid motion, he smashed the sword into the axe warrior’s kneecap, making him buckle over as he screamed. Instead of trying to finish him off, Jake went for the medium warrior with the intent to finish off the now disarmed man. Jake ran toward him and cut him once across his arms as he raised them to try and block. The second blow sliced his neck open, spraying blood and drenching Jake from head to toe.

      Another arrow flew his way, but Jake merely swayed slightly to dodge it as he rushed the axe-wielding heavy warrior, who was trying to pick up his axe once more. Jake, however, did not give him time to do so. In a full sprint, he kicked the man in the head. Before the disoriented warrior could recollect himself, Jake lifted the sword and stabbed it downward into the skull of the kneeling man. With his entire weight behind the blow, the sword still ended up only penetrating a few centimeters, but it was more than enough to pierce deep into the brain, killing the man instantly.

      However, the sword was stuck, making Jake take out two arrows from his quiver and wield one in each hand as he dodged another arrow shot by the enemy archer. The attacking archer was clearly flustered, and fear was evident in his eyes as the blood-covered Jake charged him. He had been hiding in some bushes off to the side, but pinpointing him using the trajectory of the arrow was simplicity itself.

      The archer threw his bow to the ground, realizing that he had no time to fire another arrow, and drew his knife. An excellent choice, as Jake had found his archery very lacking. Clearly a novice before the system, and he had a feeling the man wasn’t that much better with a melee weapon either.

      Jake smirked as he easily dodged the first swipe of the knife, then leaned in and stabbed an arrow into the archer’s knife-wielding arm. To the man’s credit, he did not let go of his knife, but it helped him little as another arrow was stabbed into his stomach. He dropped his knife from the shock of that one.

      He tried fighting back, but Jake easily took out another arrow from his quiver and smashed it into the archer’s chest, followed by another, and then another. The poor man was only able to flail his arms as he attempted in vain to ward them off.

      Nine arrows later, the man finally stopped struggling as his last breath left him. A total of twelve arrows were sticking out of his corpse.

      Jake got up and looked toward the sky, a small smile still on his lips. The sense of danger had passed, and his instinct to kill had gone quiet. He had survived.

      The others back in the camp were now more than awake and ran toward him, all of them clearly still flustered. The moment they saw the scene, they were instantly horrified by the sight. A man lying facedown in a pool of blood, right beside another man still in a kneeling position, blood dripping from his eye and a sword sticking out of the top of his skull. The picture was made all the more horrifying by a smiling Jake, completely covered in blood, standing over another corpse with a dozen arrows sticking out of it.

      "What… what happened?" Jacob stammered, clearly disturbed by the carnage.

      A smiling Jake turned to him, still savoring the euphoric feeling he was currently experiencing. His smile grew even larger as he answered.

      "I won."
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      Jake felt good. Incredibly good, in fact. The sensations that came from facing down certain death and coming out on top were wonderful. He didn’t notice the weird look Jacob was giving him, nor did he notice that the other people in his group had made their way over, though some of them quickly turned right back around when they saw the scene.

      Among the new arrivals, Caroline looked at Jake with a mix of concern and fear.

      "Are you hurt? There is so much blood…" she said in a quiet voice. She looked pale as she stared at the image of Jake standing beside a man full of arrows, the blood gleaming as it reflected the moonlight.

      "I’m good. None of it is mine." Jake said this casually, with a light smile. He was hoping to finish up any potential conversations so he could move on to more important things. He had gotten several system notifications that he was more than eager to get to.

      "Oh… okay," she answered tentatively.

      Caroline didn’t seem inclined to ask any more questions, while Jacob looked like he had something to say, but chose not to.

      Jake gladly took the opportunity to extricate himself when no one else spoke up. "I’m gonna go sit down and check my status messages. There are no more enemies as far as I can tell, so relax, everyone.” He considered if he should tell them they could go back to sleep. He decided not to, as he had serious doubts anyone felt like sleeping right now. He sure as hell didn’t; his spirits were way too high.

      Jake walked to the bonfire, which was still burning bright as ever, sat down on the same log he had used as a lookout earlier in the night, and finally opened his notifications window to a slew of messages.

      
        
        *You have slain [Human (G) - lvl 3 / Warrior (Medium) - lvl 7] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 478 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Human (G) - lvl 2 / Warrior (Heavy) - lvl 5] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 340 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Human (G) - lvl 2 / Archer - lvl 4] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 294 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Archer] has reached level 4 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (G)] has reached level 2 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Archer] has reached level 5 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

      

      He had won not because of his stats, but purely due to how he fought. They were amateurs, and Jake doubted they’d even used all their skills during the fight. Besides the medium warrior using that glowing sword, he hadn’t noticed anything else… Then again, they were all low level, and it wasn’t like skills actually had any real visual prompt from what he had seen so far. In fact, he wondered if he should be surprised that the guy had a skill to make his sword glow like that to begin with.

      Looking at his gains from the fight, the stat points and levels were nice, but the real gains came in the next few notifications, though they were a bit different from any earlier ones.

      
        
        *Bloodline Detected*

        Processing…

        …

        Bloodline analyzed.

      

      

      
        
        *Bloodline Awakened*: [Bloodline of the Primal Hunter (Bloodline Ability - Unique)] – Dormant power lies in the very essence of your being. A unique, innate ability awakened in the Bloodline of the newly initiated human, Jake Thayne. Enhances innate instincts. Enhances the ability to perceive your surroundings. Enhances Perception of danger. +5% to Perception.

      

      

      A new skill had been unlocked—or was it an ability? He was clueless as to what the whole Bloodline business was about. His family background was nothing extraordinary, as average as one could be, and yet he apparently possessed an innate ability tied to it.

      Not that he was going to complain just because he was a bit confused. The effects of the ability were, in Jake’s honest opinion, awesome. It also explained why he had these weird senses that none of the others seemed to have. More amazing was that the description even included his name. That was kind of cool in its own right… right?

      What he gathered from his own experiences, along with the description of the ability, was that it had four effects. The first one was the enhancement of instincts. Without a doubt, this was the explanation behind his performance in combat and the occasionally supernatural reaction time he possessed. His ability to react was way beyond what his stats should allow him, and the reason why he, at times, felt like his body couldn’t keep up with what he wanted it to do.

      The second part of the ability was the one to perceive his surroundings. The three-hundred-sixty-degree perception he had experienced during the fight made him act as if he had eyes in his back. He could not explain at all how it worked; he just “knew” where everything was.

      Even now, it was still active. He “felt” the bonfire's flickering flames and every particle of smoke that entered the air. He “knew” of the log beneath him, how it had a small part of it inside that was hollow, and every single blade of grass around it. His understanding improved whenever he focused on it, but it was passively making him aware of roughly everything around himself, especially any movements.

      It was all vague, however, and the range seemed only to be a few meters. He could not sense the others, as they were still at the corpses ten or so meters away. He estimated the range to be perhaps five or six meters. Too low for scouting, but invaluable in combat.

      Third on the list was the perception of danger. That part was rather self-explanatory, honestly. It was the prickling sensation he felt whenever something dangerous was heading his way, the feeling in his gut that something dangerous was lurking ahead.

      That part alone was great, but what made this part of the ability incredibly strong was the synergy with the two other effects. His perception of the area around him allowed him to perceive the nature of the danger, and his enhanced instincts allowed him to make a split-second reaction.

      The fourth and final part was a 5% stat bonus to Perception. While certainly valuable, he saw it as rather inconsequential compared to the other effects. He didn’t doubt it would prove more beneficial as he got more stat points, and the bonus started adding up, though.

      The entire skill seemed far stronger than anything else. Archer’s Eye was also a Perception-based skill, but compared to his Bloodline of the Primal Hunter, it was borderline useless for anything other than scouting.

      Even with the ability itself being so awesome, it didn’t come alone, bringing even more benefits.

      
        
        *Title Earned*: [Bloodline Patriarch] – Unlock a unique Bloodline ability. The power found in the origin of your Records are yours, and yours alone to wield and pass down throughout the multiverse. May your Bloodline prevail. +15 Vitality, +10% to Vitality.

      

      

      This one was… massive, in a few different ways.

      The description of the title was quite something in itself, especially compared to his only other title, which was just a matter-of-fact statement that he was now part of the multiverse and new to it. This one instead talked about something called Records. Whatever the hell that was.

      Even the name of the title felt quite a bit more impactful. Bloodline Patriarch. It was indicating that he was the forefather of the Bloodline and that it was his alone. Did this mean that the rest of his family didn’t also possess it? Was he just the first one to unlock it? The thought of his family still alive briefly entered his mind, but he suppressed the thought. Now wasn’t the time to get sentimental.

      The description and stat points granted by the title indicated the system's desire for him to survive and thereby allow the Bloodline to live on... and oh boy, the stats. A massive +15 Vitality, instantly making it his highest stat, only made better by another +10% straight on top.

      Looking at his stats, he found they had gone through quite a development from the level-ups, ability, and title.

      
        
        Status

        Name: Jake Thayne

        Race: [Human (G) – lvl 2]

        Class: [Archer – lvl 5]

        Profession: N/A

        Health Points (HP): 302/310

        Mana Points (MP): 123/130

        Stamina: 144/170

        Stats

        Strength: 18

        Agility: 19

        Endurance: 17

        Vitality: 31

        Toughness: 12

        Wisdom: 13

        Intelligence: 13

        Perception: 28

        Willpower: 11

        Free Points: 3

      

      

      His stats had seen a massive growth, which made him smile widely. He did frown a bit, however, as he began to question his Vitality being at 31. According to his quick math, he should have 29 Vitality before the +10%, having been at 13 the last time he checked. After that, he had gotten +1 point from his race leveling up and +15 from the title. With +10%, he should be at 31.9… and yet it only showed 31 and not 32. Did it only show whole numbers rounded down?

      Jake had 3 Free Points, so instead of thinking further on it, he simply allocated a single point and saw it instantly jump from 31 to 33. So, only whole numbers rounded down. Got it, he thought, nodding internally.

      As for his last two points, he decided to do another experiment. His stamina was at 144/170, being higher than his maximum was when he’d woken up earlier in the night. What Jake wanted to know was how increasing the maximum of a resource affected the current amount available.

      He allocated a Free Point to Endurance, leaving him with one left for later. He saw his stamina jump to 154/180, adding a static 10 points to both maximum and current. Does this mean you could potentially have infinite stamina with enough repeated level-ups? Jake wondered, though he did admit the scenario of that happening was quite far-fetched.

      For the last Free Point, he was unsure how to distribute it, so he just let it be for now. The last subject on his lengthy list of system messages was the result of reaching level 5 in his Archer class:

      
        
        *Archer class skill available*

      

      

      Jake mentally acknowledged that he wanted to browse class skills, and a big list appeared before him. To his surprise, a huge number of weapon skills showed up. [Basic Two-Handed Weapons (Inferior)], [Basic Shield Technique (Inferior)], [Basic Unarmed (Inferior)], [Basic Throwing Weapons (Inferior)], and so on and so forth.

      The only ones he did not seem to have were the magic-related ones. Quite honestly, Jake was not interested in any of them whatsoever. He was more than happy with his already once upgraded [Advanced Archery (Common)], and he still had the [Basic One-Handed Weapons (Inferior)], in case things got dicey and he was forced into melee as he had been in the last fight. This left him with only three options available at the bottom.

      
        
        [Basic Trapping (Inferior)] – The Archer is not limited to direct combat, but can also use his tactical prowess to emerge victorious. Unlocks proficiency using basic traps and knowledge of how to construct them. Adds a minuscule bonus to stat effects on traps based on the nature of said trap.

      

        

      
        [Basic Stealth (Inferior)] – The deadliest predator is the one not seen coming. Unlocks basic proficiency in the art of stealth, allowing you to remain undetected more easily and blend into the environment. Adds a minuscule bonus to the effect of Agility and Perception when successfully remaining undetected.

      

        

      
        [Basic Tracking (Inferior)] – The first objective of any hunt is to find your prey. Unlocks basic proficiency in tracking entities you are familiar with. Must be identifiable tracks available. Adds a minuscule bonus to the effect of Perception when tracking.

      

      

      All of them were just more basic proficiency skills. Thinking back to the two melee ambushers earlier, both had been over level 5 in their classes. He would not at all be surprised if they both had the basic stealth skill, considering how close he’d gotten to them, while they’d managed to remain hidden. Though the first warrior had a glowing weapon, so he must have gotten a skill to do that. Yeah, that made Jake a bit jealous. Good riddance; that lucky guy was dead.

      He saw value in all of them, but he did not see himself setting up a large number of traps, especially not with his Bloodline ability. He very much wanted the tracking skill, and he did consider taking it to track down where the three attackers had come from.

      But ultimately, he decided on [Basic Stealth (Inferior)]. He could imagine the synergy with his Bloodline ability, allowing him to attack his foes before they would ever get a chance to strike back. The fact that it also scaled with both Agility and Perception only made it all the better.

      The fight had made him realize how little he had accomplished since he got into the tutorial. They were all higher level than him, with the medium warrior being level 7 in his class, more than twice what he had been. He had already decided that he would need to go hunting.

      He picked the skill and felt the same feeling as when he’d gotten his class the first time. This time, it was far weaker, though. It gave him something he wasn’t quite sure if he could call “knowledge,” but he still instinctively understood it. Maybe it was due to his Bloodline ability, but he doubted it. Either way, he now knew how to sneak a bit better than before. It was a small, subtle thing, and far from a complete guide on becoming a master thief.

      Closing all the menus, he felt very satisfied with himself, though perhaps a bit sad that getting a new skill was so anticlimactic. No ability to shoot laser beams or to shoot down the eight suns with eight arrows was gained.

      Jake finally got up from the log and stretched his back. The smell of iron instantly reminded him that he was still covered in blood. Or, more accurately, his cloak and face were covered. He took off his cloak, seeing that his shirt and pants underneath were spared from the torrent of blood. Quickly, he sprinted down to the small river nearby, cleansed his face, and sprinted back up to the camp once more, the entire trip taking less than a minute.

      As he felt refreshed, he also began to feel oddly naked. He immediately realized that he had no weapons on him whatsoever. His knife had been disarmed, and his bow had been hacked into. He saw that the others were still over at the corpses, and Jake started walking over. He first got to the dead archer and picked up the bow he had dropped, noting that it was identical to his old one, the only difference being that this one was undamaged.

      While picking up the bow, he couldn’t help looking at the dead archer and the arrows still sticking out of him. The blood had long stopped seeping out, but the man’s eyes were still wide open, showing visible horror. Jake looked at him as he stopped. He looked over at the other corpses: the man with a sword still stuck in his skull, and the other lying in a pool of his own blood.

      At the same time, he saw the looks everyone gave him. It wasn’t the same look of the blame for causing Joanna’s injuries like before. It was one of fear. That was when it struck him, far later than it should have.

      The attackers were humans. He had just murdered three human beings.
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      Murder. Killing. Homicide.

      The act of taking another human's life has many names in society. No matter the name assigned, it is a crime. It is immoral. And even if morals were completely ignored, the act of removing another member from society is, in most cases, a detriment to said society. The act of ending another life is innately abhorrent to humans, and even if the act is one hundred percent justified, it will often leave the killer traumatized by the experience.

      In many comics, the moment a hero kills a villain, he becomes a villain himself. It is seen as a turning point for the character—his or her fall to the dark side.

      These were just some of the thoughts bouncing around in Jake's head as he was sitting on the grass, staring down at the ground, reflecting on his feelings of what had transpired that night.

      He had killed not just one, but three people. Logically, he knew that it was self-defense. They had tried to kill him, so he’d killed them instead. It was justified, and in many countries, could even be considered legal. Heck, it could even be argued that he was in a situation comparable to a war zone, making the laws of war apply, in which case he had simply killed enemy combatants.

      Even if he got over the fact that he had killed them, though, the way he had done so couldn’t be ignored. He had not thought of the ferocity of his actions during the fight, but as he saw the corpses, it couldn’t be clearer how brutal he had been. Especially with the archer… He had pinned him down and simply kept stabbing him over and over with arrows until he finally stopped moving. It was a textbook example of excessive force.

      The acts of brutality could perhaps be explained by Jake's inexperience in combat, the adrenaline pumping through him as he fought, and his enhanced instincts taking charge, but what he could not explain away was how he’d felt while doing it… and after. He’d felt nothing when he killed them. It was like he was just checking off three items on a list as he ended their lives one by one.

      After the fighting, the only thing he’d felt was euphoria. He had never felt better. More alive. The relief, feeling of superiority, and overpowering sensation of “winning” were just too intense, too addicting. If the feeling was due to his enhanced instincts, as he suspected… that meant his base instinct, him at the very core of his being, enjoyed killing.

      No, that’s wrong, he corrected himself. He had not felt any pleasure from killing the badgers, and he hadn’t felt any particularly strong emotions after the big boar either. He’d only felt contentment after that. He did not enjoy the simple act of killing… he enjoyed the hunt. The challenge of the kill. He enjoyed the feeling of winning over his foe.

      Jake had never been the confrontational or aggressive type; in fact, he strived to avoid conflict whenever possible. But he enjoyed a challenge. He enjoyed pushing himself to his limits and trying to improve. Throwing his entire being into something and striving for the top. It was why he had managed to get so good at archery. It was how he had managed to graduate as one of the best in his class. Not because he was particularly smart; he just liked to see the number on his test score go up, so he slaved away to make it happen.

      He remembered one of his professors describing him as “driven” and “ambitious.”  Jake wasn’t sure if he agreed with either of those, but he did enjoy picking hard fights and coming out on top. What people misunderstood, though, was that it wasn’t because of the reward from the challenge. He did it for the challenge itself. The outcome wasn't necessarily relevant.

      That was how he felt about the fight that had ultimately resulted in the death of three human beings too. He felt like the outcome, their deaths, was ultimately irrelevant. It was the process of the fight that was his goal, and not the death of the three of them. It was just the unavoidable result of a life-and-death battle.

      Which was the root of his problem. After reflecting on his emotions and boiling everything down, he came to the realization that he just didn’t care much. Be they human or beast, in the end, they were just challenges to overcome. The only feeling of remorse or regret he’d felt so far in this tutorial was when Joanna got hurt.

      Even then, Jake knew that he thought it was her own fault more so than his. A part of him hated feeling that, but when he thought the scenario over, he just couldn’t find anyone else to blame but her.

      She could not have tripped, to begin with. As a caster, she could have at least tried to use the Mana Barrier that they’d already established all casters had. Freezing up right after tripping sure hadn’t helped her chances either. If she hadn’t, rolling out of the way of the charge would have been more than possible.

      If all those failed, she could at least have managed to avoid getting a limb trampled off so they could fix it up with a potion like the other leg. In other words, if it had been him in her position during the fight, he wouldn’t have ended up losing a leg.

      But it had happened, and she was now just a burden. He and everyone else in the group were aware of it, but no one truly wanted to voice it out. Leaving her behind was no different than leaving her to die. None of them wanted that on their conscience, and no one wanted to leave a colleague and a friend behind. Not even Jake, despite his annoyance at her. But at the same time, he couldn’t stay like this forever.

      He finally realized he did not fit in with the group, likely a bit late in retrospect. They were corporate workers, civilians in every sense of the word. The only fighting any of them had ever participated in was sports like boxing. He doubted any one of their entire group had ever even been in a barfight or something similar, except for one person.

      Bertram did stand out. He’d been decisive and strong even before the tutorial. He handled his shield and sword well, and he didn’t hesitate when attacking. The man had the eyes and demeanor of a fighter and was, without a doubt, the strongest person in the group except for Jake, but he was tethered to Jacob. Comparing their ragtag group of office workers to the ones he had killed was night and day.

      While still amateurs with their weapons, the ambushers that attacked him had been far from new to fighting. They’d had a plan of attack, a damn good one in his opinion, and they’d had the guts to fight. They’d had the courage to take on the lookout of a group of ten with only three people. Their hope had likely been to kill him quickly before he’d even had time to wake up the others, then proceed to wipe out their entire camp before they could muster a counterattack.

      Their levels also spoke to their proficiency. They had either dared to hunt down beasts or other humans to get their level, meaning they had fought most of the time since entering the tutorial. They’d just been unlucky to encounter Jake as the lookout. If it had been anyone else, chances were that the majority of their group would be dead now.

      Comparing those three to his own party just felt sad. They would likely have lost several people to that big boar, if not been wiped out completely, if Jake had not been there. Maybe they would even have suffered injuries from the first group of badgers. They were weak—not just in fighting strength, but also resolve.

      He realized that this line of thought was a spiraling black hole of negativity, but he had to acknowledge it. If his instinct, his natural disposition, was to enjoy hunting and overcoming challenges, then he could only see himself driven completely mad by suppressing those desires.

      He finally looked up from the grass, having found a semblance of resolve. He would hunt, and he would grow stronger.

      The others were still talking over at the two warriors' corpses, and Jake could hear their discussions, which seemed to mainly revolve around who the attackers were, where they’d come from, and if there were more of them. Jake looked at them. They were his friends, his colleagues, and, in the case of Caroline, his crush. He wanted them to live, from the bottom of his heart.

      In order to make that happen, he needed power. He had won today, but would he win tomorrow? What if there had been more attackers? What if they had been higher level, or he had made a mistake? His Bloodline ability was far from flawless. It did not grant him omniscience, but merely faster and more appropriate reactions during combat.

      Take the medium warrior’s attack, where his blade had been coated in the red gleam. His instinct had no warning of it, and he’d ended up disarmed and nearly dead. The strike hadn’t been a danger to him directly, as it hadn’t been aimed at his body, only his knife. It had been an attack to disarm him, and his natural instincts couldn’t recognize a complex attack like that. He also needed to think more while fighting and merge instinct and logic.

      With his resolve steeled, he walked over to the rest of the group, save for Lina, who was still beside Joanna.

      "Jake… can you tell us what happened?" Jacob asked as he saw him walking over.

      Everyone seemed to avoid looking at the corpses, which was perfectly understandable. It was equally understandable that they avoided looking at the killer.

      "Yeah… I was keeping watch when I heard…"

      He explained exactly what had happened, and he saw the concern on Jacob’s face as he described the ambush. The concern only seemed to grow into confusion as he described how he had turned the situation around.

      "But… why would they attack us without reason?" Caroline asked.

      "Experience, equipment, and tutorial points," Jake answered promptly. He then went on to explain the points he had gotten along with the levels. He purposely left out the whole Bloodline thing, though. The fact that one of the assailants had been level 7 came as a big shock to them, as the strongest of them, Bertram, was still only level 2 in his class after the boar kill.

      "But to just murder someone…" Caroline mumbled as she instantly gave Jake a mixed look.

      "It was self-defense, Caroline," Jacob said, coming to Jake’s aid. "He… We have no choice but to defend ourselves. He may have saved us all. Please don’t blame him for that. We may need to reconsider our strategy for…"

      As the others kept talking, mainly filled with concern for the future, Jake went over and picked up the knife he had dropped when the medium warrior attacked him with the glowy-weapon skill. As he picked it up, he also finally solved the mystery of what had been thrown at him when they first jumped him.

      He saw a dead badger, with the arrow he had shot stuck in it. It had been dead before he even hit it, with what looked like a long sword-cut across its stomach—something he presumed had been the cause of its death, to begin with. He doubted he would get tricked like that again with his new Sphere of Perception, the name he’d settled on for his new spherical vision.

      Tuning back in to the ongoing conversation of his colleagues, he wasn’t exactly pleased. The group discussion seemed to steer toward finding a safe place to hide and wait the tutorial out, only fighting when absolutely necessary or to get food. As Jake listened, he started getting more and more pissed off. Was he really the only one who had any grasp of the situation they were in?

      He finally snapped as he started speaking in a voice far louder than any one of them was used to, using enough curse words that it would demand a call from HR.

      "Wake the fuck up, people! This entire fucking tutorial is focused on killing! Oh, and it is called a bloody TUTORIAL! As in TRAINING! What do you people think it’s a tutorial for? A nice corporate office job? Or, I don’t know, maybe somewhere even more fucked up than this place? What do you guys think is more probable? The world has changed, and you all need to get your asses moving and adapt if you want to survive."

      Jake got winded toward the end, everyone just staring at him with wide eyes. He was perfectly aware that the outburst was entirely out of character. He’d just had enough. He had resolved that he wanted them to live, that he wanted them to make it through this tutorial in one piece, and they wanted to hide in a hole in the ground for over two months?

      A single person who had fought just a little during the tutorial would be able to wipe them out easily in just a few days if they didn’t gain any Strength. A random beast could come upon them and kill them too. Jake did not like to have the thought, but he was confident that the current him could take down all of them singlehandedly in an ambush, just picking them off one by one with arrows from a distance.

      "What do you suggest we do?" Bertram asked as he stepped up. He had been the bravest and most competent by far in the group, not including Jake. He had walked in front, and he had even selected a class during the introduction that allowed him to defend others. The tone in his voice was not one of anger or confrontation, but sincerity.

      "I suggest you do whatever you need to level up and survive this shit,” Jake said. “Even if you don’t want to fight other people, you at least need the strength to defend yourself when they wanna fight you. In other words, hunt beasts. Get experience, get power, do what the system wants you to.”

      "I agree with Jake," Casper said as he also joined the conversation. "We need to learn how to fend for ourselves. What if Jake had not been on watch, but someone else? What if they had come a couple of hours earlier? Would you be confident in fighting three people at once who were all above you in level, Dennis?"

      Dennis shook his head, clear that he would likely be a corpse on the ground right now had the watch plan been different.

      Jake hoped that his outburst could be a wake-up call for all of them. He didn’t want to just leave them and go be on his own. He was afraid of the consequences of that. They couldn’t survive on their own as they were now.

      He gave them space to think it over as he excused himself from the group and went to check the corpses, starting with the two dead warriors. He knelt on the ground and started rummaging through their satchels. If he and his colleagues had gotten six potions at the tutorial's start, so had these people. He quickly took the satchels off the corpses and looked inside. Both had quite a number of potions in them, a mix of stamina, health, and mana.

      The presence of the mana potions confirmed that these three had either been a part of a team with casters or healers who’d died, or they had killed casters or priests. He personally leaned toward the latter. There was a total of fourteen health, eight stamina, and five mana potions, also counting the contents of the dead archer’s satchel.

      He turned to the group once more, who had simply stared at him as he looted. It was still dark, but the fire from makeshift torches they had brought over made the scene well lit. The problem was that the forest was still too dark to leave. They would have to wait for morning before they could do anything.

      "For now, try and get some more rest," Jake said. “It is still my turn to sit lookout, so I will. Get some energy. Tomorrow, we hunt.” Then he sat down on his log once more, doubting any of them would get even a wink of sleep.
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      Jake kept his promise of being on the lookout for the rest of the night. It turned out to only be a couple of uneventful hours until the artificial sun rose once more. Looking on as the scrambling group got up and gathered their things, he seriously doubted they had gotten any sleep at all.

      Their current campsite was compromised, and they had no clue if more enemies would come, so they needed to find somewhere new. Their entire initial plan of finding water and food and all the usual survival crap turned out to be a damn waste of time. While they still needed food and water, they needed levels far more, so sitting in one spot was just stupid.

      They got packed up, and Jake was surprised to see even Joanna up and about with a makeshift wooden leg. It was essentially just a big stick of wood bound to her thigh and what was left of her leg. It looked uncomfortable and certainly not fit for any big movements, but he saw determination and grit to keep going on her face. Jake felt respect for the woman, as she refused help, and they started walking.

      They moved further away from the huge wall in the distance. Jake had a theory, based on where the pillars had been and the wall only being visible behind them, that this entire place had a spherical design. The fake celestial bodies also indicated a dome shape. Moving inwards toward the center of the dome would hopefully allow them to find more beasts. They had been very sparse in the outer area, after all.

      It took little time before they came across another group of beasts. This time, it was a group of deer-like creatures, the very same that the badgers had been eating on the first day. There were seven of them total, and after using Identify, he found them to be between level 2 and 4, with the biggest among them at level 5.

      Jake decided not to interfere, first of all because he was not sure how much experience killing lower-leveled enemies would give, and also because the entire purpose of this exercise was for everyone to build fighting experience. They started once more forming a long, elaborate plan, but Jake shut them down real hard and told them to get their shit together and move.

      They had three casters and an archer, plenty of ranged firepower to take down some of them before the fight would even truly begin. Jake had given them all the potions he had looted the day before, so they were more than covered in that department. He did keep the stamina potions, though, as they were rather unnecessary for his colleagues at this point, and Jake had a theory he wanted to test out. Something for a more opportune time.

      The fight went rather easy, as Jake had predicted. Bertram easily tanked the biggest deer and even an additional one, while Theodore, Jacob, and Dennis took on one each. The final two deer-like things had already been killed or disabled by the initial barrage, making the fight effectively five versus nine, with Jake not participating.

      Theodore managed to kill his deer quite easily—it was only level 2—by landing a swipe on its neck, cutting it open. His style was a bit reserved and defensive, but he had a good build and didn’t lack confidence. He was also rather good in spotting openings, and Jake was even fairly sure he saw him throw in a feint.

      Dennis took a bit longer with his two daggers cutting away at the beast. He was by far the fastest in the group besides Jake, and he also used his active ability, which allowed him to have small bursts of speed here and there. He did hesitate a bit and clearly didn’t like fighting, but he got the job done nevertheless.

      In Jake’s honest opinion, Jacob was the worst combatant in their group by quite a margin. He panicked nearly instantly when the beast got close, and just swung his sword back and forth. The casters did decently, with Joanna having the worst accuracy—which Jake could honestly not blame her for, considering her circumstances. Ahmed was by far the best, having quite the accuracy and aiming for vital spots, with Lina falling somewhere in between.

      Caroline had little to do during the actual fight, as her healing skill was touch-based, but she was fast to call out potential dangers and even healed Jacob mid-combat at one point. She was surprisingly good.

      Casper was also decent, but Jake was kind of biased when it came to archery. His results did speak for themselves, though, as he did get in some good shots, even taking down one of the deer solo when they first engaged.

      The entire ordeal took only a couple of minutes, with the last opponents to die being the big deer that slowly got whittled down by Bertram taking its hits with his shield, and the casters and Casper shooting it to death.

      Jake did not get any credits for the kills since he did not actively participate, confirming his suspicions that you had to do damage or contribute in some way in order to earn experience. His moral support and oversight did not seem to count as actual helping.

      The gains were also decent. Disregarding TP, they had a couple of level-ups, also resulting in race level-ups. This also truly confirmed the hypothesis that race leveled up every second level in the class.

      Without further ado, they moved on and ran into a couple of smaller groups of beasts over the next couple of hours. Jake only had to step in once when a rather large level 7 badger ran past Bertram, heading straight for Lina. However, it was easily killed by Jake with an arrow to one of its legs followed by another that hit the thing in its right eye, likely penetrating the brain as the beast fell dead immediately.

      They did sustain some injuries, the most dangerous one being when Theodore took a nasty bite to one arm and had to drink a healing potion. The minor injuries, like scratches and such, were healed by Caroline after every fight. While she could not do much in combat, her healing was invaluable, as it allowed them to always stay in top condition, and healing also seemed to remove any chance of infection in the wound. Assuming that was still a thing. Oh god… can bacteria get levels? Jake quickly threw this thought all the way to the back of his mind. Happy thoughts, happy thoughts...

      While a healing potion could heal injuries too, and in general worked way faster, they seemed to have some kind of cooldown. If you drank one, you couldn't drink one for the next hour. Why this was, they didn’t know. Heck, they didn’t even know why they knew. Theodore just said that he did right after drinking one. System magic or something. They did not know if there were adverse effects from drinking another or if it just wouldn’t work, and quite frankly, no one wanted to test it out.

      After another rather tough fight and a round of healing, everyone was getting tired, seeing as they had also passed their fourth hour since they set off in the morning. The last group they killed was a small group of the deer-things again, so they decided to make camp and roast the things over a fire. They also found another small stream nearby, allowing everyone to rehydrate. Jake purposely did not eat or drink anything during this time.

      He wanted to test exactly how the health and stamina resources worked, and their relation to daily necessities. He wanted to see if potions—primarily stamina potions—could counteract the need for sleep and sustenance. But that was for a time where he felt any actual hunger or need to sleep.

      They sat gathered around a small fire eating the roasted deer that—it had to be mentioned—was quite a bit better than badger meat. It was short-lived, however, as their peaceful break was interrupted when Jake heard what sounded like metal rubbing against metal. He got up from the log he had been sitting on and motioned to the rest of the group to get ready for a potential conflict.

      The source of the sounds was soon made clear, as out of the bushes walked a large man in full metal armor identical to Bertram’s, also carrying a shield and sword. He was on the older side, in his late forties to early fifties, but his presence did not indicate any weakness due to age.

      Quite the group followed him. Jake counted fifteen, with more potentially hiding in the dense foliage behind them. There were mainly warriors, which made sense since half of the basic classes were variants of the class. The rest were casters, with only one archer from what Jake could see, and not a single healer.

      Jake made quick eye contact with Jacob, which his former leader instantly understood as he went forward. While Jake certainly was the strongest in their group when it came to combat, he was likely the weakest when it came to negotiation. And while Jacob sucked in combat, he was top tier when it came to social interactions.

      The first one to speak was not Jacob, but the middle-aged warrior.

      "Well, hello there—my name is Richard," he said in a friendly voice as he looked over their group, his eyes stopping on Caroline for a second. "We saw the smoke from your fire and decided to investigate—no need to worry. We have no intention of fighting anyone. So, who might you people be?"

      The man was quite well-spoken and had a relaxed expression on his face. Looking at the situation, Richard's group had them outnumbered by quite a margin. Jake had no confidence in fighting so many enemies whatsoever if things turned for the worse. If a fight did happen, it would either be a one-sided slaughter or him and his colleagues scattering like the wind, with likely only Jake making it safely away and the others being hunted down one by one. In other words, fighting was out of the question.

      "It is good to see other humans at last!" Jacob smiled brightly at the man as he stepped forward. "My name is Jacob, and these are my colleagues from before this so-called tutorial. May I know why you have sought us out? We have no desire for any unnecessary conflicts either."

      "Of course not; we humans are meant to stick together!" the man answered with an exaggerated belly-laugh, as he suddenly seemed to turn serious. "My and two other groups, much like yours, have decided to team up in order to get through this purgatory that refers to itself as a tutorial. Of course, we need all the people we can have, so we would love for you and your friends to join us."

      Jake noticed how Jacob seemed to instantly catch on to how he used the term “team up.” It didn’t take a genius to see that only a single leader existed in the group in front of them. Richard might’ve claimed it was a team-up, but clearly, it was simply assimilation.

      Jacob didn’t let his thoughts show, but he kept smiling as he nodded. "It’s good to hear that other groups are also doing well out there. May I have a talk with my colleagues first? I am sure you understand that a decision like this is best made unanimously."

      "Of course! Of course! Take your time!"

      Despite Richard’s agreement, Jacob was quite clear they were just words. They had to find a solution fast.

      Richard motioned for them to stay as his group allowed Jacob to retreat slightly, motioning for Jake and the others to do the same. During it all, Jake kept an eye on the other group in case they tried something. Richard shot a glance at the archer that had been standing at his side from the very beginning, and Jake noticed said archer going slightly forward, clearly intending to listen in with his high Perception. His second-in-command?

      As they got a small distance away, Jacob turned his back to the other group and addressed them. "What do you guys think of them? A bigger group would be safer, and I think that their offer is…"

      He kept talking positively of the offer, but when he looked around, he saw that Jake had knelt down and written some words on the ground with his fingers:

      THEY LISTEN

      BAD FEELING

      CAREFUL

      Jacob nodded, looking to have already expected it. That was likely why he kept his true thoughts hidden. Jacob promptly removed the words with his hand, acting like he was just dusting off his shoes. He continued speaking as he received reluctant looks from those around him.

      "… But we are familiar with each other, and we seem to function well as a team. There are also certain drawbacks to big groups, such as a higher need for food, and it may end up provoking some of the stronger beasts or something like that."

      The others had also seen Jake's scribbles and nodded along to what Jacob said. None of them seemed to like it, probably getting a bad vibe from Richard and his group.

      Jake saw the other archer out of the corner of his eye, subtly shaking his head at the middle-aged warrior, who frowned at the seemingly unexpected response. But the archer quickly wiped the frown off his face as he put on another smile and approached their group once more.

      "I understand if you are reluctant, but working together is in the best interest of everyone here."

      "It certainly is, but—"

      At this point, Richard directly turned to Caroline, who stood at the back, and interrupted Jacob. "Young lady, you would not happen to be a healer, would you? It would be greatly appreciated if you came with us."

      Caroline looked shocked and confused, but didn’t manage to say anything before Richard turned back to Jacob and the rest of them.

      "Your colleagues don’t have to come, you know? They can, but you could also go with us alone—safety in numbers and all that. I can promise you an appropriate position in our group, and that we will do anything we can to keep you safe. There will, of course, also be levels aplenty. If you just come with us, I am sure we can solve this amicably."

      Even Jake, with his horrendous social skills, could interpret the undertone in that one.
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      The mood of the conversation shifted, and the smile on Jacob’s face was gone. Jake was also working in overdrive, analyzing the situation. Should he take them by surprise and shoot the man? Even if he tried, he had no confidence in landing the shot. And even if it did hit and somehow managed to kill him, chances were it would end badly if the other side retaliated, or more accurately, when they retaliated, as he seriously doubted they would just take getting their leader killed lying down.

      Caroline was also looking incredibly nervous at this point, hiding a bit behind Bertram, who had a stoic look on his face. The situation was tense, to say the least. She did not look at all like she wanted to respond positively to his… “invitation.”

      Richard looked on as he flashed a light smile, but his eyes were still rather cold. The ones behind him also seemed to have tensed up too and had their hands close to their weapons. He finally started talking again, breaking the silence before they reached a breaking point.

      "I’m just going to be honest with you all—healers are scarce in this place. We had one, but he died within an hour of entering the tutorial. Three groups, thirty people, and only one fucking healer.” He spat on the ground, clearly frustrated. "So, young lady, I am serious when I say that you would be treated well. We need you far more than you need us."

      He turned back to Jacob again and continued.

      "You agreed that we humans are meant to stick together, right? We have no healer. We have only a handful of healing potions. There are no medical supplies, no hospital, no doctors, no nothing. Does she not have a responsibility to help her fellow man? I want to solve this peacefully with everyone walking away happy, but I don’t exactly have a choice here. We need a healer, one way or another. We only need the healer. The rest of you are free to choose what you want to do.

      "Just know that her joining us is nonnegotiable. Not having a healer is just too risky in this place, and I have already lost too many good men and women unnecessarily. If you and your colleagues join us, you will be treated like everyone else. We will make hunting parties based on optimal setups, with the healer joining my own party, naturally. I can even promise that if you don’t wish to fight, we offer protection as long as you contribute in other ways. Just think it over carefully."

      Richard seemed to be done talking, as he gave them space once more. He had thrown the ball in their court, and now the question was just what to do…

      They could try and run, but they were clearly outnumbered, and their levels too low. Jake had a feeling that the majority of the opposing party was at level 5 or above. He said they had run out of healing potions, which indicated that they had done plenty of fighting. Fighting is off the list.

      The second option was to join them. Jake did not like that option at all. He got a bad feeling from them. He did not doubt that Caroline would remain unharmed, but what about the rest of them? Would they be used as meat-shields or what? They would clearly not allow them to act autonomously for fear of them leaving with Caroline.

      The third option was just to hand her over. They would likely let them go, as while humans were worth hunting, they were far more dangerous than beasts in most cases. Additionally, they would have to try and not antagonize Caroline more than necessary. Jake doubted anyone would want a healer who wanted nothing more than to kill the people she healed. Or worse, refuse to heal at all.

      Needless to say, Jake was not a fan of just handing her over. One reason was that they would end up with the same issue that Richard’s group currently had. He was hesitant to voice his thoughts when Theodore started talking.

      "Maybe we should just go with them. Imagine not having access to any kind of healing or medicine in this shithole. It would make even the best desperate. We don’t even know them—why are we taking an antagonistic position?"

      Quite a few of the group members nodded, while others stayed silent.

      Jake could easily see Richard smiling in the other group, clearly approving of the direction their conversation was currently taking. Theodore did have a good point, though—they were clearly desperate. Who were they to reject helping the other group? Without a healer or health potions, a single bite or claw wound could become infected and fester, making even small scratches and injuries fatal.

      Jake also thought back to his own objective. He had decided that he wanted to try and help his colleagues learn how to fend for themselves. If they joined a larger group, they would be significantly safer from the beasts.

      According to Richard, Caroline, one of the few people Jake actually cared about, would be safe for sure. He did not doubt the middle-aged man when he guaranteed that he would do anything to protect her. Who would be stupid enough to piss off or kill a walking hospital in a forest filled with dangers?

      Jake, however, was not at all open to her going alone. It would leave the other eight without a healer. He also had serious doubts that Caroline would ever agree to leave them behind. Especially not Jacob.

      As the discussion continued, Richard and his crew patiently waited, and the decision to join was slowly reached. But there were still reservations. How would they be treated? Would they be considered outsiders? What reason would Richard have to keep them around after already getting his hands on Caroline? The predominant fear was that they would be treated more like hostages than members.

      Jake had said nothing so far. He had kept silent, listening and taking in the conversation. Richard seemed not to care what they thought as long as they joined. No, Jake needed insurance. He needed something that would keep them safe and treated well.

      He had no intention of joining either way. He had decided to go his own way last night already. He needed strength, and he needed power. And he did need power. He could feel himself becoming restless from not progressing.

      It would be foolish not to grasp an opportunity to rise above what he currently was. More importantly, he also wanted to. He wanted to hunt, fight, and encounter challenges. And he would not be able to do that if he stayed with any group.

      Jake thought of his desire to hunt. He thought back to right after he had killed the three attackers the day before, and the feeling of accomplishment and fulfillment—the feeling of power. Basking in the feeling, he channeled his Bloodline as a faux smile of never-ending confidence appeared on his lips.

      "Richard, is it? What’s your level?" he asked in a calm voice.

      Richard looked over at them, truly noticing Jake for the first time. A young, inconspicuous man completely covered in the cloak given out to all archers. He surely saw nothing remarkable until he looked at Jake’s face. His eyes were practically glowing, and he had a confident smile, with a trace of excitement hidden deep beneath. Not a single sign of fear or worry evident, almost as if he wanted a fight to break out.

      "I am level 9 in my class, and we have a couple of others in our group at level 7 and above," Richard answered truthfully, seemingly not afraid of sharing it.

      The ones before him had clearly been office workers or something similar before this tutorial. The only odd one out was Jake, who must have given him a bit of a different feeling.

      Either way, they had leveled from entering until now, only resting for a few hours. They had played it safe due to not having a healer, but Richard probably doubted a single individual could outmatch them. He probably also doubted the man was actually strong, as his colleagues couldn’t hide their confused looks at how he acted.

      "And who might you be? Your level too, if you don’t mind?"

      Jake looked back at him with a small sigh of disappointment. It was not an act, either. He had genuinely hoped that the man was stronger. From what he had seen, level 10 seemed to be a power spike for monsters, and humans might experience something similar.

      "Well, that’s slightly disappointing. I was hoping for you to be stronger," Jake said. "As for my name and level? I am Mr. Eat Shit, and I am level go-fuck-yourself."

      Richard’s smile faded significantly. Jacob, Caroline, and all the others were gobsmacked at what the hell Jake was doing, openly provoking the man. Especially how Jake kept up that weird, daring demeanor, despite them being outnumbered so badly.

      "I thought we were close to reaching an agreement here?" Richard asked, more than a little annoyed at the unexpected development. Who was this archer that he hadn’t even bothered noticing before? What gave him confidence?

      "Oh, fairly sure they’re joining you, but I am not," Jake said, still smiling at the man as he walked closer to Richard and his camp. “I have bigger prey to hunt.” As he got closer, he felt a prickling sensation making him aware of the danger lurking behind the man. He distinctly felt three archers who likely had their bows aimed at him in case he tried something.

      "I just wanted to make something clear,” he continued. “I will leave my former colleagues to you, so do take proper care of them. Of course, if something happens, we will have issues.” By now, he was only a single step away from the middle-aged warrior.

      Richard was a good ten centimeters taller than Jake, literally looking down on the archer. Yet he seemed unsure of how to act.

      "Huh, issues? What kind of issues would those be?" He squinted down at Jake while taking half a step forward to tower over him.

      Jake's smile widened. "The kind of issues where I get convenient prey served on a silver platter. Do you believe yourself superior? Do you think those three archers will land their shot before I remove your head? Do you think their arrows have any chance of hitting? Do you honestly think that you are the predator in this scenario?"

      Jake opened his arms wide out to the sides, watching Richard tense up as he dropped the smile and turned serious. "Because you’re not. You can take them, train with them, fight with them, and survive with them. But I will be watching. A single misstep, and I will hunt you and all your pals down one by one. Sweet dreams."

      Jake turned around and started walking away.

      In his sphere, he saw the archer that stood just behind Richard had begun drawing his bow, but Richard raised a hand indicating for him to stop. Jake made the exact same motion. The other men appeared stunned by the revelation that he could still see them with his back turned.

      Jake walked back to his colleagues, who stood there looking confused.

      "You are leaving us?" Casper managed to mutter out.

      "Yeah, it was my plan all along. I have my own goals for this tutorial. If you join them, you should have a much higher chance of surviving than on your own. Don’t worry, I will check in occasionally." Jake gave them a smile. Not the threatening, borderline maniac smile that he had given Richard, but a friendly one. "Do take diligent care of everyone, Jacob, and don’t let them bully you or anyone else.”

      Then he turned toward the forest, intending to leave.

      "Wait!" Jacob called out and ran up to him, hugging him and covertly passing him one of the satchels he had been carrying. One contained all the health potions from the attackers last night as well as Jacob’s own three health and stamina potions.

      Finishing the hug and distancing himself, Jacob looked at Jake and smiled. "Take care out there, my friend, and please do come back and check in whenever you can."

      Jake nodded and walked away from their camp. There was no heartfelt goodbye from any of them, except Casper, who yelled to take care. He had a strong feeling he wouldn’t see them for quite a while, but even without showing himself, he hoped the power of the threat would remain. However, he was pretty sure that dear Richard would give him an opportunity to truly hammer it home soon.

      He had seen Richard whisper something to the archer as Jake walked back to his colleagues earlier. Looking over once more, he saw said archer—whom he had guessed to be his second-in-command—now gone, along with some of the light warriors.

      Jake smiled as he entered the bushes and walked at a brisk pace directly away from the clearing. He could not see them anywhere in his sphere, but he knew they were coming. Richard did not strike him as a man who took threats very well, and sending a team after him to remove a potential threat was perfectly in character.

      Picking up the pace, he started sprinting to create some distance. His heart was still pumping from his acting before. He didn’t quite know how he had found the confidence to do that, but in some ways, wasn’t there a thrill in that kind of challenge too?

      Excitement bubbled up in his stomach as he found a spot that was simply perfect.

      He smiled as he thought of his pursuers. They would arrive soon, he felt it. He started retracing his path for ten or so meters by stepping in his old footsteps, approaching a tree. He had purposely walked close to it on his way here for this reason, after all.

      Moving in accordance with his basic stealth skill, he felt it activate as he quickly climbed the tree and found a good hiding spot among the leaves. Soon they would be upon him, and he was ready for them. Thoughts about how they were human beings didn’t enter his mind even for a second. Today, they were simply prey.

      They seem to have misunderstood something, he thought as he waited. I am the one hunting them.
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      How troublesome, Nicholas thought as he pursued the archer on Richard's orders.

      Nicholas, an archer himself, was silently running through the forest with six of his companions. Four archers and three light warriors made up the hunting party. In his opinion, it was total overkill to send seven men for a single archer from some corporate office.

      Seriously, what the fuck was up with that guy? Spewing off some cliché bullshit to look like a badass? He’d had to hold himself back from cringing during the entire thing, and had barely managed to not just shoot him in the back as he walked off.

      Sadly, Richard didn’t want to spoil the relationship with their new healer. While the guy did do some weird stuff, it was nothing to make Nicholas wary of him. It was totally unnecessary to send so many, but Richard was nothing if not thorough.

      Ultimately, he did, of course, understand why Richard sent people after him. Either he was a real and serious threat, or he was a lunatic, in which case he would be a chaotic threat. In both cases, the issue was best nipped in the bud.

      Nicholas himself had been one of the people who’d entered the tutorial with Richard, and he’d worked for the man before the initiation. Richard ran a private security firm and had employees contracted in several offices in their city of operation. Nicholas was just another faceless employee, but his track record had earned him some amount of trust, which had netted him the right-hand man's position in this tutorial.

      Finding a healer was fortunate. Having none was quite honestly hell, especially for the warriors who often got minor injuries, being forced to be in melee and all that. They’d had a healer when they first got here, but he’d gotten impaled by a huge stag in one of their first fights. This left them with only a limited amount of healing potions, made worse by having to waste them on what a healer could fix in minutes for just a bit of mana.

      Even luckier was that the healer was a part of a team of laymen who were clearly inexperienced when it came to battle. And yet he had been asked by his boss to pursue some archer with a big mouth who decided to play cool. He did not buy the guy’s bullshit at all.

      He personally wanted to just bet on the guy getting himself killed, but Richard was not the kind of man you rejected. He was their leader, with pretty much everyone just calling him “boss.” The title hadn’t been earned through nepotism or posturing, but sheer competence.

      Nicholas didn’t question his decision, but it did suck a bit that they had to take in a group of weaklings. He doubted a single one of them was even level 5. At least the healer chick looked nice, and the red-haired caster was quite good too. The one he found the most annoying was that crippled middle-aged woman—the very definition of a burden in his opinion.

      I am sure Richard will find some way to fix it, he thought. How would they be to blame if the newbies had unfortunate accidents during combat? As long as they could get the healer on their side, all were fair game.

      They had been running for a while and finally reached the area where Mr. Bigmouth had entered the forest. They all entered stealth, as they had a rule that every archer and light warrior had to pick stealth at level 5. Richard wanted a strong scouting force and, as this situation proved, assassination team.

      They snuck through the underbrush as they scouted ahead. The guy had not exactly been sneaky, leaving clear footsteps in the underbrush. While none of them had a tracking skill, it did not mean that tracking was impossible. You just had to do it the old-fashioned way.

      As they followed the footsteps, they suddenly seemed to stop in the middle of a small clearing.

      Before any of them could react, Nicholas heard something pierce through the wind, followed by a thud. The light warrior at his side fell over with an arrow stuck in the back of his head, dead as dead can be.

      WHAT THE FUCK!? was his immediate internal reaction as he acted.

      "TAKE COVER!" he yelled as he ran for the trees, quickly hiding behind one. Peeking back into the clearing, he saw two corpses. One of the archers was now also dead, shot during their retreat. What the fuck is going on!?

      He activated Archer’s Eye and started looking up at the trees. He had a feeling their attacker was up in one of those, and it didn’t take long before he spotted the enemy. It was another archer, based on the fact that another arrow flew out from a tree crown.

      Nicholas nocked an arrow and went out from behind the tree, firing at where the arrow had come from. He got no feedback from his shot as he quickly backed behind the tree once more. He peeked around it again, his high Perception and skill both working on overdrive.

      Before he found anything, he heard another scream. He charged over to where the scream had come from, dashing between trees. Arriving at the location, he saw a wounded archer with an arrow in his chest—luckily, he was still alive. Nicholas quickly ripped the arrow out and took out his last health potion, making the man drink it.

      The wound visibly healed, and the now healing archer opened his mouth: "I got a shot in," he barely managed to say, still heaving for breath as his lungs healed. "In the stomach, I think."

      The man fell, still out of breath, while the potion did its magic. Nicholas left the man to lick his wounds as he heard more yelling from his comrades all around him.
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        * * *

      

      Jake was still smiling to himself as he examined the arrow in his stomach. He considered ripping it out and drinking a healing potion, but his health had only gone down a measly 50 points. Not even one sixth of his total health after his new title. Ripping it out would only make it bleed more, making him lose more health, and quite frankly, it barely affected him. It hurt like hell, but it was more than manageable.

      His initial ambush had gone well, killing two of them right off the bat. He also felt the sensation of level-ups, but he decided to ignore the system messages for now. It wasn’t the time to get distracted.

      However, the third target he had gone for had been prepared and had been outside his sphere when they spotted each other, resulting in them both landing an arrow on the other. Jake had narrowly missed the man’s heart, but still landed a fatal blow. If the man did not have any healing potions, he would bleed out in minutes. Or drown in his own blood as it filled up his lungs. Jake wasn’t a doctor, but he was pretty sure it would be one or the other.

      From the bush he was now hiding in, he focused on his sphere as he moved out, sneaking in between trees. He saw a lone light warrior hidden behind a tree in his sphere, the tree itself posing no obstacle to his Perception ability. His initial plan had worked out perfectly, baiting all of them into the middle of a small clearing and then attacking, making them split to all sides. Divide and conquer and all that.

      Jake threw a small rock to the left of the warrior as he approached from the right. The man turned instantly toward the sound, and Jake promptly charged forth, sliding up behind him, putting his left hand across the man’s mouth, and using his right to slit his throat. The man managed to slash his dagger backwards in an awkward last-ditch effort, hitting Jake in his left shoulder.

      The man went limp, with Jake holding him until he got the notification. When it came, he let the corpse go as he looked at the knife wound on his left shoulder. It hurt, but the knife had barely done any damage, and he could still easily use it.

      Three, maybe four down. At least three to go, including the archer leading them.

      He had seen the archer in charge of their little assassination troop. He was fast, faster than Jake, indicating that he had a higher level. And not by a little either. Jake estimated the man to be at least level 7 or 8.

      Jake began sneaking toward his next target as he tried to stay hidden. He had already decided to leave one alive to send a message if possible, but it sure as hell was not going to be their leader.

      He had already spotted the one he wanted to function as his messenger. It was a young archer, no more than seventeen or eighteen. Jake was looking at him at this moment and could both see and feel him shake in fear. He kept throwing glances toward the clearing where the two corpses were.

      Jake decided to ignore the kid and instead started looking for another target. From the way the kid had frozen up, Jake saw no scenario where he would prove an issue.

      Jake felt no one in his sphere as he moved, nor did he see anything. He closed his eyes and focused on his hearing. At first, he heard nothing but the ambient sound of the wind and the occasional beast or bird, until he picked up another, more relevant sound—labored breathing.

      He silently snuck toward the sound of the breathing, and soon the last light warrior entered his Sphere of Perception. Unlike the others, this one had decided to cover himself in leaves and parts of the underbrush, practically invisible in combination with the basic stealth skill as he lay prone on the ground. Jake doubted he would even be able to spot him using Archer’s Eye.

      Luckily, Jake did not need his eyes to see him. The man was hidden well if you looked at him, but with an omnidirectional sphere, what he was doing barely counted as hiding. Jake decided to get a vertical advantage and climbed a tree to ensure his attack would prove lethal.

      From up there, he had a clear shot right at the man. He sure had done a decent job hiding, as Jake could not even spot him from above, mainly due to him lying completely still. Jake nocked an arrow and drew his bow, aiming for the head.

      He found it interesting how not a single of the basic outfits for any of the classes provided any protection for the head. Even the heavy warriors didn’t have a helmet, despite their otherwise full armor. The only thing remotely close were the hoods on the cloaks that casters, healers, and archers had. But that did not exactly provide a lot of protection against an arrow.

      The only true protection seemed to be provided by the Toughness stat, maybe Vitality, and perhaps Endurance to some extent? He did not know exactly, but he did remember the light warrior class not offering any stat points to Toughness and only one to Vitality. In other words, their level advantage meant little to nothing if hit, except for maybe one or two levels in race.

      Which was exactly what led to the hidden warrior dying without even knowing how. All that was left was what looked like a stack of leaves and branches with an arrow sticking out it. A red liquid slowly soaked the underbrush around the arrow.

      Jake confirmed the system notification of him getting the kill, and checked his list of notifications quickly, finding only 4. Meaning that the archer he’d traded arrows with earlier still lived. Must have used a health potion, he thought.

      He decided to go finish off the archer, doubting he had gotten far. While a healing potion did renew the lost health points instantly, it still took a bit of time for the body to fully mend, and judging from where he had landed the arrow, the guy was hopefully still down for the count.

      Jake climbed down from the tree and snuck toward where he had fought the archer. He still had to be careful with the leader of the hit squad on the loose. The guy had decent skill, judging by his fast reactions to the initial ambush, and his accuracy was quite decent according to his return shot.

      He quickly found the archer, who had done nothing more than drag himself to the other side of the tree Jake had left him at. He was still heaving for breath, as his lungs had just finished healing, and was not in any condition to put up a proper fight.

      While it was not exactly exciting prey, an enemy was an enemy. The archer had covered his body and face with his cloak and made sure that blood was clearly visible as he tried to sit completely still, likely hoping to fool Jake into believing he was already dead.

      Jake was off to the side of the man, still sneaking, as he drew his bow. The man had his vision blocked by his hood, completely unaware as death approached.

      Jake aimed and fired the arrow. The moment he released the arrow, his danger sense went ballistic, and he barely managed to move a bit to the side as an arrow entered his sphere and struck him in the back. A wave of immense pain washed over him, making him grit his teeth. He barely managed to stumble behind a nearby tree, narrowly dodging yet another arrow.

      He slumped down behind the tree and quickly ripped out the arrow still in his stomach, then the one in his back. The one in the stomach was narrow, only penetrating muscle mostly, but the one in the back had hit something important. He quickly drank a healing potion and felt a cold sensation spread throughout his body. The potion itself was tasteless, like water—not that he had any time to think about flavors at the moment.

      He couldn’t help but smile to himself despite the pain as he confirmed the kill notification for the already-wounded archer. Afterward, he quickly opened his status page and threw all his Free Points into Perception. He didn't even have time to look at his stats before his danger sense acted up again, as he had to slide around the tree, avoiding another arrow.

      His smile grew wider as he got to temporary safety once more. The archer was outside his sphere, despite it becoming slightly stronger from the increased Perception given during his level-ups and the allocated Free Points.

      Whoever this leader was, he wasn’t an amateur. He knew his way around a bow, and unlike many others, he didn’t hesitate. Jake felt the excitement practically boil in his stomach as he felt his wounds heal. Finally, he had found a worthwhile opponent. His terrible taunt and equally terrible acting had been one hundred percent worth it.
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      Nicholas did feel slightly regretful sacrificing his comrade in order to get the drop on the archer. Not because his former ally died, but because he had failed in killing the enemy. After he had given the wounded archer a healing potion, he’d decided to hide in a tree twenty or so meters away, with a clear line of sight to the wounded man.

      In other words, he had set up his ally as bait.

      The enemy archer seemed to have a Perception skill of some kind, or something that achieved a similar effect. It was a way of locating nearby individuals at the minimum. He first thought it was perhaps the Basic Tracking skill, but he had also seen the archer use Basic Stealth. Which would either mean that the man had unlocked two skills, hence being above level 10, or had some other means he was unaware of.

      Ultimately, it did not matter. What mattered was killing the bastard, and his trap had worked like a charm until the very last moment.

      As he timed his shot with the enemy archer’s, the man reacted as if he had eyes in his back, and managed to slightly swerve to the side, lessening the damage from the shot significantly. Nicholas cursed to himself as he shot another arrow, but once more, the man stumbled to the side, dodging without even turning around. Before he could fire another shot, the guy had already fled to safety behind a tree.

      He jumped down from the tree he had been in and started running to the side while still keeping a good distance. He spotted the archer once more and quickly shot another arrow, but once more, he managed to slip around the tree.

      What followed was a cat-and-mouse game, where Nicholas kept shooting arrows whenever he saw the other archer as he slowly got closer. Based on the movements of the other archer, he must have consumed a health potion, putting Nicholas on a timer before he would be back in top condition.

      The entire thing was frustrating, and only got worse as the other archer started returning fire. Neither of them seemed inclined to enter melee range, and with a good twenty meters still between them, they entered a standstill.

      Not that Nicholas feared entering a melee bout. As a part of his job before the initiation, he’d received training in hand-to-hand, and his skills with a knife were not to be scoffed at. While he’d had limited experience with a bow before the tutorial, the system had even given him a rank upgrade to his one-handed weapon skill once. He had picked Archer because he believed a ranged weapon would be superior to a melee one, despite light warrior perhaps suiting him better in retrospect.
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        * * *

      

      Jake felt quite a bit better after avoiding a couple more arrows, and he even started shooting back. His life was in danger at every moment, and he had a couple of close shaves on account of the other archer being both faster and stronger than him. He was enjoying every moment of it.

      They both dodged and weaved in between trees, firing arrows back and forth, neither finding any luck. Jake was absolutely fine with this stalemate, as he started to feel better and better, his high Vitality helping to heal his internal injuries.

      Despite a healing potion's magical effect of restoring health points, it did not instantly fix the body. That was all up to the person's Vitality—a stat that Jake had no lack of due to his [Bloodline Patriarch] title.

      As they shot at each other, they ended up slowly moving closer together. The initial twenty meters became fifteen and then only ten. With less than twenty arrows remaining, the other archer finally entered Jake’s Sphere of Perception, making the physical barriers between them far less relevant, as he no longer needed to rely purely on sight.

      The forest was quite a sight at this moment, with tens of trees having arrows stuck in them. Some were low on the trunk, while others were closer to their tops, as the two archers had periodically climbed them in order to get any advantage.

      Jake could feel the other archer becoming more and more frustrated throughout the fight, and when he entered his sphere, Jake finally confirmed the big frown on the man's face.

      Jake smiled to himself as he called out, "This is fun, right?"

      "What the fuck do you want?" the other archer yelled back.

      "A name, I would prefer. Name’s Jake!"

      "And why would I care about that?" the other man once more yelled, clearly not enjoying their exchange whatsoever.

      Jake saw that the man was spending his time conjuring more arrows. Not that he had much to say, as Jake was doing exactly the same. The other archer, however, was down to only eleven arrows, with Jake still having nineteen. Based on the other archer's skill level, he had likely counted them and knew he was at a disadvantage, leading him to endure the conversation to buy time.

      "It would be a shame to just end up as another random notification of experience and tutorial points gained, wouldn’t it?" Jake replied honestly.

      The other man had skill, to be sure. Despite his clear frustration with the situation, he still kept his cool and had a methodical approach, never losing control of his emotions enough to hamper his performance. This would not be Jake’s last fight with life and death on the line against a strong enemy, but he wanted to know the name of his first, at least. He slightly regretted not getting the name of the three assailants he had first killed, but the situation had not exactly called for a name exchange.

      "Still trying to act cool, huh?" he sneered back. “Get a grip; you are making me cringe over here. But if you care so much, then my name is Nicholas."

      "Well, nice to meet you, I guess. Was my taunt really that bad?" Jake had tried to make himself seem like a total badass, but, thinking back, it came off more as him acting like a fifteen-year-old’s version of a badass.

      "Cringeworthy enough to make me want to get rid of you, even without Richard ordering it. Seriously, what the fuck was that?"

      "Seriously, that bad? I guess I should apologize?" Jake was more than a little embarrassed. Never going to do anything like that again. Ever.

      "Still going to kill you," Nicholas answered. "You fucked up really bad, you know. Making an enemy out of us. Do you really think your friends will be safe after I kill you and return to tell how full of shit you were?"

      "Okay, I guess this means the talk is over," Jake muttered as much to himself as Nicholas.

      The conversation at this point would lead nowhere, but Jake was happy enough that he got a name to call his opponent. Jake exited from behind the tree and jumped to the side, shooting another arrow at Nicholas, who managed to dodge it quite easily.

      The purpose of the shot had only been to interrupt his opponent’s conjuration of arrows.

      The game of shooting back and forth resumed, but Nicholas seemed to quickly notice his disadvantage at the closer range, as he seemed to pick up on Jake knowing his position despite having no line of sight. They were close enough that they ended up grazing each other here and there, but nothing even close to lethal.

      Jake’s opponent hesitated for a bit as he hid behind a tree. In the end, the man appeared to decide he would be far more exposed trying to run, and even if he did manage to get away, it would achieve very little.

      Nicholas, instead of running away or getting more distance, decided to close the gap.

      The enemy archer ran back and forth between the trees, and while the distance was only reduced by inches at a time as they kept shooting back and forth, the man did make constant advances toward Jake.

      Jake, on the other hand, was fine with the other archer deciding to get closer. While he most certainly preferred ranged combat, he was not afraid to meet the enemy in melee. Not because he had any confidence in his abilities with a melee weapon, but because he unconditionally trusted his instincts at this point. They were not perfect, and he had taken several wounds during the fight, but they were nevertheless extremely reliable.

      He suddenly got an idea as something appeared in his sphere while dodging yet another arrow. He kept dodging toward a certain tree while returning fire at opportune times.

      Finally, he got to the particular tree he had been aiming for, having increased the distance to a good eight to ten meters once more. He dodged behind the tree as Nicholas followed close behind. It was at this tree that Jake had killed the wounded archer at the beginning of the battle.

      During the course of combat, they had moved around so much that they eventually switched locations from where they had started, as they’d both circled the forest from tree to tree. This meant that Nicholas could not see the dead archer from where he was now hiding. Jake, on the other hand, stood behind the tree, right next to the fresh corpse.

      Jake once more smirked as he hoisted up the dead archer, leaning him against the tree in preparation. He then got out from behind the tree, firing yet another arrow. Jake purposely stayed around this tree as Nicholas finally got within a couple of meters.

      Nicholas charged for Jake as he circled the tree where Jake had set the trap. As he got around it, he lunged with no hesitation and stabbed for the throat. Jake saw Nicholas smile as his knife sank into the flesh of his dead comrade. His smile quickly disappeared, however, as the man noticed the face of his opponent.

      What instead met him were the dead eyes of the comrade he had sacrificed earlier. Before he could process what had happened, a knife came out from behind the corpse, as Jake penetrated his chest.

      With a cough of blood, Nicholas fell backward, the knife being ripped out in the process.  Blood poured out, and Jake knew his heart had been hit and that he was done for as blood filled the fallen archer’s mouth.

      Jake looked down at the man, who was collapsed on the soft underbrush of the forest, his eyes still open as he struggled in vain. His Vitality had spared him from an otherwise instant kill, as his health points were nearly depleted.

      "Good fight," Jake stated solemnly.

      "Fuck y—" Nicholas tried to say as he coughed up more blood. He didn’t attempt to speak again before the final vestige of life left him.

      Jake sighed as he got the notification confirming the kill. He went forward and closed the man's—no, Nicholas’—eyes.

      At one point, he had considered cutting off the head of this leader to send a message to Richard that his threat was serious, but he could not bring himself to defile the corpse of someone who had given him the best fight of his life. It would also be just a bit too cliché.

      Jake instead decided to bury his fallen opponent's corpse, but first, he had some unfinished business with the last member of the hunting party. He walked toward where the archer had been frozen in fear and found him still in the same place, clearly attempting to hide.

      He had no respect for this young man, only pity. He was barely an adult, if one at all, and he had been thrown into this messed-up tutorial with beasts, monsters, and people out to kill him. People like Jake.

      The kid’s attempt to hide was rendered rather pointless by his constant shivering, making it easy to find him even without Jake’s sphere. The kid had his dagger in his hand, hidden under the cloak, but he had either lost or thrown away his bow at some point.

      As Jake got closer, the archer started shaking even more, and finally summoned the courage to look up, only to see Jake in a blood-red cloak that had once been brown. Before the kid managed to scream, Jake ran forward and easily disarmed him by giving him a solid punch in the gut, making him keel over. His knife dropped to the ground.

      "Your pals are dead, kid," Jake said as he looked at the kid, who was clearly thinking that he was going to die. “Return to Richard and say that Nicholas fought well, and do remind him that I was serious when I told him that I would kill him if he does anything to my friends. Oh, and say that he is free to send more people after me. I enjoyed it.”

      The kid looked up with terror and hesitated at Jake's words. The man in front of him was, in his eyes, a monster in human skin. Out of nowhere, two of his friends had died, and as he’d been getting his bearings, he’d heard panicked screams all around him.

      He had frozen up, not daring to move as he feared yet another arrow would come out of nowhere and end his life without him even knowing how. He instead hoped—no, begged—that the others would win and come get him. But now everyone was dead, including the seemingly invincible Nicholas, who even the super-scary Richard respected as his equal. Worse yet, now this monster was standing right in front of him.

      "Hello?" Jake wondered aloud as the kid just stood there, shivering. Hadn’t he heard him?

      The kid tensed up before he quickly began running haphazardly, nearly falling over during his first couple of steps, until he got his bearings and started sprinting.

      Jake was a bit confused for a moment, then just shook his head. It looked more than a little silly as the kid bumped into several trees, running like the devil was chasing him.

      When the archer left his line of sight, Jake finally slumped down to the ground, tired as hell. It turned out that fighting someone to the death for the better part of an hour was exhausting.
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            Diverging Paths

          

        

      

    

    
      As Jake was relaxing, he reflected on how weird stamina was. He was not tired per se, as he did not feel like taking a nap, and his muscles did not ache or anything like that. He had not felt even a second of exhaustion during the fight itself, and yet the second the battle was done, he’d felt drained.

      It was likely just mental exhaustion over physical exhaustion, now that he was thinking about it. There was no stat for that. Or does Willpower help with that? Naturally, he didn’t know, so he could only guess, but since he hadn't really felt less mentally taxed even with the stat increases, he felt like it didn’t.

      It did kind of make sense that it was tiring to focus on interpreting the feelings from his Sphere of Perception all the time while also being under constant pressure. At the moment, it was still active, vaguely making him aware of everything within eight meters or so, but he was not really directly using it. He couldn’t really put it into words, but he guessed one would say it had an “active” and a “passive” mode.

      Not that he had any clue how it worked. He just knew what was within it. He did not expressly “see” anything; he just knew the shapes and sizes of everything. It would take a lot of experimentation to truly figure out if it was even possible ever to do so, and for some reason, Jake doubted he would get any answers from just sitting there. Instead, he decided to go through his system notifications and level-ups. And boy, were there notifications.

      
        
        *You have slain [Human (G) - lvl 3 / Warrior (Light) - lvl 6] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 365 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Human (G) - lvl 2 / Archer - lvl 5] – Experience earned. 243 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Human (G) - lvl 3 / Warrior (Light) - lvl 7] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 471 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Archer] has reached level 6 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (G)] has reached level 3 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Human (G) - lvl 3 / Warrior (Light) - lvl 6] – Experience earned. 394 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Human (G) - lvl 3 / Archer - lvl 7] – A small amount of bonus experience earned for killing an enemy with a class above your class level. 654 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Human (G) - lvl 4 / Archer - lvl 9] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 1167 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Archer] has reached level 7 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

      

      The gains were good, and he was especially surprised to see that Nicholas had been level 9 with quite a lot of tutorial points too, indicating that he had indeed killed a lot of beasts. He was strong, after all. It made Jake wonder if Richard had lied when he said that he was level 9, but it was honestly inconsequential for now.

      He only had a single Free Point left from the last level-up, as midway through the fight, he’d thrown all his points into Perception. Perception was, without a doubt, the stat that he liked the most, and he felt like it had great synergy with his Bloodline ability. Based on that, he decided just to drop his one Free Point into Perception as he opened his newly upgraded status menu.

      
        
        Status

        Name: Jake Thayne

        Race: [Human (G) – lvl 3]

        Class: [Archer – lvl 7]

        Profession: N/A

        Health Points (HP): 257/340

        Mana Points (MP): 88/140

        Stamina: 151/210

        Stats

        Strength: 21

        Agility: 22

        Endurance: 21

        Vitality: 34

        Toughness: 13

        Wisdom: 14

        Intelligence: 14

        Perception: 37

        Willpower: 12

        Free Points: 0

      

      

      Once more, he confirmed the weirdness of the Endurance stat. Due to the level-ups, his maximum stamina had increased by 40, making his current also increase by 40. Which ultimately led to him having more stamina than when he’d begun the fight. He also decided to check the tutorial panel now that he was fiddling with menus.

      
        
        Tutorial Panel

        Duration: 63 days & 2:27:39

        Total Survivors Remaining: 987/1200

        TP Collected: 4629

      

      

      So many people have died, and not even the first day has passed, he thought. Two hundred and thirteen people dead, more than one-sixth of the total amount of those who had entered the tutorial. Not that Jake had helped that statistic in any way, being personally responsible for nine of those deaths.

      He had no clue if his TP was a lot or a little, but according to the rules, he got half the TP of people he killed, so he assumed it had to be a lot. If Nicholas had given him 1167, he would have had double that at 2334, which was still only a bit over half of what he currently had. Not that he had any idea what those damn points could be used for quite yet.

      His amount of points was rather respectable, though, as Nicholas had been level 9, while Jake was only level 7. But it did kind of make sense, as he took the accumulated points of people who had killed plenty of enemies to get to their levels. He also had no clue exactly how much TP different enemies gave. He had gotten over 300 from the level 10 boar, and that had been a shared kill.

      For the badgers, he’d gotten 4 points from the level 3 ones, and 8 from the level 4 one. The sample size was way too small, but maybe the points just doubled for every level? Though that seemed insane. It did kind of fit with a level 10 boar giving a total of 512, and him getting 300 plus of that on a shared kill.

      But that would mean a level 11 beast would give 1024, a level 12 2048, then 4096, and so on. It just seemed way too extreme to work like that. A level 20 beast would give a whopping 524,288 points, which was just absolutely insane if true. Granted, he had no idea how strong a level 20 beast would be, but he doubted they would warrant such a huge point increase.

      Once more, he shook his head at his useless internal thoughts. It was a waste of time to think about, and he would just have to go hunt beasts to find out how many points each level gave easily.

      He closed all his menus and got up feeling refreshed in both mind and body despite only relaxing for ten minutes. He walked over to Nicholas’ body. Jake could still see the unwillingness on his face, but nothing could be done about that. They had fought, and Jake had come out on top.

      He had already resolved himself to give a respectable sendoff to the man, but had quickly met the obstacle of not having anything to dig with. He refused to leave the man’s body for a bunch of overgrown badgers or deer to eat, so just leaving the body out in the open was not an option. Logically, it was a waste of time, but one could not always remain logical.

      He instead decided to make a small fire. Fire was rather easy to make by creating sparks with two daggers, one of which he had taken from one of the dead archers. It was in no way a glorious pyre, but it got the job done. He watched solemnly as the corpse burned, nodding toward what had once been a powerful enemy as the flames consumed it.

      Despite being in the same place for a couple of hours while preparing and burning the body, no one showed up. Jake guessed that Richard had decided not to send any more would-be assassins after him for now.

      With him being done there, he went to a nearby river and washed himself and his cloak. He bathed in full clothes, his dress shirt and pants still on. The only thing he took off was his shoes and socks, as getting them wet somehow seemed too much.

      After cleaning himself and returning his cloak to more brown than red, he decided to set out once more and finally get his solo hunting underway. Excited to get started, he smiled and ran into the depths of the forest once more, like a child entering an amusement park.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Richard had sent off Nicholas and the other fighters with the stealth skill nearly an hour ago. They knew to return to their original camp once the job was done, and he had nearly expected to meet them there. It took a good forty minutes to walk with the newbies to their camp, arriving with little hassle along the way.

      The situation was kind of awkward as they walked, but Richard had talked to the young man named Jacob and found him to be rather competent. He was good at reading people, and his group of survivors clearly listened to him and respected him. He was protective of them, but Richard only saw that as a bonus. Despite only interacting with the young man for a bit over half an hour, he had already come to have a modicum of respect for him.

      The only thing he was annoyed at was the lack of information he got on the archer he had sent Nicholas after.

      Jacob claimed that he had been their coworker before the initiation, and that was about it. He seemed to barely know the guy. The only thing he knew was that he was good with a bow and that he tended to like being alone. It was annoying, but ultimately, it mattered little, as the archer was likely already dead by the time the point was discussed.

      Or at least he assumed he was. But the lack of the kill squad who’d gone after him made him worried. The young man had been self-confident to the level of being ridiculous, and Richard was starting to fear that it had not all been bravado. Most of it had been, without a doubt, as he was pretty sure he remembered one of his lines being from a movie, but the paranoia still crept up on him.

      Losing a member or two would be more than annoying. They had poured quite a few resources into them after all, raising them all to at least level 5. He had not for a second considered them being wiped out.

      Nicholas was too good for that, in his opinion. He was at the same level as himself, and Richard had no confidence in fighting the man head-on. He’d been strong before the tutorial, and in here, he was only stronger. He did have a small fear that Nicholas would one day turn on him, but it did not seem too probable so far. Either way, he saw no scenario in which that arrogant bastard of an archer survived.

      Arriving at their small camp with the newbies, the new arrivals looked about, with Richard nodding at the progress in his absence. The camp was basic, to say the least, but they had started constructing some makeshift huts using sticks and leaves, with some grander buildings already being planned. If they had to spend over two months here, they would have to make safe shelter eventually, and no time was better than the present.

      After waiting another quarter of an hour, he saw someone running toward the camp, and he didn’t immediately recognize him. A haggard teenager with cuts and bruises all over stumbled out the trees, making him get a better look. At first, Richard was happy, as he recognized him as one of Nicholas’ men, but soon frowned as he noticed him being alone.

      Getting a closer look, he saw the pure terror still present on the face of the youth. Richard instantly turned serious as several questions quickly popped up in his head. Could they have met a dangerous beast out there? Another group? Where was Nicholas?

      He took a brisk walk toward the kid and practically collided with him. Before the kid could open his mouth, Richard cut him off:

      "What happened? Where is Nicholas? Where the hell is the rest of your squad?"

      "D… dead," the kid barely managed to stammer out.

      Richard momentarily froze. "Did Nicholas kill them?" he asked. If Nicholas had betrayed him…

      "He… died…"

      "WHAT!?" Richard screamed, clearly scaring the already-terrified kid. The kid barely managed to explain in bits and pieces how they had gotten into a fight and killed off, but Richard interrupted him. "If he killed everyone," Richard yelled, taking a deep breath as he looked down on the kid, "then why the fuck are you alive?"

      At this point, the other people in the camp had noticed the commotion, including Jacob, who Richard noticed got closer to listen in. He knew that Jacob was aware he had sent people after Jake and had hoped that his friend could somehow get away. It was an open secret that no one talked about.

      Richard did notice the man honestly looked unsure whether he should be happy or not that his friend had killed a bunch of people. This did at least confirm to Richard that Jacob had not been lying about his lack of comprehension of that archer’s skills.

      The young archer before him, on the other hand, was nearly pissing himself at this point. He gritted his teeth and explained what had happened in more detail. How they had been ambushed, and two people had died as all they could do was try and get to cover. He told everything he knew, leaving out only the fact that he had hidden cowardly for the entire thing.

      "He left me alive because he wanted me to deliver a message," the archer said. "He told me that Nicholas fought well… and that he was serious about what he said earlier."

      The teenager looked like he left out something because he was scared, perhaps afraid Richard would get more furious with him. It didn’t help as Richard was still fuming nonetheless. He was red in his face but, at the same time, very hesitant about what exactly to do. He looked at the kid, who, in turn, looked like he was contemplating if he should say something.

      "What else? Spit it out!" he said, staring angrily.

      "Boss… he was not normal. He… he enjoyed it… Smiled while covered in blood… A monster."

      Richard was taken aback. He would normally yell more at the kid, but what he saw before him was not just a scared kid, but someone utterly terrified. Reprimanding him would do no good. He instead turned to Jacob, who stood not far away.

      Jacob also looked shocked at what he heard, especially the last part. Well, it made sense to get surprised if you heard your friend described as a monster. Yet the man looked like he still had some understanding of why the kid would assume it.

      "What the hell is up with that guy?" Richard finally asked as he looked over at Jacob.

      Jacob seemed to finally have decided to stand his ground. He had heard what the kid said. He knew his friend was out there, and he was a genuine threat from the sound of it. He was his group's strongest bargaining chip along with Caroline. And while Richard didn’t have a high opinion of Jacob, he did strike him as a good businessman, one who knew he had just gained another card in his hand.

      "He is my friend and coworker, like I told you, and he is particularly good with a bow. And when it comes to fighting, or ‘hunting’ as he calls it, he gets a bit in the zone per se. He is weird, he is a loner. I quite honestly don’t understand much about him, but the one thing I do know is that he’s my friend."

      Richard looked at Jacob and saw no indication of the man lying about anything.

      Whatever he is, Richard thought, he isn’t worth it.

      He had lost enough good men for one day.
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            A Bit of Hunting

          

        

      

    

    
      The arrow whistled through the air toward the unaware boar. It penetrated deep into the chest of the beast as it whimpered and walked only a couple of meters before collapsing. The second beast wasn’t any luckier, as an arrow hit it first in its snout, followed by another to the eye shortly after, ending its life nearly instantly.

      The final overgrown pig managed only to get hit by a single arrow before it finally saw the attacker. Jake stood on a small hill overlooking the clearing. He made a rather unimpressive figure. Brown hair and eyes, a mediocre face, donning a cloak with a color palette between brown and dried blood. Yeah, he could have looked more fashionable.

      The boar charged him and, with its head kept low, managed to avoid any fatal hits. However, it helped it little as he dodged the boar just before it hit him and proceeded to stab his dagger into the side of the beast.

      Squealing in pain, it tried to hit him with its tusks, only to once more be evaded and have yet another dagger plunged in its throat. It barely managed to gurgle out a few noises before it, too, collapsed.

      Jake smiled to himself as he ripped his knives out of the beast, cleaned them on his cloak, and put them back in the two sheathes he had on his belt. He was starting to enjoy having two melee weapons, having kept the one he took from one of Richard’s archers.

      He even considered getting the dual-wielding skill at some point, but that was for when he got his next skill selection. And speaking of levels, he took a brief look at his notification, noticing none had been gained yet. Then again, it was only the first group of beasts he had killed since burning Nicholas.

      
        
        *You have slain [Boar – lvl 5] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 16 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Boar – lvl 6] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 32 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Boar – lvl 8] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 128 TP earned*

      

      

      The one thing he did get out of it was confirmation of his temporary theory that each level of the beasts doubled the amount of TP earned. He still severely doubted that it would work like that all the way, as the multiplication would just get silly at some point.

      He also took notice of the part about bonus experience. His current level in his class was 7, yet he was counted as at a lower level. The only explanation he could find was that level was based on his race level and not his class level.

      It did seem a bit imbalanced working like that, though. For him to kill a beast at his own level was incredibly easy. Even if one ignored his Bloodline, he believed that even someone as untalented in combat as Jacob could manage a beast with an equal race level as his own. Were humans simply favored by the system?

      He had also noticed that the levels of enemies did indeed increase as he moved further and further into the forest. The place was huge, and he looked forward to knowing what was at the center of this whole tutorial area. In the beginning, the tutorial announcement had mentioned beast lords or something, so perhaps those were there.

      Not that it mattered at the current time. What mattered now were levels. He felt free for the first time since entering the tutorial, like the entire world was open for him to explore. Well, the entire world currently being this tutorial area.

      Jake, however, quickly noticed a problem. The number of beasts in this area was severely lacking. So, to find more, he kept running inward toward the center of the tutorial area. After only half an hour, where all he encountered was a group of low-level badgers, he finally came to a big clearing with a waterhole in the middle.

      Around the water, he counted five deer and what looked like a stag. It had a huge crown of antlers and seemed to be teeming with power. The antlers themselves were unnatural, to say the least, literally glowing with dim light that he saw reflected on the surface of the water.

      Jake quickly used Identify on it and was pleasantly surprised.

      
        
        [? – lvl 13]

      

      

      Higher level than the boar. Even before using Identify, he could feel that it was stronger. And the antlers also made him believe that the beast had some kind of magical ability. Jake himself was only level 7, and he was a bit unsure if trying to take on this particular group was a wise move.

      The five other deer around the stag were also all level 8 or 9. He was confident that he could kill a couple of them before they managed to reach him if he used good positioning, but if they did catch up to him… Yeah, he was not going to outrun them. Four legs were better than two and all that.

      The boar had also only been level 10, and it took him all his arrows, and that didn’t even kill it. While he doubted that the stag was as resilient as the boar despite its higher level, the fact that it likely had magic was enough of a deterrent.

      He thus decided to ignore them for now. After another level in his class, his race would also level, granting him quite a bit more power. By then, he could consider giving it a shot, though waiting for his level 10 skill would probably be wiser.

      He quickly backed away from the clearing and went on his way to look for other prey. It did not take him long to come upon another group of beasts.

      This group consisted of what looked like a mix of giant chickens and ostriches. A type of flightless bird, based on the fact that their wings were way too small and their build way too bulky. From their long legs, he also assumed they could run at quite a high speed.

      They had long necks extending up to a tiny head. What made them remind him of chickens was the fact that he could hear them clucking. They did not, however, peck at plants or for insects, but instead at a dead badger.

      Are there really only carnivores in this damn place? he thought. It just felt like a kind of fucked-up and unoptimized ecosystem that, quite frankly, made no sense. There were plants and trees everywhere, and yet not a single animal ate them. Or maybe the docile birds did. Damn those weird-ass birds.

      He had attempted to shoot one down on several occasions, but whenever he tried, they just dodged the arrow like it was nothing. He could not Identify them, so he had no idea if they were secretly overpowered super-beasts. But whatever they were, they seemed to have no concerns aside from increasing the ambiance in the forest with their chirping.

      But back to the ostriches, which he had decided to just call them. He used Identify on them one by one, finding all three to be level 8.

      They were good prey. Their necks were incredibly exposed if hard targets, as they moved constantly while eating.

      With no hesitation, he raised his bow and fired an arrow, already drawing another before the first one hit. It hit one of the ostriches and penetrated straight through its neck, hitting a tree behind it. The beasts that hadn't been hit raised their heads from the badger they had been pecking at and spotted Jake as another arrow came. The one that had been hit only made gurgling noises as it spasmed on the ground.

      Disappointingly, his next arrow missed as the giant birds managed to avoid it. Not really intentionally, though, as they were just shifting their legs to get into a better posture to attack.

      As with all other beasts, the ostriches charged over at Jake the second they spotted him. He managed to shoot another arrow, hitting one of them in the chest, only doing insignificant damage based on it barely reacting. They reached him in mere seconds, and he tossed the bow to the side and drew both his daggers.

      The ostriches’ fighting style revolved around quick pecks with their beaks, reminiscent of a snake trying to bite, and powerful kicks. Without his danger sense, he would have been pecked to death within seconds.

      The flaw in the ostriches’ fighting style was how exposed their necks were when they snapped forward. With a backhanded blow, he managed to plunge his dagger into the neck of the one he had wounded earlier. This, however, left him open as the other kicked him. He barely managed to raise his other arm to block as the heavy force of the foot hit him.

      The impact made him fly several meters through the air, and he felt his shoulder dislocate. He barely managed to get up and roll to the side before the beast was once more upon him.

      He had lost both his daggers at this point, as he had dropped the one not currently stuck in an ostrich’s neck when he got kicked. He knew where it was due to his sphere, but the beast didn’t look like it wanted to give him time to pick it up. It didn’t help that it was pretty much standing on it either.

      The beast attacked again, and Jake dodged it once more, biting through the pain from his shoulder as his arm hung uselessly to his side. Dodging was easy enough with only one enemy left and his forever-present Bloodline ability. The ostrich finally managed to slip up, as it attempted to peck him but ended up smashing its head into a tree instead.

      Jake was once more reminded of the power of the peck when he saw its beak penetrate the tree. The power worked against it this time, as it was unable to pull it out from the tough bark again, leaving it stuck. Jake quickly pulled an arrow from his quiver and stabbed it through the exposed and immobile neck.

      The beast struggled for a bit before it, too, finally fell dead from the blood loss. He quickly checked his notification and was disappointed by the lack of any levels.

      
        
        *You have slain [Ostrich – lvl 8] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 128 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Ostrich – lvl 8] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 128 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Ostrich – lvl 8] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 128 TP earned*

      

      

      He was still completely unsure how the hell the system decided on the names of these beasts. Most of them seemed just to be “generic animal,” even if they weren’t completely equivalent to that animal. Then there was also the big piggie that, for some reason, was called an Irontusk Boar. The tusks weren’t even made of iron!

      Shaking his head, he once more questioned why he wasted so much time pondering meaningless questions, which in itself was a meaningless question.

      Looking at his side, he inspected the shoulder that was clearly dislocated, and while he knew that you could “snap” it into place, it was not something he had ever done or tried. He had seen some videos on the internet of it done, and it seemed easy enough…

      What followed was Jake spending a bit over half an hour positioning his arm in weird ways, slamming his shoulder into trees, and doing weird movements trying to snap it back in place. The pain was excruciating, and he cursed himself for not just drinking a healing potion or something.

      Deciding to take a break from his self-inflicted torture, he sat down on a stone as his shoulder sent waves of pain throughout his body. While wondering how the hell to fix it, he suddenly felt his arm shift slightly as it snapped into place.

      It turned out that his body would heal something like a dislocated shoulder by itself if he just gave it a bit of time. The wonders of Vitality, it seemed. So, spending thirty minutes turned out to just be an incredible act of masochism for no damn reason. He was even pretty sure he saw one of those damn birds throw a condescending glance at him.

      Jake once more cursed himself as he collected his things. He picked up the bow he had dropped earlier as well as both daggers. He had to get his annoyance out on something and quickly found another group of ostriches, only two of them this time: one level 8 and one level 9.

      This fight, however, went way easier. He picked the level 9 one off right away and managed to injure the level 8 one with two arrows before it even reached him.

      Instead of trying to dance around evading it, he baited it into pecking a tree, followed by a quick decapitation with one swift swipe of his knife.

      
        
        *You have slain [Ostrich – lvl 9] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 256 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Ostrich – lvl 8] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 128 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Archer] has reached level 8 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (G)] has reached level 4 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

      

      This fight netted him the levels he wanted. He briefly considered going back for the stag now but decided against it. The ostriches had reminded him that a beast could easily take you by surprise, and it would be quite stupid to suddenly get insta-killed by some mega magic antler-beam.

      He instead proceeded to hunt down more beasts in the area. He mainly found lower-leveled deer and badgers, but any kill was worth it. He got a couple of scratches here and there, the worst being when he engaged a group of four low-level badgers, none above level 4.

      It quickly turned out, however, that there were not only four badgers. Instead, another seven were hidden in the nearby bushes, and they all ran at him simultaneously. The following fight turned out to be grueling. He managed to kill three of them before they reached him but had to bring out his daggers for the remaining eight.

      None of the newcomers were above level 5, but he took a lot of damage as he cut them down one by one. His Sphere of Perception, in concert with his instincts and danger perception, allowed him to minimize the damage he took, but avoiding all attacks was impossible.

      He ended the fight with only 56 health remaining, his cloak once more blood-soaked, now also filled with holes and tears. The worst part was that the whole thing did not even give him a damn level.

      And to make a shitty situation even shittier, the entire horde only gave him a measly 62 TP. Most of them had been level 2 and 3, with only one at level 5, making the points given abysmal. He quickly told himself that he would not waste time on beasts too far below his level anymore.

      He drank a healing potion, which restored nearly 300 HP and refilled his health pool completely.

      Add another question to the list: How much does an inferior-rank healing potion heal?

      He sighed as he got up, looking at the carnage around him. Only a couple of hours had passed since he last cleaned himself, and he was now once again covered in blood from head to toe.

      While he had to admit he was thoroughly enjoying himself in the forest, he did kind of miss the ability to take a nice warm shower. He would have to bring that up with the manager of the tutorial at an opportune time.
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      Jake considered taking a quick trip to clean off all the blood but decided against it. Chances were, he was going to get dirty again from all the fighting one way or another. He instead picked up his bow, which he had dropped during the fight with the horde of badgers.

      He started looking for more prey to hunt. While walking, he also conjured more arrows in order to fill his quiver. He had no idea what he would do if he did not have this magical quiver. He imagined having to make every single arrow manually and shivered at the thought.

      While walking, he got an idea that could perhaps help alleviate his issues locating prey. To find something to hunt and get a good view of his surroundings, he found the biggest tree he could. The thing easily exceeded eighty meters and towered over the nearby trees.

      The climb itself was surprisingly easy. The stats had made Jake’s grip strength strong enough to grab the small imperfections in the rough bark and easily climb. It took him a couple of minutes as he finally got above the tree-line of the surrounding trees and activated his Archer’s Eye.

      His vision turned sharper, and he looked around him. He could see the spot where they had initially entered the tutorial, and in the distance, he still saw the vast wall. His suspicions that this whole place was a sphere were only fortified, as his now even more improved vision allowed him to see details he couldn’t before.

      The curvature of the wall in the distance was slight but noticeable. It was bending for sure. Jake could not see the base or top of the wall properly, but if his guess of the spherical design was correct, they would naturally extend to the sky.

      After looking a bit more around, he saw something glinting in a tree a couple hundred meters away from him. It was slightly above his eye level and was in another of the super-tall trees, one even more massive than the one he was currently sitting in. He was nearly seventy meters up at this point, and this glinting object was perhaps a hundred meters up.

      Despite his Archer’s Eye’s effectiveness, he could not see what it was, only increasing his curiosity. He decided to climb down the tree and head toward the even taller tree with the shiny object. Who doesn’t like shiny things, right?

      On the way, he encountered a small group of deer, all level 7, which he easily killed. Once again, he didn’t receive a level. The only thing he got out of it was a bit of TP and even more blood on him that he couldn’t be bothered to wash off.

      He quickly reached the tree and, once more, started climbing. It went easy enough like before. He kept looking at the bark as he rose, searching for what had been reflecting the light.

      Finally, he spotted what seemed like a hole in the tree trunk above him. When he got up there, he saw that the opening was more than big enough for him to climb into. The tree was, after all, massive, having a diameter above five meters. When he got into the hole, he finally spotted what had returned the light.

      A shining box of either bronze or brass decorated with pretty jewels was sitting on a small wooden platform. The hole was far from big enough for Jake to stand in, but he could still crawl. Before he crawled to the box, he focused on his Sphere of Perception and looked for any potential traps.

      Overly paranoid or not, Jake found it rather suspicious for jeweled boxes to be found in giant trees. And yet his suspicions were unfounded as he saw nothing indicating a trap or any foul play. It was just a perfectly normal jeweled box in a perfectly normal tree-hole. He was unable to see what was inside the box even with his sphere, and quickly found the reason as he used Identify on it:

      
        
        [Magical Jeweled Lockbox (Uncommon)] –

        A system-created magical lockbox enchanted with the ability to block off all types of attempts to peek inside before opening.

      

      

      He nearly got the sense that the part about blocking out peepers was directly aimed at him. Sorry for having an omnipresent perception ability, I guess?

      The box was able to block him out and was apparently created by the system. It was also the first uncommon-rarity item he had encountered since entering the tutorial. It was the highest level of rarity he had seen thus far everywhere; everything else was, at most, common rarity. Well, that was ignoring his Bloodline ability and the translation skill, which did not have any rarity ranking besides just being unique.

      His suspicions of the box were lessened, but he was still a bit unsure if it was safe to open. Then again, unless the system was just being a complete dick, he saw no reason for an all-powerful entity to leave a killer box in a tutorial. Though it could be a mimic? Everyone loves mimics, right? I hope it isn’t a mimic.

      While the tutorial had not been benevolent in any way, it did seem to have a sense of fairness. Such as beasts not hunting at night, water being plentiful, and the beasts being edible. The beasts were also all relatively passive, only really attacking if you attacked them first.

      Having decided to risk it, he crawled to the box and found it had no lock, despite it being called a lockbox. It had only a small mechanism that you could turn to open. He opened the box, once more cautious as to its contents.

      Inside was a pair of leather bracers. They seemed to be made from very high-quality leather, and he quickly identified them.

      
        
        [Leather Bracers of the Novice Rogue (Uncommon)] – A pair of bracers made of fine leather, originally designed for new initiates in the Order of Umbra. Enchantments: Self-Repair. +5 Agility, +3 Strength. Increases the effectiveness of all stealth skills, further amplified while remaining hidden in the shadows.

      

        

      
        Requirements: Lvl 5+ in any class or humanoid race. Stealth-based skill.

      

      

      Well, if that isn’t something, Jake thought happily reading through the item description. While he had no idea what the Order of Umbra was or whatever, the bonus to the stats and his stealth was more than welcome. Also, the fact that they could apparently self-repair was pretty damn cool.

      But the mere fact that such equipment existed hidden in this forest was a huge discovery. So far, Jake had not been looking for things like the lockbox with his Sphere of Perception, which, while passively active at all times, did not really make him notice anything that was not moving unless he was looking for it purposely.

      He could have moved past several of such lockboxes already. Or perhaps not. None of the other humans he had encountered so far had any equipment not provided during the introduction, so such lockboxes were likely not just lying around.

      Jake picked up the bracers from the lockbox, and as soon as he had them in his hands, the box slowly sank into the wooden platform. He could see that the box was not actually merging into the tree with his sphere; it was just... disappearing. When the final part of the box sank into the wood, all traces of the container having ever existed vanished with it. Very similar to what had happened with the giant pillar at the beginning of the tutorial.

      He put on the bracers, finding it relatively easy. The leather was strong, far more robust than any other material he had seen with that kind of flexibility. He could likely even block swords and daggers with them, as their cutting resistance seemed extraordinary.

      After fully equipping them, he didn’t actually feel any different. He tried fiddling with them a bit, making sure they were strapped correctly and all. As he was beginning to wonder if they were broken or whether he didn’t meet the requirements to equip them, he got the idea to inject mana into the bracers as he had done with his quiver.

      The response came instantly. Jake felt his mana flow into the bracers completely unimpeded and immediately sensed a warm rush through his body, similar to when he leveled up. He felt the Strength and especially the Agility, as 5 extra stat points were not a minor matter at this stage. It was more stat points total than a level in his class.

      Taking out his dagger, he tried cutting the bracers, finding little leeway. What he did find, however, was the small mark he made on the bracers disappeared in only a couple of seconds. That repair function sure seemed handy, as he had absolutely no experience in maintaining any of his gear.

      That could also be seen as his daggers having dulled slightly compared to the beginning, but they remained sharp enough to kill beasts. He had a feeling they would soon start to become dull, though.

      Finding nothing else interesting in the tree, he climbed down after scouting a bit around, taking advantage of his tall vantage point. Besides the vista being quite beautiful, he also spotted a group of animals that he did not immediately recognize when he was halfway down the tree and decided to make them his next target.

      He could have spent some more time experimenting with how exactly the equipment worked with the system, but he was far more interested in testing its effects in combat. He could do stuff like that later. Right now, he was looking for a fight.

      After a brief stroll that was faster than his pre-tutorial top sprinting speed, he arrived at the hill where he had seen the beasts. These were… different. They looked like hairless rodents or rats or something. Molerats perhaps? Either way, they were as ugly as sin.

      Their frightening appearance was only made worse by their size. The beasts were big. Not dog-size big, but pony-size big. Despite them being on four legs, they were nearly at Jake’s eye height. Inspecting them, he was not very surprised.

      
        
        [??? – lvl 10]

        [??? – lvl 10]

      

      

      There were only two of them, but both were level 10, the same level as the big boar. But he was different than he’d been then. He had leveled plenty, and he even had the new bracers that increased his offensive power significantly.

      These rats had weak defenses, according to his initial assessment, which made him confident in facing them. Even if he could not kill both, killing one and then escaping would also be worth it.

      But more so than any logical justifications, he just wanted to fight them. A hunt had to not be utterly unbalanced to be interesting, after all.

      He decided to get a bit more tactical as he climbed a nearby tree. The two rats were both situated on a hill, just idling about. He could attack them on the hill, but if he decided to run, they would chase him on a downward slope, which seemed like a bad idea for several reasons.

      Instead, he would bombard them from a tree and force them to come to him.

      After finding a suitable tree, he climbed it and got in position. Chances were they could climb trees, so he decided on a spot where he could also conveniently shoot down the trunk in case they followed up after him.

      He nocked an arrow and drew his bow. He lined up his shot and waited for the one closest to him to stop moving. Finding his chance, he released the arrow and saw it fly true, hitting the rat in the side of its head and penetrating all the way into the brain, as he had hit its ear-canal. He was quite proud of that one.

      The beast squealed in a noise far louder than anything he had ever heard before. It was loud enough to make his ears ring, and he missed his second arrow due to feeling slightly dizzy. The molerat-thing he’d hit in the brain earlier somehow started rushing toward him with its friend but was unable to properly run, as it kept stumbling and making spasms. It ended up falling over itself and started scratching at the ground.

      However, Jake had little time to think as the uninjured molerat still got closer, leaving its squirming friend behind. He managed to get his dizziness under control as he shot another arrow, hitting the now formerly undamaged beast in its back.

      The molerat only hissed a bit as it reached the tree, yanked its claws into the wood, and started climbing in small jumps. Jake turned his bow toward it and had a clear shot down the trunk. As the beast was climbing head-first, he managed to hit it in the side of its head.

      What followed was another loud squeal; this one, however, was far closer to him. The pain was unbelievable as he lost all hearing, and he felt blood drip out of his ears. All his senses were completely thrown off, and he nearly stumbled and fell down from the tree.

      He managed to steady himself, however, as his danger sense kicked in. The beast was just about to bite his leg off when he managed to barely grab a branch above him, lifting his legs. As it prepared to snap at him, he swung back and kicked it square in its ugly mug.

      The rat made another squeal as it lost its grip on the tree and fell down. Jake was somehow thankful that his eardrums had already ruptured, since he was unable to hear this squeal. He could still feel the vibrations in the air from it, though, showing just how ridiculous it was.

      The beast landed pretty hard on the ground, and the far-too-large rat’s problems only got worse as an arrow once more struck it. It tried to get back up and climb the tree again, but Jake kept firing arrows at it every time it tried, making it fall back down time and time again.

      After a bit, the beast ran out of strength and collapsed. It was still making small movements but appeared unable to get back up.

      He then turned his attention toward the rat he had first shot. He had not yet gotten any kill notifications, so he knew it was still alive.

      What he saw was the beast clawing at the ground around it, still trying to make it to him. It walked like it was blackout drunk. Jake guessed he had managed to hit the beast’s brain in a pretty important place, yet not somewhere important enough to kill it. He felt a tinge of pity as he fired more arrows at it.

      After he had shot a couple, he got a notification from the other one that had finally bled out beneath him. Less than half a minute later, the other one also died.

      
        
        *You have slain [Molerat Screecher – lvl 10] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 500 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Molerat Screecher – lvl 10] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 500 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *'DING!’ class: [Archer] has reached level 9 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

      

      He breathed out a sigh of relief as he finally got the level. The name of the rats was not surprising and also had more flair than the lower-leveled ones. 500 TP was also not the 512 he would have expected if the double-TP-every-level hypothesis held true, which meant that sadly there would be no level 30 beasts giving millions of TP a kill.

      He was now convinced that something happened at level 10 to make the beasts significantly stronger. The huge boar and these rats had been far more powerful than level 9 beasts. Their stats at least were higher by a considerable margin.

      Jake sat down on the ground to relax for now, as he allowed his ears time to heal. He at least hoped they would recover. His health points had barely been dented, so drinking a healing potion would be pointless. After only a couple of relaxing minutes, he heard something pop, and sound once again returned to his world.

      He smiled at the wonders of Vitality as he climbed down from the tree. There was no time to waste sitting around doing nothing. Time was of the essence and all that. After all, there were more beasts to hunt and, from his recent discovery, loot to be found.
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            Finding a Challenge

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake ripped his knife out of the fallen Irontusk Boar, the same kind he had killed when he was still with his party. The level 10 beast had been quite the challenge for their entire team then, but this time, he took it down solo with little trouble. It still took a bit more than twenty arrows in total, but the beast did fall. It was by far the most resilient beast out there.

      Like its brethren, this one had been surrounded by a bunch of small level 1 and 2 boars, all of which were quickly culled during the fight.

      The boar was strong, fast, and a boss when it came to taking hits. But all it did was charge back and forth, attempting to trample him. He just had to kite it around and make it smash into things until it died.

      However, his reason for attacking this particular boar group was not solely for the sweet experience. The reason was that he had spotted an object in his Sphere of Perception hidden within a hollow log in the middle of the pig’s clearing.

      In the log was hidden a small box. However, this box was not a nice jeweled one, but just bronze. Identify confirmed it indeed wasn’t as good as the jeweled one.

      
        
        [Magical Bronze Lockbox (Common)] – A system-created magical lockbox enchanted with the ability to block off all types of attempts to peek inside before opening.

      

      

      Nevertheless, beggars couldn’t be choosers. He opened the lockbox and found a small round object. It looked like a stone coin. Not wasting any more time wondering what exactly he was holding, he identified it.

      
        
        [Tutorial Equipment Upgrade Token (Common)] – Upgrade any basic starting item from the tutorial to common rarity.

      

      

      This item was by far the most game-like he had encountered. Just a straight-up upgrade token. Not that Jake was in any way disappointed by the result. The thought of upgrading his cloak or bow was a welcome one.

      He did not even consider upgrading his knife despite how much he used it. After all, his goal was never to use the dagger unless absolutely necessary, and a stronger bow would allow him to kill things easier.

      His quiver was also out of the question because it was already common rarity. Quite self-explanatory, really.

      It was a tossup between the bow and cloak, then. Looking at this cloak, he saw it was tattered and badly damaged, so Jake wondered what the effect of upgrading it would be. If it mended the thing, it nearly made it worth it.

      The bow would likely increase the damage he could do. He had thought that his increased Strength would make the bow less effective by now, as he would draw it fully. He even feared that he would end up snapping it at one point. However, the bow had held up strong, and he had not felt its durability reach any limits quite yet.

      In fact, it almost felt like it kept getting more durable along with him. Like it somehow adjusted to his higher stats and kept the string taut and the wood healthy and resilient. It was a bit like some of the more modern compound bows with adjustable draw strength.

      Those used technology and physics, though, while Jake’s current wooden bow used magic or system-fuckery of some kind. Ultimately, it didn’t matter much; what mattered was that his current bow was still capable of fully supporting his fighting style.

      Thus, he decided to try and upgrade his cloak. He took it off and laid it across a stone as he held the token up. He was wondering how to use it as a window popped up.

      
        
        Use [Tutorial Equipment Upgrade Token (Common)] on [Archer’s Cloak (unranked)]?

      

      

      He quickly agreed, and the token turned to dust that was carried off by the wind. At the same moment, his cloak rapidly mended and was cleaned of all the blood and dirt. It was like new again. It didn’t look like it had changed much except for a good dry-cleaning in a quick visual inspection.

      Touching it, however, it felt far less coarse than before and far more comfortable to wear. Jake quickly focused on it and used Identify.

      
        
        [Archer’s Cloak (Common)] – A cloak handed out for the tutorial, now upgraded with a token. Made of resilient cloth that is resistant to slashing attacks. Enchantments: Self-Repair.

      

        

      
        Requirements: Tutorial Attendee. Archer Class

      

      

      While certainly less impressive than his bracers, the Self-Repair enchantment itself made it worth it. Finally, he would not walk around looking like a murderhobo. Well, he kind of still looked like a murderhobo, just one wearing a nice cloak.

      He felt quite a bit better now that he didn’t have the constant smell of sweat and blood enter his nostrils at every moment. He proceeded to scout a bit around, looking for more lockboxes. Finding nothing, he noticed it starting to get a little darker. He opened the tutorial panel to see what the time said.

      
        
        Tutorial Panel

        Duration: 62 days & 15:22:58

        Total Survivors Remaining: 965/1200

        TP Collected: 7335

      

      

      It had been around noon when they entered this place. With the timer saying fifteen hours now, that meant it had to be around 6 pm or so?

      He thought about what his plans for the night would be. He did not feel tired in the least as of yet, probably due to his improved stats. He also took small breaks between battles. While the physical exertion did matter, mental exhaustion was the real killer. He had to stay sharp.

      Hunting in the night was certainly an option, but he had no idea how the beasts would react. They seemed not to be very active, but he doubted they would just leave him alone if he started to attack them. The problem, however, would be finding them hidden in the shade of the trees.

      His Sphere of Perception offered him a great way of scouting his immediate surroundings, but it provided no way of seeing far ahead.

      But then he thought of some caves he had seen earlier when he looked for loot. His sphere would be incredibly useful in a small, closed-off space. And it would be completely dark—something mattering little to him with his sphere, but would likely handicap the beasts living in there somewhat.

      He did realize that caves were not the ideal place to fight for a ranged combatant like him, but he decided to give it a shot anyway. Besides, what place would be better to hide lockboxes than caves?

      But before then, he still had daylight to burn, beasts to hunt, and loot to… well, loot.

      He spent the next couple of hours looking for boxes and killing beasts, but quickly noticed the issue of finding high-level beasts. He still had the stag to go back for, but the beast continued to give him a distinct sense of danger.

      He tried to ignore anything below level 8, but still killed a couple. Then he noticed a huge issue: humans.

      Several groups were still walking the forest. Jake avoided them like the plague, but that did result in him missing out on several beasts to kill. He wasn’t going to attack other humans either. While Jake had killed quite a handful already, all of them had been in self-defense. Alright, so he had baited some of them to attack him, but it was still kinda self-defense.

      Either way, he wasn’t going to go full psycho and begin hunting people. So he stayed hidden.

      By the time the moon was out, and it was starting to get really dark, he had barely killed anything, gotten no levels, and found no lockboxes.

      The only positive aspect was that his new cloak turned out to be great, especially when he combined it with his new bracers. They were incredibly strong, and he even had a level 9 badger bite down on them, discovering that its teeth were unable to pierce all the way through.

      The cloak also got some tears and a few small holes during his hunt, but they repaired themselves quickly.

      He was currently sitting on a root and leaning against a tree as he conjured more arrows. It started to get too dark to hunt properly, and the beasts had also begun going idle. He had seen a group of deer that all seemed to be sleeping.

      He decided to finally head to one of the caves he had seen embedded in a hill earlier, with it being too late to hunt anymore. Or perhaps calling it a hole in a hill would be accurate, as it did not actually consist of rock.

      He got to the cave—which, yes, he had decided to call it a cave anyway—and looked inside. It seemed rather unassuming, like most of the other caves he had encountered, but this one gave him a bit of a special feeling. He couldn’t quite put his finger on why, but he felt like there was something special about it.

      Walking inside, he quickly found himself in complete darkness after barely entering and taking a single turn. The hill hadn’t been that big from the outside, but the path was sloping downward.

      As he walked, he found no beasts or enemies of any kind. All he saw was a musty cave. As he got further and further in, he spotted faint light in the distance. His sphere instantly made him aware that the source of light was small fungi.

      Getting closer to them, he saw they were glowing blue mushrooms. Intrigued, he tried using Identify, only to be met with a generic [Mushroom] message. Yeah, he was going to avoid touching those as he walked in further.

      He quickly noticed that he was walking in a circle, with the downward pattern continuing like a spiral staircase. The mushrooms only became more numerous as he descended, soon not only being on the ground but also the walls and the ceiling.

      When dark green moss also started appearing on the wall, he considered going back. He was not very educated when it came to fungi, but he knew that they could be dangerous even if he didn't touch them.

      And he currently found himself in a small, closed-off space surrounded by them, with potentially deadly spores floating in the air all around him. His Sphere of Perception was quite overpowered, but it did not allow him to spot minuscule objects like spores or particles of dust.

      Fungi liked to grow in damp places. The cave certainly fit that criteria, but so did human lungs. The fact that a fungus could take root inside the body was precisely why they could be so dangerous.

      He remembered some friends of his family who’d had a bad case of mold in their house, and they’d only found out when their youngest kid got really sick. It was an invisible, silent killer.

      And these were glowing magic mushrooms. Even if they were just normal ones, if they managed to infect him and take root within his body, would healing potions even do anything? Would his Vitality simply accelerate their growth?

      But on the other hand, this place was unique. And if Jake had learned anything from videogames or novels, it was that unique and interesting places contain something equally unique and interesting. That, or it was a bad game.

      No risk, no reward, he thought to himself as he kept walking.

      More and more moss and mushrooms were growing on the walls as he got further in, and by now, he could not avoid stepping on mushrooms as he walked. Small spores were swept up, visible in the blue light, as he touched the mushrooms.

      He covered his mouth with the upper part of his cloak, trying to minimize his intake of air as much as possible. His danger sense was silent, but then again, he had no idea if it worked on passive threats like this. Assuming it was even a threat.

      After another ten minutes, he had descended quite a bit, and the mushrooms were at peak growth. The moss had also gotten so bad that it hung from the ceiling.

      Turning back now would be too late if these things were infectious anyway, so he decided just to keep walking, hoping to find something worth his time.

      After walking for over an hour, he started to regret ever going to this place. Nothing had changed for the entire hour; it was just more of the same. He even guessed he was stuck in a loop or something and tried stabbing an arrow into the dirt wall to serve as a marker.

      After walking for another half an hour after that, he had still not encountered his arrow. If he wasn’t walking in a circle, exactly how far had he gone? He had to be hundreds of meters down by now.

      The only positive aspect was that something good just had to be down here. Either that or the system was a massive troll.

      A quarter of an hour later, he finally reached the end of the tunnel. What met him was not a dirt wall, however, but a wooden door. The door looked rotten, like it had been here since ancient times, with no apparent door handle.

      Looking at his Sphere of Perception, he saw nothing behind the door, making him wonder if this was even a door or just a door-shaped wooden wall. Was it some kind of big wooden shield, maybe? He tried to use Identify on it but got nothing.

      Getting nothing from any of his usual means, he did what any reasonable person would do in his situation. He poked it.

      
        
        Tutorial Challenge Dungeon Discovered!

      

        

      
        Challenge Dungeons found throughout the multiverse offer danger and rewards hand in hand, being known as natural treasures. This variant is only found within the Tutorials provided by the system to newly integrated races. Enter at your own risk.

      

        

      
        Requirements to enter: Must be below level 10 in any class or race. Must not have a profession. Must be top 5% in tutorial points.

        Requirements to enter met.

      

        

      
        WARNING: Challenge Dungeons cannot be entered in groups. Only 1 challenger allowed per dungeon.

      

        

      
        Enter the dungeon?

        Y/N

      

      

      I found something for sure, he thought.

      Earlier, he’d thought that lockboxes with loot in them were the most game-like element he had discovered so far, but this was literally a dungeon. Okay, maybe the whole stat thing was also very game-like, but seriously, dungeons.

      It was well hidden, and he had no doubt it would be dangerous. The requirements to even enter were also quite something. As it required one not to have a profession, did this mean it was related to unlocking one? Or did it have something to do with how strong he was allowed to be?

      The last tutorial points were also interesting, as it confirmed him to be in the top 5%. With less than a thousand people alive, that put him in the top fifty. He wasn’t sure if he should be happy about it, though, as he knew the only reason for that was killing humans.

      Not entering the dungeon did not even occur to him. The thing he desired the most was a good challenge. And this dungeon literally had “challenge” in the name. How could he say no?

      He checked his equipment, making sure that everything was as it should be. His stamina was still high, and he did not feel even a whiff of fatigue.

      He didn't hesitate any longer, and accepted the challenge with great excitement.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The ninety-third universe had been integrated. The enlightened natives had entered their tutorials as the multiverse’s forces moved to capitalize on the great shift, to capitalize on the natives and even the tutorials themselves.

      For a new universe to be integrated was not only a monumental event for the universe in question, but the entire multiverse. It brought not just expansion but change.

      Powerful entities moved to take advantage of the changes. Paths had been opened to even the mightiest of beings. It was an excellent opportunity to break through their limits or further expand their influence.

      Others were fearful of the change. Feared what it would bring. These did all they could to solidify their positions.

      But some… Some did nothing.

      An entity lay in its realm of desolation as it was stirred awake by the great shift. Its eyes opened and stared into the void.

      "The ninety-third era has begun, huh," it muttered listlessly before closing its eyes once more—the significant expansion and change of little interest to this being.

      Yet it couldn’t help but hope that this time something would change. A hope it quickly quelled from its mind as it entered meditation once more.
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            Everybody Loves Blue Mushrooms

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Challenge Dungeon Entered!

      

        

      
        Objective: Survive to the end of the dungeon while accomplishing all challenges presented along the way. Failure to complete challenges may result in death.

      

      

      Jake felt his vision shift as he blacked out for a brief moment. When he opened his eyes again, he found himself standing in a giant hall. Looking around him, he saw only shattered stones and broken pillars littering the ground, all of it the same monotone gray color. The only slightly different thing was the braziers hanging from the ceiling, emitting a faint blue light.

      To his horror, the braziers emitted light not through magic or fire, but by being stuffed with glowing blue mushrooms, the same kind as in the cave. It seemed like even in deadly Challenge Dungeons, one could not escape the power of fungi.

      He also noticed that his bow, daggers, and quiver were all mysteriously gone, and checking his satchel, so were all his potions. He really hoped the system would give those back…

      Shifting his attention back to the hall, he began looking for where to go. The only entrance or exit was through an opening that looked like it once held a door. Walking through it, he entered a long hallway. It was filled with the same blue light, emitted from even more mushrooms, but this time growing on the walls. Not exactly an improvement.

      After walking through the hall, he found himself in yet another one, nearly identical to the entryway he had arrived in. This hall was a bit cleaner, a bit less broken, and even a few cracked pillars were still standing. When he casually strolled into the room, his danger sense exploded. He swiftly retreated into the hallway he had just entered from.

      A long metal spike penetrated the floor where he had just been standing, piercing the solid stone like it was butter. To make it worse, Jake then heard a sizzling sound as he saw the ground slowly being eroded. Stupidly, he decided to walk forward and get a closer look.

      Before he could examine it properly, another spike came flying straight at him. Like the first, this one was also easily dodged. Jake didn’t consciously need to avoid attacks like this; he simply had to follow his instincts. At least that was how he justified moronically walking back into a room he knew wanted to kill him.

      Triggering the second spike wasn’t completely useless, though. He had noticed it came out of a small hole in the wall, one that disappeared right after firing. He did a few more tests and noted down where in the wall the spikes had come from.

      After a bit longer, Jake felt confident enough to make a run toward the hall’s exit. Sprinting forth, he quickly dodged the three spikes that were fired after him. A few seconds later, the second barrage came, and he avoided these just as easily.

      As he moved in between two pillars that marked the hall’s midway point, they both fired spikes at him simultaneously. Jake was surprised and forced to throw himself on the ground before they hit him, barely managing to roll away as another spike came from one of the walls.

      What the fuck is this supposed to be? he yelled in his head as he scrambled back on his feet. Luckily, the two pillars didn’t shoot again, giving him ample time to keep going.

      With no time to waste, he kept running as he closed in on yet another two pillars just in front of the exit. To his slight annoyance, these two didn’t do a thing as he safely ran past them, finally leaving the spiky hall behind, only to find himself in another mushroom-filled hallway.

      Nothing was happening in the hallway as Jake breathed out in relief, the blue mushrooms now slightly less sore on the eyes. Without his Bloodline, the very first hallway would have likely killed him, or at least maimed him badly. Was this place just some bullshit deathtrap?

      A single scratch from those spikes was enough to erode the stone floor, and as he looked back into the hall, he saw smoke rising from where the spikes had hit. Whatever was on those things would likely eat through him in seconds.

      As he got up and walked to the end of the hallway, he was met by another system message.

      
        
        Dungeon Challenge: Collect at least four silver mushrooms in the next room.

      

        

      
        0/10 silver mushrooms collected

      

      

      What the hell is up with this dungeon and mushrooms? he grumbled to himself. At least these were silver mushrooms. That must be an improvement, right?

      Standing at the opening to the challenge room, he inspected it thoroughly. He saw small pedestals scattered across the hall, each pedestal holding a single silver mushroom. He could currently only see seven pedestals, but he assumed there to be ten in total based on the system message. The rest were obscured by pillars.

      He felt like the system was taunting him by only requiring four mushrooms. He would, of course, try to collect all ten. There had to be some kind of extra reward or bonus tied to not just doing the bare minimum. Also, it just seemed more fun that way.

      This hall had the same design as the last two. But everything was in even better condition, with the pillars barely having a few cracks. The pedestals also added a lot of flavor to the room. Moving into the hall for only a brief moment, he confirmed that this hall also fired spikes at people. Very rude.

      After planning his approach carefully, a very detailed plan appeared in his mind. A plan that could roughly be boiled down to “just wing it.” Entering the hall after getting a running start, his sphere informed him that the wall behind him closed itself off when he was five meters into the hall, leaving only a single exit in the distance.

      He dashed toward the first silver mushroom and was met with a few spikes heading toward him, as expected. It took little effort to avoid them with his high Perception and Agility, as he approached the pedestal with caution. He kind of expected another trap, but was pleasantly surprised when nothing terrible happened.

      
        
        1/10 silver mushrooms collected

      

      

      One down, he thought as he threw the mushroom into his satchel and sprinted toward the next one. Another spike was fired toward him after taking only a few steps, followed by another shortly after.

      After having collected four mushrooms, he confirmed that the frequency of spikes was increasing with every mushroom acquired.

      He danced across the hall while attempting to stay as far away from the walls and pillars as possible. There were several dangerous situations, one particular event standing out where he nearly got hit by three spikes fired at once. One of them had come from a particularly tricky angle.

      He barely avoided getting hit during the final sprint as he rolled over the tenth pedestal, using it for cover and collecting the last mushroom in one fluid motion. The spikes were coming rapidly by now, and without his current stats and Bloodline ability, he doubted that he would have been able to gather all ten without dying.

      With all the mushrooms on hand, he made a mad dash toward the exit, practically rolling into the next hallway. This one was, to his surprise, also covered in blue mushrooms.

      Checking his satchel, he found the expected eight mushrooms, the last two still held in his hands as he placed them into it. The system then once again made its appearance by informing him of his completed task.

      
        
        Dungeon Challenge: Collect at least four silver mushrooms in the next room.

      

        

      
        10/10 silver mushrooms collected

      

        

      
        Challenge completed!

      

      

      He had kind of hoped for a reward or something for collecting all ten mushrooms. He looked at said mushrooms and used Identify, only to be met with the generic [Mushroom] message. The skill frankly did more harm than good at times.

      He proceeded through the hallway, and as he got to the end, he half-expected another challenge room like the others. He was instead met with a new kind of hall, if it could even be called that.

      This hall was rather weird. The walls and ceiling looked the same as all the others, and everything was the same bland color palette, but that was where the similarities ended. The pillars were now gone, and nearly the entire floor space was replaced with a huge basin of water, extending from wall to wall.

      The only parts of the floor not underwater were several platforms and the beginning of the hall itself.

      Exiting the hallway would make him step onto a small ledge just in front of the many platforms. On it were growing even more of those damn mushrooms. The hall itself was also significantly smaller compared to the other ones.

      The platforms positioned in the water were small and circular, looking kind of like giant water lilies. They were around a meter and a half in diameter, enough for one person to stand on, but not much more. From where he stood, he saw a glowing blue symbol of sorts on each of them.

      As he fully entered the room by stepping out of the hallway, a system message appeared.

      
        
        Dungeon Challenge: Make it to the other side of the hall by using the platforms. The time limit per hall is set to 15 minutes.

      

        

      
        Make it to the other side of the hall: 0/3

      

        

      
        Time remaining: 14:59

      

      

      But just as he thought “that doesn’t seem so hard,” he was met with a follow-up message.

      
        
        All stats reduced to a static 10. All skills are disabled. Stats and skills will be restored upon completion of the challenge

      

      

      He instantly felt a wave of weakness wash over him as he knelt down on the floor. His senses dulled from sudden vertigo. He felt sick to his stomach and a need to throw up. It was like he had just gotten done running four marathons while lifting weights on an empty stomach.

      Soon after, the feeling went away just as quickly as it had come. But the weakness remained. Jake tried using Archer’s Eye and found it unresponsive.

      It felt weird to lose his skills; in fact, everything felt off. It was like he had returned to before the system and the tutorial. Well, except for the tiny detail that he was stuck in a room that was likely going to kill him in fifteen minutes if he didn’t make his way through it.

      Having reduced stats, of course, made the entire challenge quite a bit more complicated. But that didn’t mean Jake had time to waste as he began analyzing the room. Using his Sphere of Perception, he saw tha—

      Wait, what?

      Blinking in confusion, he felt that his Bloodline ability was still active. It hadn’t even weakened or been affected in any way. Why did it still work? Was it not considered a skill? But even if it was not, he knew that Perception increased its potency, and yet with his Perception reduced to only 10, it worked like if he still had unnerfed stats.

      It was a mystery that he had no answer to, but a pleasant surprise nonetheless. What exactly was a Bloodline ability? Why did he have one while others seemingly didn’t?

      Focus, Jake, focus, he admonished himself as he forcefully dismissed the thoughts. He had more important things to deal with than pondering on Bloodlines, such as how not to die. Walking to the edge, he began inspecting the platforms and the symbols engraved on them.

      The symbols were intricately made depictions of different animals. Jake saw three different types, the first one a coiled-up snake with a… With a damn mushroom in its mouth.

      Suppressing his desire to yell profanities, he inspected the second type. It was another snake-like creature, but this one had wings and spikes growing all over its body—a winged serpent of sorts. The serpent was flying above a myriad of other creatures. He saw both different animals but also human-like depictions.

      These animals and humanoid creatures were kneeling or prostrated on the ground, looking up toward the serpent in either worship or fear. Some of them held weapons and looked to be doing rituals, while others simply prayed.

      The third and final engraving was what he identified as a wyvern. It had small hands attached to its wings and, like the winged serpent, had spikes growing out of its spine. It looked murderous, to say the least. This wyvern was on a mountain, roaring toward the sky. Like it was angry at the heavens above.

      Was this a depiction of the growth cycle for the small snake? Did it evolve from a snake to a wyvern? He had assumed that evolution was a used trope by the system, seeing as he had a race, and said race could level up. The big (G) in front of [Human] was also a huge indicator. But it was still quite something if a small snake could turn into a wyvern.

      He had an intuition he was spot on, but the problem was still what the hell he was supposed to do with these platforms and engravings. His only way to the other side of the room was by jumping from platform to platform. He had no desire to enter the water, which he had a suspicion was not even water, based on the clearly poisoned or acid-drenched spikes from the last couple of halls.

      After looking around a bit more, it struck him how the blue glow on each platform reminded him of the light given off by the mushrooms. Said mushrooms were growing around where he stood on the ledge, the only other kind of object present. As he looked at the first symbol’s picture with the snake eating a mushroom, he got an idea.

      He covered his hand with some cloth from his cloak as he picked up one of the mushrooms. He was still a little afraid that the things were poisonous to touch with his bare hands—a fear that would be especially bad to put to the test with lowered stats. He went back to the edge of the ledge with mushrooms in hand and threw one of the mushrooms on a platform depicting a small snake.

      The instant the mushroom made contact, it was absorbed into the platform, and the blue glow disappeared. Waiting a bit to see if anything more would happen, the blue light returned after only ten or so seconds.

      He tried the same with the other two kinds of platforms but was met with no response. The mushrooms were absorbed, but nothing more happened. Jake tested throwing mushrooms at different platforms for a bit and built up the courage to finally touch the blue buggers without any protection. It didn’t seem to poison him, so maybe the things weren’t that bad after all?

      With his testing done and time ticking down, he had reached a conclusion. After a mushroom hit a platform with a mushroom-eating snake on it, the blue light would disappear for ten seconds, and throwing a mushroom on an already-deactivated platform would refresh the countdown.

      Noting down the platforms’ positions, he saw several with mushroom-snakes on them between him and the hall’s end. The room was well lit, and he could see the depiction of all the different symbols on all the pillars quite clearly. After observing for a while, it clicked for him.

      This was clearly a maze. Jake designated the glowing platforms as kill-zones and the non-glowing ones as safe. So he needed a path where he only had to jump between secure platforms. And such a path existed where the only pattern he had to go on was the snake platforms. He was rather confident in his deduction, and he could quite honestly not afford to stall any longer as he looked at the timer.

      
        
        Time remaining: 3:24

      

      

      He started plucking mushrooms, putting a bunch in his satchel and holding a couple in each hand. He threw a mushroom on the first platform and saw the light disappear. Please don’t kill me, he pleaded internally as he jumped.

      He landed safely on the platform, and nothing happened. He briefly thanked the clearly evil, yet slightly benevolent mushroom god as he threw another and jumped to that platform as its light disappeared too.

      After repeating the same for the following platforms, he finally made it to the other side. He looked at the timer and rushed through the hall’s exit to find himself in another nearly identical one. The system appeared again.

      
        
        Make it to the other side of the hall: 1/3

      

        

      
        Time remaining: 14:59

      

      

      This room also had the mushrooms on the starting platform and a newly added pedestal with a beautiful red silk pillow placed on it. Lying on the pillow was what looked like a dagger. He quickly tried to use Identify on it but was met with no response.

      Shit, he thought, having briefly forgotten that skills were disabled. The dagger was made from what looked like bone. Ornate markings depicting a snake decorated its handle, giving Jake a very culty vibe.

      He picked up the dagger, momentarily afraid to be cursed or something, but was luckily met with nothing. Scouting out the room, he quickly concluded that no path with only mushroom-eating snake symbols existed, meaning he couldn’t repeat the same tactic.

      He nevertheless picked up some more mushrooms and also tested throwing one on a snake platform, confirming it to be disabled for ten seconds just like in the previous room. The other platforms also ignored the mushrooms like before. The size of the room and layout were also nearly identical. Indeed, the only difference was the pattern of the symbols and the dagger.

      As the counter steadily counted down, his mind worked on overdrive to figure out the solution.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 20

          

          

      

    

    







            Death & Courage

          

        

      

    

    
      As the timer ticked down, he assessed the situation. He knew what to do about the snake platforms, and as he had been given a dagger, he assumed it would have something to do with deactivating either the winged serpent or the wyvern symbols.

      If his whole evolution theory was correct, he likely had to do something with the winged serpent symbol. The picture was the same as in the room prior, depicting a winged serpent flying over humanoids and animals, all of whom submitted before the beast.

      If he had to feed the mushroom-eating snake mushrooms, did he have to feed the winged serpent too? It seemed probable. There was just one tiny issue. The only other thing than itself in the picture was other living things. And he was the only human or animal present; he didn’t like where his logic was going.

      But he would have to figure something out. The knife was clearly there to cut something, and the only things he had to cut were stones, mushrooms, and himself. And as much as he would like to go on a rampage slicing and dicing mushrooms, he was pretty sure what to cut. Well, nothing ventured, nothing gained.

      He lifted the knife and made a small cut in the palm of his hand.

      He hissed in pain as it started bleeding. Standing at the edge of the platform, he threw out a few drops of blood, luckily hitting one of the symbols with a winged serpent on it. When the blood touched it, the blue light disappeared, just like it had when he fed the small snake mushrooms.

      Smiling to himself, he nodded at his brilliance. Not that hard. He started looking for the pattern he would have to jump as he wrapped up his hand in the cloth of his robe. This room’s path was a bit longer than the last one, but it should be manageable. Alright, so first there… then there…

      The seconds ticked by as he mapped out the route in his mind. But he soon noticed an issue. Not with his intended path, but his hand. It hadn’t stopped bleeding; in fact, it felt like it was getting worse.

      "Fuck me," he cursed out loud, as he’d just put himself on an even tighter timer.

      He quickly went for the pattern he had decided on and started throwing mushrooms and blood all around him as he leaped on the first platform. It made his bleeding hand hurt as it was unwrapped from his cloak, but quite frankly, he wasn’t sure it could get any worse.

      As he got a bit over halfway, he started feeling dizzy and nearly stumbled. The blood was coming out at a frightening speed, and his attempts to put pressure on the wound didn’t do jack shit.

      He kept pushing forward as his hand began to feel cold, a coldness that soon spread up his arm. A sense of weakness began to overtake his entire body as he finally made it to the last platform and, with a half-hearted leap, tried to jump into the next hallway.

      His half-heartedness resulted in him not getting all the way, hitting the ledge hard. He managed to hang on with his barely functional arms, but his feet ended up barely touching the water.

      The moment they made contact, he felt a stinging pain. He hauled himself up with a rush of adrenaline, but as he tried to stand up, he heard a weird sound that resembled someone squashing rotten fruit.

      When he fell on the ground, the feelings of pain and dizziness were overpowering. He looked behind him and saw the fate of his feet. Both were rotting stumps as blackness spread up his legs, already up to his thighs.

      He tried crawling forward, but his knees gave in, as even the bone was rotten. He was so close to being all the way into the hallway.

      With desperation, he used his hands to claw himself forward. His entire body was cold, but the debilitating pain from his legs made him focus. Even then, his vision started to blur as he kept crawling. Vision in his left eye suddenly gave out, followed by the right eye. He was blinded. The rot had spread to his lower body by now, already reaching the navel.

      His mind was blank, yet he kept clawing at the ground, moving him forward inch by inch. It wasn’t even clear if one could call him conscious any longer. His instinct to survive was the only thing still hanging on. The rot had already reached parts of his lungs, and breathing became impossible. Soon it would reach his heart, and no matter how powerful his instinct to survive, that would be the end.

      As death was mere moments away, he crawled the last few centimeters, fully entering the hallway.

      
        
        Challenger fully restored. Challenge continuing.

      

        

      
        Make it to the other side of the hall: 2/3

      

        

      
        Time remaining: 14:59

      

      

      Jake opened his eyes with a jolt as all feeling returned to his body. He was already standing up before he could process what had happened. His body was healed, the knife wound and rot all gone, and even his clothes restored.

      His heart was still pumping fast, and his entire body stiff. It took him around a minute before he finally calmed down, fully realizing what had just happened. Realizing that he was no longer in danger.

      He had more or less died. He'd felt himself die. While the feeling of coldness and emptiness was physically gone, it still dominated his mind. For the first time since he’d entered the tutorial, he had truly faced death. His Bloodline ability had offered no warning, and he’d had no response to his body being slowly devoured.

      If the system had not healed him when it did, he would be dead. There was nothing he could do about it. He enjoyed fighting. He enjoyed dancing between life and death, dodging fatal attacks by the skin of his teeth. To feel the rush from coming out on top.

      But against that water, or whatever that liquid was… It wasn’t really an enemy. It was just there. If he died fighting a strong opponent, even if it was a mindless beast with no ability to comprehend his sentiment, he could accept it.

      Dying here alone, his only companions being mushrooms… He couldn’t accept such a fate. He wanted to die fighting, not lying on the ground helplessly, slowly being corroded by some shitty toxic dungeon water.

      On that note, what the fuck was up with this shitty dungeon? Weren’t dungeons supposed to be loot-filled caves with strong enemies and cool bosses? Not just a bunch of sucky halls with even suckier traps? Was this one of those puzzle-dungeons nobody likes in videogames? Could one even call this shithole a dungeon to begin with?

      His despair and concern turned to anger as he shifted his attention back to the present. He had lived, he was alive, and he wasn’t going to die in this fucking place. With newfound resolve, he proceeded into the final hall.

      On the way, he picked up the bone dagger that had been placed in the hallway with him. He had dropped it during the last challenge, but it appeared that the system wanted him to have it still.

      If the next challenge was like the others, he would perhaps have to cut his hand once more. This time, however, he swore to make the wound smaller and to not dilly-dally before beginning. Also, to not be a freaking moron and cut his palm. Why was that even a thing? The palm had many nerves in it, and it had to be moved all the time, making it hurt even more.

      The next hall was yet again pretty much the same. Except for the pedestal with the dagger and the pattern of symbols, nothing had changed. But as he looked at the design of the platforms, he was taken aback.

      There was no longer a maze. Instead, all of the platforms were neatly organized in rows, meaning one could take the entire trip while only stepping on a single type. Did this mean that one could just throw a couple of mushrooms and go the easy snake route?

      No, that felt wrong. Jake tried to throw a mushroom on the snake platform, and it indeed did turn off for ten seconds just like all the others. Was this a free room? A mind game? A trap?

      He looked at the rows and noticed that only the middle one solely consisted of the wyvern symbols. The wyvern was sitting on a mountaintop, roaring toward the sky. There was nothing else shown in the picture.

      The others he’d had to feed something, giving them what they wanted. But what did this wyvern want? There were only two objects on the entire image: the wyvern and the mountain. He doubted a bit of blood or a mushroom or two would satisfy it.

      The only clue he could see was it staring toward the heavens as it roared. Was it angry at the sky? But that led to the question… Why was it just sitting on the mountain? The wings were open as if it wanted to take flight.

      A thought suddenly entered his mind. He wasn’t sure if it was his own intuition or maybe even the dungeon itself implanting that thought. But somehow, he felt like the wyvern looked… hesitant. He wasn’t sure if “afraid” would be a better word, but something within the wyvern held it back. The roar was not one of anger or indignation, but one of doubt.

      It was only a feeling, but his intuition told him he was right. At least partly. What the wyvern truly needed was courage. The willpower to advance and face its fears. As he thought this, the platforms appeared to respond as their glow increased.

      At the same time, every other platform but the ones with wyverns on turned off. Jake instinctively knew he could move down any of the different paths toward the exit and move on safely. But he didn’t.

      Instead, Jake decided to feed the wyvern courage. Without hesitation, he sprinted toward the still glowing platforms with the blue symbols of the wyvern. He leaped onto the first platform, and his danger sense instantly went insane.

      He didn’t stop for even half a second as he jumped onto the next platform with a wyvern on it. Through his sphere, he felt the platform behind him being consumed by a torrent of the acidic water shooting up.

      He repeatedly jumped, leaping from one platform to another until he reached the end, every platform behind him consumed by the water.

      As he stood there, the challenge passed, he looked back and saw all the other platforms crumble to dust. He turned to the doorway and proceeded out of the hall, leaving the entire room behind him in shambles.

      
        
        Dungeon Challenge: Make it to the other side of the hall by using the platforms. The time limit per hall is set to 15 minutes.

      

        

      
        Make it to the other side of the hall: 3/3

      

        

      
        Challenge passed!

      

        

      
        Hidden challenge completed: Show the courage to do what’s necessary. Hidden bonus room unlocked.

        All Stats restored. All skills are reactivated.

      

      

      A wonderful feeling went through his body as all of his stats returned. It only lasted a few moments as everything returned to normal. He was amazed that he did not need to adapt to his body being strengthened so drastically.

      But then again, it was only him returning to the same strength he’d had around… shit, only half an hour ago.

      As he read through the message, he also realized that he could indeed just have taken the easy path. If his guess was correct, then the previous room had been a test to see if the challenger would take the obvious and easy route, or take a risk like he had.

      He smiled to himself at his foolhardiness. Well, he thought, at least I would have died on my own terms if it failed.

      Entering the next room, the one he assumed to be a bonus one, he found himself in yet another hall. This one was far bigger, though, so that was something. There were no pillars like the first or a massive basin of killer-water like the subsequent ones. It was just a long hall with a gigantic mural carved into the wall at the end.

      He walked closer, and as he did so, he could finally see the whole carving. It clearly told a story. As he stared, the images began to move and suck his consciousness into them. The moving pictures displayed the same snake from the symbols as it crawled on the ground, eating mushrooms.

      It only continued for a few moments as the snake consumed mushroom after mushroom. The same tiny snake soon began fighting giant beasts, but they were all left half-rotten in its wake. The little snake slowly grew in size, before it finally grew wings and soared into the sky.

      It flew over the landscape, spitting out a mist that consumed the very land beneath it. At other times, humanoid beings of different shapes were shown kneeling before the great serpent as it lazed around on a vast plateau.

      The winged serpent kept flying across the land, killing all that came in its path, with the humanoids following it like its humble servants.

      Finally, it showed a battle between the serpent and a ridiculously gigantic bird-like creature. The snake won and once more soared into the sky as it grew larger and larger before finally morphing into a wyvern.

      This wyvern then rampaged through the land, killing all it came across. An army of the same kind of bird it had killed earlier was consumed by a mist of poison that surrounded the scaled beast. It had no rival and slaughtered everything it encountered; not even its humanoid followers were spared from the onslaught.

      At last, the wyvern found itself on a mountaintop, surrounded only by the desolate world below, a wasteland of its own creation. As it lay there, it roared toward the sky. The mural then displayed the passage of time, as the wyvern simply idled. No new grass or trees grew, no new life emerged. The land in which it had grown up was dead.

      The wyvern stared toward the land it had created and finally found courage, no longer hesitating. It opened its wings and soared toward the heavens. The sky was shattered like it was made of glass, and a colossal explosion consumed the great wyvern.

      The mural’s final part was the once small snake emerging from the exploding planet, now no longer a wyvern, but a dragon. It soared upward into the stars as an entire universe opened up before it. Hunger was evident in its eyes.

      After the images stopped, Jake stood in front of the mural for quite a while, just staring at it. It had shown the small mushroom-loving snake’s complete evolutionary path, from a tiny creature to a dragon.

      He marveled at the beautiful carving. The scene was frozen on the image of the wyvern breaking through the heavens.

      He laid his hand on the mural as a warm glow entered him. At the same time, he heard the wall off to the side open up, showing the exit.

      
        
        You have witnessed the will of a true dragon.

      

        

      
        +10 Willpower

      

      

      As the glow disappeared, he did not feel any different. His Willpower had always been his lowest stat, and now it had nearly doubled. He wasn’t quite sure what the stat exactly did yet, but hey… Free stat points were free stat points. He decided to take a look at this status for the first time in quite a while.

      
        
        Status

        Name: Jake Thayne

        Race: [Human(G) – lvl 4]

        Class: [Archer – lvl 9]

        Profession: N/A

        Health Points (HP): 350/350

        Mana Points (MP): 150/150

        Stamina: 238/240

        Stats

        Strength: 24 (27)

        Agility: 25 (30)

        Endurance: 24

        Vitality: 35

        Toughness: 14

        Wisdom: 15

        Intelligence: 15

        Perception: 43

        Willpower: 23

        Free Points: 3

      

      

      He had experienced growth all over, especially in Strength and Agility with his new bracers. It appeared, however, that the stats weren’t actually active here inside the dungeon.

      The most pleasant surprise, however, was seeing his stamina refilled. When the system restored him, it hadn’t only healed his injuries, but also fully renewed his resource pools. This meant he could keep going even without any potions or rest.

      After closing his status menu again, he turned back to the mural, trying to imprint it on his mind. This was the path to power by an extraordinary being. He respected the snake, despite its ludicrous love of mushrooms.

      Bowing toward the mural as a sign of recognition, he turned toward the exit, making his way forward. A reckless and insane desire entered his mind.

      I would love to fight that dragon one day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 21

          

          

      

    

    







            An Impactful Choice

          

        

      

    

    
      The next hallway was quite a bit longer than the previous one and suspiciously lacking in mushrooms. This meant that the narrow passage was entirely dark. Not that it mattered much to Jake with his sphere.

      As he walked, he remembered that he had his skills back. He took out the dagger he had gotten during the second challenge room and identified it.

      
        
        [Dagger of Bloodletting (Common)] – A dagger created by an ancient, long-dead cult, made for sacrificial purposes. Enchantments: Any cuts made with this blade bleed more, for longer, and are harder to heal.

      

      

      The enchantment explained why he’d bled so damn much when he cut himself. He put the dagger away as he proceeded down the hallway.

      After walking for a couple of minutes, he turned a corner and saw a light source in the distance. This was not the blue light he had gotten used to, but “normal” light—the orange-whitish kind.

      He sped up his walk and exited the hallway to find himself in a new room.

      It was not what he expected. It looked like an old library or perhaps an office. There were bookshelves all along the walls, filled with old leather-bound books. A chair and a desk with a few writing utensils were positioned in the middle of the room.

      There was also an old wooden door at the wall directly across from where he entered. As he hadn't seen any system messages yet, he walked up to one of the bookshelves and tried to take out a book, but was met with an invisible barrier of some sort.

      He tried a couple of the other bookshelves with the same result. He also attempted to move some paper and the small cup filled with pencils and pens on the desk, both of which he couldn’t touch due to the same kind of barrier. Finding nothing else of interest, he went through the only door in the room.

      He was met with a small, relatively normal-looking hallway with five doors in it, two on each side of the corridor and one at the end. The first door he opened led into a room that had a bed in it. The rest of the room was absolutely barebones, with only a small wooden table and chair as well as a dresser and a closet. He was unable to open the dresser and closet, met with yet another invisible barrier.

      Leaving the room, he closed the door after him and opened the next one. This one could only be described as a medieval bathroom that, for some reason, had a modern shower and toilet placed in it. He walked into the room and tried flushing the toilet, which surprisingly worked. So, an ancient, forgotten temple in a dungeon with running water. Got it.

      The third room he entered was at the end of the hall, and what he found himself in wasn’t exactly what one could call a “room.” It was more like a hellscape in the form of a cave. Mushrooms. Everywhere. Not just the glowing blue kind, but also other less evil-looking ones.

      The cave was not closed off either, and had another exit beside the wooden door. Jake walked out of the aforementioned exit and found himself in a small, walled-off garden. Flowers were growing everywhere, and weird-looking grass and bushes were aplenty, many of which he had seen before outside in the tutorial forest. There was even a small pond with different aquatic plants.

      He called the garden walled off, but the wall that did so seemed to extend up into eternity. Hanging above the garden was a miniature version of the artificial sun he had seen outside in the forest, emitting both warmth and light. He was briefly confused, as Jake recalled it being late in the evening when he’d entered the Challenge Dungeon, and according to the timer counting down, only a couple of hours had passed since then.

      Shaking his head at the weird garden, he went back through the cave and into the fourth room. This one was like an old laboratory. Not the modern kind, but the 1600s-mad-scientist kind. It looked like a dream come true for an insane chemist.

      There were mortars and pestles, alembics, and a slew of other tools and materials. In the room were also open barrels with what seemed like water. Off to the side were closed cabinets that couldn’t be opened either due to a barrier.

      As he made his way out of the room toward the next, he wondered what exactly the system wanted him to do. No challenge had been presented, and no way forward had made itself known. This place seemed more like a living quarter than any kind of testing facility. Maybe the challenge is to find the challenge?

      Opening the fifth door, he found himself within another hall like the ones in which he had done the challenges earlier. In the middle of the room was a pedestal. He moved to it and found a hand imprint on top of it. He looked at his hand and quickly connected the dots.

      He put his hand on the imprint, and instantly, his danger sense flared as a black spike shot up, penetrating through it before he could react. He yelled out in pain and stumbled backward, and the room started rumbling.

      A new platform had begun rising in front of the pedestal. Jake, however, barely registered this as he looked at the hole in his hand and saw small, subtle black lines spread through the veins in his hand. He suppressed his panic, rushing toward the newly risen platform. It didn’t take a genius to figure out he had gotten poisoned.

      On it was a book. The book was massive, far more massive than any book Jake had ever seen before. On the cover was the depiction of a small snake. The very same snake he had seen on the symbols and mural. He tried opening the book, and the system finally did something.

      
        
        Dungeon Challenge: Become an Alchemist of the Malefic Viper and cure yourself of the poison running through your veins before it flares up and kills you. The poison will remain dormant for 30 days, not affecting the challenger in any way during the period.

      

        

      
        Rejecting the profession will result in the challenger being fully restored and returned to the tutorial area. All rewards will be retained, and all items returned.

      

        

      
        Cured yourself of poison 0/1

      

        

      
        Time remaining: 30 Days

      

        

      
        Become an Alchemist of the Malefic Viper?

        Y/N

      

      

      He was taken aback by the message. A profession? The N/A on his status page had annoyed him for a long time, but he hadn’t expected to get one offered this way. It was the first option to obtain a profession he had seen since being introduced to the system, and he doubted it was an ordinary one. Alchemy, though? Not something he had any experience in at all outside of games.

      He’d been rather good at the modern equivalent, chemistry, back in school, but he had never done it at any higher level. He also severely doubted that knowledge of chemical compounds would have a lot of use with magic being a thing and all.

      The time limit was also thirty days. Looking at his just-impaled hand, it was rather obvious where the poison had come from. The wound had already scabbed over due to his high Vitality, and he didn’t feel any different.

      Jake also had the option of just quitting now and going back to the forest. It was the safe option for sure. He would be healed, walking away with a new dagger and a bonus to Willpower. Oh, and a bunch of shitty blue mushrooms, along with ten slightly nicer silver mushrooms.

      It wasn’t even like he had spent a lot of time getting everything.

      But he was nothing if not someone who welcomed a challenge. He wanted a profession, and if this profession had any connection to that heaven-shattering dragon, it had to be powerful. Fantasy books and games had long conditioned him to unquestionably believe dragons to be apex creatures, after all.

      Without further hesitation, he accepted the challenge.

      
        
        *You have obtained the Alchemist of the Malefic Viper profession*

      

      

      And with that message, everything went dark momentarily. Jake’s head felt like it was split open as information surged into his mind, far more so than when he’d gotten his Archer class.

      It was only for a few seconds, but it felt like hours before it finally stopped, leaving him with a massive headache and a considerable amount of system messages. He took a few more seconds to gather his thoughts as the headache faded away. When he felt better, he finally opened up the description of his new profession.

      
        
        Alchemist of the Malefic Viper – The Alchemist of the Malefic Viper can combine natural treasures of the world to make potions and pills, transmute one material to another, and employ a slew of other mystical means to be discovered. This rare type of alchemist specializes in the concoction of poisons. From a craft classically bringing restoration and improvement, the Alchemist of the Malefic Viper brings pain, deterioration, and death. Stat bonuses per level: +2 Vit, +2 Wis, +1 Will, +1 Tough, +2 Free Points.

      

      

      The description of an alchemist was a lot like he had imagined. He had assumed the ability to make potions based on his experience playing certain online games during university. Transmutation was also a very classical trope of alchemists. Perhaps I’ll even make the Philosopher’s Stone one day, he joked to himself.

      But that was where the familiarities ended. The latter part of the description suggested this variant of the alchemist profession focused on poison. The entire description was ominous, but then again, it was clearly modeled after, or at least heavily inspired by, a snake. To be more accurate, a small mushroom-eating snake. He assumed it to be the Malefic Viper.

      The profession also provided more stat bonuses than his Archer class, giving 2 more stat points per level overall. None directly impacting combat, however, and he was slightly sad to see no bonus to Perception. But what was done was done; he had accepted it, and there was no going back.

      He knew that the decision to pick the profession wasn't a minor one. Likely as significant as his class choice, if not more so, as this one was clearly not some basic profession handed out left and right. Finally... Jake had to admit that the thought of doing alchemy was kind of cool.

      With that, he moved on to the next part: skills. With a quick skim, he saw that he had gained five and started going through them one by one.

      
        
        *Gained skill*: [Herbology (Common)] – Grants knowledge of herbs found throughout the multiverse. The most numerous source of natural treasures comes in the form of herbs found throughout existence. The knowledge of plants and their effects is, therefore, essential to any alchemist. An alchemist must know what he works with in order to create his products, after all. Grants the ability to recognize herbs at a glance, and correctly Identify their properties.

      

      

      A relatively self-explanatory skill, and one of the reasons for the sudden influx of information he’d gotten upon receiving the profession. He now knew of a lot of different plants he previously had no idea existed. It was scary that the system could directly implant knowledge in one’s head.

      The way the knowledge worked was weird. It was not immediate knowledge, like how he’d known how to use his bow from previous training. It was the kind of knowledge that felt like it gradually appeared if he thought of something relevant to the skill. Like if he thought of needing a plant that had healing properties, a considerable number of potential herbs suddenly came to mind.

      Shaking his head at the frankly disturbing phenomenon, he moved on.

      
        
        *Gained skill*: [Brew Potion (Common)] – Potion brewing is the bread and butter of most alchemists. A potion can be the savior in a time of need, or that extra boost to defeat your opponent. Allows for the brewing of potions with common rarity and below. Must have suitable materials and equipment in order to create potions. Adds a minor increase to the effectiveness of created potions based on Wisdom.

      

        

      
        *Gained skill*: [Concoct Poison (Common)] – While most focus on the aspect of giving life through their craft, others prefer to take it away. Allows for the concoction of common-rarity poisons and below. Must have suitable materials and equipment in order to create poisons. Adds a minor increase to the effectiveness of created poisons based on Wisdom.

      

      

      These two skills were incredibly similar in design, but very different when it came to the results. It also didn’t come with a lot of implanted knowledge. He had some new understandings of how to use the tools he’d found in the laboratory earlier, but they in no way felt familiar. It was more like he had watched a tutorial video online, introducing him to the very basics of making potions and poisons.

      Thinking back on his talks with Casper, who had gotten the Basic Archery skill without any previous experience ever using a bow, he had told Jake about something similar. He knew how to hold a bow and fire an arrow, but nothing further than that. Despite him and Jake both having the same skill, and at the same rarity, Jake was vastly superior in his ability to use it.

      He got an upgrade in rarity for the skill after recalling his training, but the rank-up did not come with any knowledge.

      The only difference between skills seemed to be the rarity. With no skill levels existing, Jake had a theory that skills’ effectiveness were purely up to the wielder of said skills. Perhaps some kind of line existed where skills would get a rarity upgrade based on how good he was, but he doubted it would be that simple. Take the archery skill as an example.

      Jake was a somewhat experienced archer. Theoretically, his knowledge of how to wield a bow was close to the level of an athlete. Maybe even higher, as he had put a lot of time into looking things up himself instead of having a trainer do such things for him. And yet he only had archery at common rarity. Something else must be required to upgrade to higher ranks. Maybe it just took time, or perhaps some qualitative threshold had to be reached.

      In other words, a skill granted basic instinctual proficiency in using it, but anything more than that would have to be learned. And if you wanted the skill to get better, you would have to work on improving it. That was at least what Jake believed, based on the evidence so far.

      Having no way to either confirm or disprove his hypothesis, he moved on to the last two skills.

      
        
        *Gained skill*: [Toxicology (Uncommon)] – The knowledge of all that is toxic. Be able to recognize poisonous substances at a glance and correctly identify their properties. To concoct the deadliest toxins, one must know what to mix, after all.

      

      

      This one was exactly the same as the Herbology skill, just with toxic materials and uncommon instead of common rarity. It was not limited to herbs, however. As an example, if he thought about the water that had nearly killed him earlier, he now knew that said water was some kind of toxic liquid with necrotic properties. He didn’t know the details of the water, just the basics of what it was.

      Moving on to the last skill, he was pleasantly surprised to see the “rare” rarity tag.

      
        
        *Gained skill*: [Malefic Viper’s Poison (Rare)] – The Malefic Viper stalks its prey and needs only to strike once as venom devours its prey. Increases the potency of all crafted poisons. Grants the ability to craft a poison with a rarity above that of your Concoct Poison skill if certain conditions are met. The poison may at most be upgraded to the rarity of the Malefic Viper’s Poison skill (Common --> Rare). Allows poison not to lose efficacy for a short amount of time after being applied to a weapon.

      

      

      This skill was the namesake of the entire profession, he assumed. More potent poisons and a chance to craft poisons with a higher rarity both seemed okay, though he had nothing to compare it to. The last effect was especially interesting to him, however.

      This skill opened the possibility to use his profession more actively in combat. What could be more dangerous than an arrow to the face? A poisoned arrow to the face.

      He had one more notification remaining, which was another pleasant surprise.

      
        
        *Skill Upgraded*: [Identify (Inferior --> Common)] - Identification skill, known by all but the smallest of children of the myriad races. The skill allows you to attempt to identify any object or creature you are focusing on.

      

      

      The only difference in the skills description was the “basic” being removed, so it now just called it an “identification skill.” Not much to see there, really. But Jake was still kind of excited to see what he could now Identify. Perhaps he could even Identify other humans?

      He guessed the upgrade had something to do with having both a profession and a class, or maybe it was due to the two skills, Herbology and Toxicology, giving him more knowledge. Looking back, both of those skills included a sentence about being able to Identify herbs and toxins.

      Closing all his windows, he looked down at his hand, which was still healing. After scanning the room once more and finding nothing of interest, he turned around and headed straight for the garden area to test his new skills.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 22

          

          

      

    

    







            Alchemy!

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake entered the cave, looking around at all the different fungi and moss, deciding to Identify the infamous blue mushrooms first. When he did it before, he’d just gotten a message saying [Mushroom], so he kind of expected more. Which it delivered.

      
        
        [Bluebright Mushroom (Common)] – A poisonous blue mushroom that emits blue light. While it is not poisonous to touch, the juices found within are highly toxic. Often used for lighting due to it only requiring mana to sustain itself.

      

      

      Knowing the name of the blue menace did not alleviate his distaste for the evil fungus. It was good to see that they were only poisonous if squeezed or eaten, though. His next target was another type of mushroom, this one rather plain-looking.

      
        
        [Flytrap Mushroom (Inferior)] – A carnivorous and poisonous mushroom that eats insects to accelerate its growth.

      

      

      This one was a lower rarity, but still poisonous. Jake looked around a bit more, finding quite a few different kinds of mushrooms, nearly all of them inferior rarity.

      Shifting his focus to the green moss growing everywhere on the walls, he used Identify once more.

      
        
        [Green Moss (Inferior)] – A widespread kind of moss, found in places with little or no sunlight and adequate mana saturation. A typical ingredient in potions and poisons alike.

      

      

      So, jack-of-all-trades moss. Jake then noticed a patch of moss that was darker than the rest, so he also Identified that.

      
        
        [Aged Green Moss (Common)] - A widespread kind of moss, found in places with little or no sunlight and adequate mana saturation. A typical ingredient in potions and poisons alike. This moss has been thoroughly soaked in mana over time.

      

      

      Common-rarity moss. Did this mean that age was a factor when it came to the rarity of plants?

      Finding nothing more of particular interest in the cave, he exited to the garden. The first thing he did here was Identify the grass. He once more noticed some off-color patches spread throughout.

      
        
        [Evergreen Grass (Inferior)] – A widespread herb found throughout the multiverse in any place with adequate nature-affinity mana. While the grass only offers minor restorative effects, it is a great catalyst when mixed with other herbs.

      

        

      
        [Aged Evergreen Grass (Common)] A widespread herb found throughout the multiverse in any place with adequate nature-affinity mana. While the grass only offers minor restorative effects, it is a great catalyst when mixed with other herbs. This grass has aged and absorbed more mana than most Evergreen Grass.

      

      

      It was the same concept as the moss in the cave. Recalling some of the knowledge given by the system, he knew that the moss was often used when concocting poisons, while the grass was used when making potions.

      Many flowers were also spread throughout the garden, the most abundant kind being four lavender types: a blue one, a red one, a green one, and, in between the small patches of these flowers, a rainbow-colored type, which looked very fantasy-like. Once more, Jake identified all the plants.

      
        
        [Blue Lavender (Inferior)] – A very abundant herb found nearly everywhere with any kind of mana. Mana is stored in the small flowers growing on the stalk, with the stem itself containing the useful juices. Known as the main ingredient of mana potions.

      

        

      
        [Red Lavender (Inferior)] – A very abundant herb found nearly everywhere with any kind of mana. Mana is stored in the small flowers growing on the stalk, with the stem itself containing the useful juices. Known as the main ingredient of health potions.

      

        

      
        [Green Lavender (Inferior)] – A very abundant herb found nearly everywhere with any kind of mana. Mana is stored in the small flowers growing on the stalk, with the stem itself containing the useful juices. Known as the main ingredient of stamina potions.

      

        

      
        [Rainbow Lavender (Common)] - A relatively abundant herb found nearly everywhere with any kind of mana, usually surrounded by its lesser variants. Mana is stored in the small flowers growing on the stalk, with the stem itself containing the useful juices. Known as the main ingredient of rejuvenation potions.

      

      

      These flowers straight-up informed him that they were the main ingredients in potions. And he had a very, very strong feeling that he would come to craft a lot of potions.

      More flowers were present in the garden, some of them not even returning anything when he identified them and others being only inferior rarity. Lastly, he went to the small pond and surprisingly successfully identified the water.

      
        
        [Purified Water] – Pure water, free of any kind of contamination. Great for mixing potions and poisons alike.

      

      

      And with that, he had everything he needed to start making stuff. At least he assumed he did. The only way to find out was to test it out. What could possibly go wrong, mixing a bunch of unknown substances in an old temple left by a cult-worshipping a possibly long-dead snake?

      Jake began picking up plants, but only the inferior-rarity ones, as he assumed they would be the easiest to experiment with. Opening his satchel to put in some of the lavender flowers, he spotted the ten silver mushrooms he had picked up during his very first challenge in this dungeon.

      He had to admit that he had kind of forgotten those. Without any expectations, he decided to Identify one of them and was taken aback by the result.

      
        
        [Argentum Vitae Mushroom (Rare)] – A silver mushroom only grown in places with extremely high mana density. The mushroom has a solid exterior that, if broken, reveals the actual mushroom within. This type of mushroom’s juices usually are highly poisonous, but this mushroom has evolved to bring life instead. +1 Vitality upon consumption.

      

      

      He took a deep breath after reading the description. These were 10 Free Points to Vitality, 11 factoring in his Bloodline Patriarch title, giving a 10% bonus.

      He was just about to eat one when he stopped himself. These mushrooms were still raw. What if he could get more than a single Vitality per mushroom?

      There was also that whole thing with a poison in his body that would flare up and kill him in a month. He would not find it unfitting for these mushrooms to somehow be needed not to die. Thus he decided to leave them be for now and instead continued collecting more ingredients.

      Leaving the garden through the cave, he also collected a stack of mushrooms, heading straight for the laboratory.

      He went through the lab once more, this time being able to open the cabinets and interact with all the equipment. The cabinets were all filled with small glass bottles, and the water in the barrels was the same pure water found in the small pond.

      Jake had initially planned on starting to make something right away, but quickly hit his first roadblock. He had no idea how to. He had been given some incredibly basic knowledge, but nothing that would allow him actually to make something. In fact, the few fragments of knowledge he did have only served to inform him that he didn’t know enough.

      Each plant had requirements for how to handle it properly, and each potion or poison their own recipe. None of this was given to him for free, which led him to the other room previously covered in barriers.

      In the library/office he had first arrived in, he could now touch all of the many bookshelves. Oh, and on a side note, the door through which he had initially entered was gone, so going back to the prior challenge rooms wasn’t an option.

      Not that he had any intention of leaving. Walking up to one of the bookshelves, he took a random book out, and the first thing he noticed was that it was clearly written in English.

      Which was quite impressive, considering that he was multilingual, and yet it had chosen English. What if I wanted it to be… Oh, now it is. Before his eyes, the entire text had now changed languages. He couldn’t help but try it again, and found that it switched back and forth with only a thought.

      Jake found it quite humorous to experiment with, but sadly, he couldn’t play around forever. Ultimately, what language it was in was meaningless, all that mattered was that he could easily read and understand every word. So he began to actually read what was written.

      The first book seemed to be some kind of history book, detailing the history of alchemy. While it was interesting and very enlightening, it wasn’t what he was looking for. He quickly discarded it and started reading the covers of some of the different books, going from top to bottom on the bookshelf. He quickly located the first one he wanted—a book detailing the creation of inferior-rarity health potions.

      After looking a bit more, he ended up having six books stacked on the desk, including Alchemy for Novices, Volume 1; Alchemy for Novices, Volume 2; and An Introduction to Potions: The Health Potion. He also had books of the same series for mana and stamina potions, and the last book was Poisons: The Elementary.

      The three potions books were pretty short and had a plethora of pictures and diagrams of different herbs, most of them recognizable to him. The Alchemy for Novices volumes were massive tomes and contained many diagrams and step-by-step guides too, but most of it was just a buttload of text.

      The most comprehensive book was the one on poisons, and the one he had decided to save for last.

      Checking the timer, he had spent around a few hours since he had gotten his profession. Having no time to waste, he started reading the first volume on novice alchemy.

      The first thing he noticed was how fast it went. He was already an experienced reader, having finished university and being used to reading a lot. But this was at an entirely different level. It took him only an hour to go through the first hundred pages. And that was with the pens and papers placed on the desk being used avidly in making bookmarks and taking down notes.

      The whole thing brought Jake back to his university days. The only thing he really lacked was some hot tea and some good music.

      The content of the book was exactly as the cover said. It introduced alchemy. It had small parts on transmutation and pill-making, and even some details reminding Jake of more modern chemical theories. Still, the main content was detailing the process of making potions using herbs.

      It went into how to process the herbs, the tools often used when doing so, what type of water was suitable for different kinds of potions, how to properly store and prepare the herbs, et cetera. The knowledge on concocting poisons was somewhat limited, and pretty much only focused on how to avoid introducing poison into your creations.

      After another couple of hours of reading, he wanted to give it a shot. Was he ready? Probably not, but he felt like at least trying. Jake got up and stretched before walking toward the laboratory. He had left his satchel back in the lab, as he saw no reason to carry it around.

      He had learned a lot from his reading, one of those things being how stupid it was just to pluck a bunch of herbs and throw them together in a big bundle in the satchel. At least he had not been dumb enough to also throw in moss and fungi.

      After a bit of salvaging, most of the herbs were still useful. Jake had brought along with him some of the books and his notes. Without further ado, he started meticulously following them on how to create potions.

      He ground the grass into a paste, mixed it with water, and injected mana into a small, enchanted burner to boil the purified water. Rather than university, where it had been all reading and numbers, this felt more like chemistry. Far more practical.

      Potions for health and mana were not made one by one. Not the lower-rarity ones, at least. You usually made batches that could vary quite a bit based on how well you did. The mix could quickly become too weak or too strong, resulting in adverse effects; the system recognized them as failed creations.

      Mana also played a massive role in alchemy. The bowl in which one mixed the batch required mana to be injected, thus entering through it. The same held true for the mortar and pestle, the pestle itself being enchanted to accept mana being channeled through it.

      All the equipment used to craft was enchanted with practical things. Self-Repair was found on practically everything, and Jake had already found out from his cloak and bracers that Self-Repair also came with a self-cleaning functionality.

      His first batch was an attempt to make mana potions, the least complex of the three types. It turned into a not-quite-blue mixture that smelled terrible. Luckily, the lab also came with a sink that had a faucet, and all that one would expect. Sadly, the water coming out was not classified as purified, so he had to keep getting water from the pond.

      A lot of information was found within the different books; most interesting was a section on stats. It even helped explain the effects of them, more so than Jake had been able to deduce himself so far. It has to be mentioned that the information was heavily limited, almost like the system had censored some things.

      As for stats that were good for alchemy, Wisdom was mentioned as the overall most important. It increased total mana and the ability to retain knowledge of recipes and such. The fact that both poisons’ and potions’ effectiveness was increased by Wisdom also played a considerable part without a doubt. The second-most important was Willpower, as it increased mana regeneration, something that was new knowledge to Jake.

      Willpower also helped with focusing while doing alchemy, though the book mentioned that no amount of stats could make up for the lack of personal perseverance. It clearly looked like the book should have more info than that, but a considerable part had been cut out.

      While this was a mystery for sure, there was one that irked him even more. Why did his profession increase Vitality by 2 and Toughness by 1 too? However, that was a mystery quickly solved as he briefly skimmed the small section on stats in the book on poisons.

      Concocting poisons, compared to nearly every other aspect of alchemy, was no safe practice. The fumes alone could kill most, and just being close to poison daily came with many dangers. On top of that, those dabbling in poison also sometimes used their own bodies to test their newest concoctions, the occasional alchemist even going so far as to cultivate toxins within their own body.

      Therefore, the book said that one should not dabble in poison before one had sufficient Vitality and serviceable Toughness. The book also mentioned that most alchemy professions did not increase Vitality or Toughness, so investing Free Points in those stats was recommended if one wished to pursue concocting poisons as a specialty—a recommendation Jake could quite easily ignore, as he had plenty.

      After emptying the mixing bowl and cleaning it, he tried mixing another batch of mana potions. He used the entire blue lavender flower, grinding up the stalk and flower and mixing it with the evergreen grass.

      Going through the motions once more ended in another failure. Injecting mana was not as simple as just channeling it like it was with the quiver; instead, one had to do it carefully. The injection part was where the difference between a skilled alchemist and a novice was found.

      He had to somehow control the mana he injected into it, guide the entire process with his mana. Luckily, it didn't require much to make the most basic mana potions, but it was still a challenge. The books had detailed how to do it, but a lot of it was still touch-and-go.

      After making another four failed batches, he still had sufficient mana but was out of ingredients. After another roundtrip to the garden, he had enough for another crafting session.

      He continued trying, making batch after batch, as he wrote down notes on why he’d failed and what to improve. Slowly, he felt the improvements. His last attempt turned out to closely resemble a mana potion but wasn’t quite there yet. By that point, he had been at it for nearly twelve hours and was exhausted both mentally and physically. His stamina was still high, but he could barely focus.

      Going to the room with the bed, he quickly took a look in the closet and dresser, finding clothes in both. They looked rather simple, but it was good to have something to change into. His old clothes beneath his cloak were well and truly battered by now, and, if he had to be honest, smelled a bit.

      But quite frankly, Jake was too tired to further think of it as he collapsed on the bed and fell asleep.

      Waking up, he felt wholly rejuvenated but panicked slightly as he checked the timer. He let out a sigh of relief upon realizing he had only slept for a bit over five hours. His stamina was topped off, while his mana was at 70%—more than enough for another good round of alchemy.

      Feeling refreshed and sharp, he went to the laboratory once more after a quick shower and change of clothes. He briefly skimmed over his notes and got to work. The part where he had to prepare the ingredients he had down to a T. His timing of adding ingredients to the mix was also adequate.

      No, the final hurdle was the mana injection. It wouldn't be an understatement to say that it was 90% of the process. One had plenty of leeway making mana potions when it came to temperature control, so once everything was in the mix and one had to combine ingredients into an actual potion, it was just pure mana control.

      And now, with a clear head, Jake felt sharper than ever. He knew what to do and how to do it. He just had to execute. The mana poured gently into the mixture as he controlled it with the help of the intricate runes inscribed on the mixing bowl. One very much had to go by feel, and this time, Jake felt like all was as it should be.

      A short while later, a refreshing smell permeated the laboratory as he turned off the fire, a beautiful blue mixture in his bowl. He knew he had succeeded, and the system message shortly after only confirmed it as he smiled to himself.

      
        
        *You have successfully crafted [Mana Potion (Inferior)] – A new kind of creation has been made. Bonus experience earned *

      

      

      
        
        *’DING!’ Profession: [Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 1 - Stat points allocated, +2 Free Points*

      

      

      
        
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (G)] has reached level 5 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*
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            Progression

          

        

      

    

    
      Feeling the warm glow run through his body from the level-ups was as comfortable as ever. He was equally as pleased to see that profession experience also helped with his race level.

      Looking at his stats, he noticed that he now had 6 unspent Free Points. Jake still felt very unsure of how to distribute them best. Was there some way to make an optimal build? Ultimately, he decided this wasn’t the time to try and meta-game the system. You know, with his life on the line and all that.

      So, having decided not to hoard the points any longer, he threw them in the stat best for alchemy according to all the books: Wisdom. He felt the warm glow once more before opening his status menu to confirm the changes.

      
        
        Status

        Name: Jake Thayne

        Race: [Human (G) – lvl 5]

        Class: [Archer – lvl 9]

        Profession: [Alchemist of the Malefic Viper – lvl 1]

        Health Points (HP): 380/380

        Mana Points (MP): 192/240

        Stamina: 235/250

        Stats

        Strength: 28

        Agility: 31

        Endurance: 25

        Vitality: 38

        Toughness: 16

        Wisdom: 24

        Intelligence: 16

        Perception: 44

        Willpower: 25

        Free Points: 0

      

      

      Not much had changed with his stats besides Wisdom getting a considerable bump upwards from the levels and Free Points. Nodding to himself, he closed the menu once more and turned his attention to the mixing bowl in front of him.

      Looking at the completed batch of mana potions, he felt very satisfied with himself. Walking to the cabinet, he took out a handful of bottles and began putting the concoction into them. The bottles were perfectly sized to get the full benefit one could from each potion.

      Jake had wondered what would happen if one drank an additional potion during the cooldown period. He and his colleagues had some theories, most of them determining it would end badly if one drank more than two within an hour.

      But now he knew what would happen. And it was a big shocker. If one consumed two potions within an hour, the second could cause horrific consequences, such as being slightly less thirsty or having one less potion to drink.

      Jokes aside, one could pour down mana potions for days without suffering any adverse consequences. It was basically just water. Of course, this raised countless more questions as to where the excess energy would go.

      It was honestly frustrating how none of the books even bothered to talk about it. They essentially said: "So yeah, the second one doesn’t work because that’s how it is."

      AKA, system-fuckery was how potions worked. The batch he had just made could be consumed as is, but would only have the effect of the single potion, so one was more or less forced to bottle it up. It also wouldn’t register as an actual item before being in a bottle or another similar type of container.

      Moving on back to the present, Jake ended up with a total of only three bottles, something that, according to the books, was considered quite terrible. Not that Jake cared much; he was just proud of his accomplishment.

      Using Identify on the potion, it only echoed how terrible they were.

      
        
        [Mana Potion (Inferior)] – Restores 87 mana when consumed.

      

      

      He remembered Caroline telling him that the mana potions that the system had given them upon entering the tutorial had given her at least 130 mana. He would have to thank Jacob for being terrible enough at combat the next time they met.

      The fact that Jake could see the exact amount restored was also something new. He was unsure if it was due to Identify going up in rank or a bonus from one of the new profession skills. Or perhaps it was the presence of the profession itself.

      Jake put the potions on one of the other tables in the laboratory with a smile. He planned on drinking them later, but he still had enough mana not to make full use of them. Having proven himself able to make something, he started mixing a second batch after cleaning up a bit.

      However, his festive mood quickly died down as he failed the next two batches. Still, it was rapidly alleviated when the third batch of mana potions succeeded—another three potions, with exactly the same properties.

      Seeing his mana had gotten a little low, he drank one of the potions he had made and felt his mana fill up to nearly full once more. He planned on drinking a potion every hour with the internal cooldown to keep working, with the only limit being his mental energy.

      The mixing continued. A day and over a dozen mana potions consumed later, he finally started to get exhausted once more, and his last two batches had failed due to him not being able to focus.

      It was hard work, but the results spoke for themselves:

      
        
        *’DING!’ Profession: [Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 2 - Stat points allocated, +2 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Profession: [Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 3 - Stat points allocated, +2 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (G)] has reached level 6 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Profession: [Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 4 - Stat points allocated, +2 Free Points*

      

      

      The levels were impressive, but it was, without a doubt, slower than leveling his class. He had spent more than twenty-four hours on the challenge already, and yet he was only level 4 in the profession. Compared to outside, where he—in less time than that—had reached level 9. If he had been more efficient and gone solo earlier, he would, without a doubt, be well into the double digits by now.

      Looking at the dungeon challenge window, he noted the time.

      
        
        Time remaining: 28 Days – 22:53:11

      

      

      Walking back to the bed once more, he brought the book on health potions along for a quick read before taking another nap. He had decided to try and make them the next day, as the mana potion's experience had started going down and also because he had enough of them to keep himself going for a while.

      Health potions were, according to the Alchemy for Novices book, the second easiest type of potion to make, just after the mana one. The process was very similar, with only slight variations. The pattern and method of injecting mana into the mixture was the most significant difference, and quite a lot harder than with mana potions.

      Mana potions were quite natural to make. You did not need to change the properties of the mana injected; you just had to purify and inject it. With health potions, you had to change the nature of the mana. Ultimately, the potion was still a kind of condensed energy close to mana, and Jake had no proper understanding of how exactly it all worked, so he just left that up to the system.

      He also wanted to start making poisons soon, but he felt it would be slightly more challenging than the three basic resource-restoration potions. The books agreed with his intuition. From what he had briefly read, concocting poisons had many of the same methods as potions, so there was a lot of overlap. Hence, it wasn’t like his practice on potions was wasted.

      In the end, concocting poisons was also primarily about injecting mana properly and controlling the crafting process.

      After reading the book on health potions, Jake put it on the floor as there was no bedtable. Seconds after closing his eyes, he fell asleep. He dreamed of potions and alchemy, genuinely looking forward to waking up and continuing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jacob, Caroline, Bertram, Casper, Ahmed, and Theodore were all walking with a group of Richard’s men as they hunted once more. The team they went with was the usual, except for Caroline, who could join them while Richard took a rest back at camp.

      Richard had reached level 12 earlier that day and had gotten a new ability at level 10 that allowed him to bash with his shield and send out a shockwave, knocking down anyone in its path. With it and his increased stats, he had hunted many beasts over level 10, and they had even relocated their base once to get further into the forest and find stronger enemies to hunt.

      The only one from their original group at level 10 was Caroline, who often went with Richard and his so-called “elite squad.” Caroline had, at level 10, learned a ranged version of her heal, much to the delight of everyone.

      The entire camp had also expanded significantly. When they had joined, Richard’s group had consisted of twenty-six people excluding them. Well, twenty people with the six that Jake had killed. After joining, they’d shot up to twenty-nine, and after recruiting some more, the group was now a bit over fifty. Richard was still in charge, of course.

      They had gotten one more healer, but he was only level 6, and Caroline had shown herself to be competent, so Richard kept her around in his squad. The passive regeneration aura alone was enough to keep a healer around initially. In combat, they often contributed little to nothing, as their healing was touch-based, but with her now being able to heal from a distance, her worth shot up significantly.

      Jacob was the leader of this small group that usually had to go without a healer. He was level 8, and the only one in their squad who was level 9, besides Caroline, was Casper. Dennis and Lina were both in another team. Jacob knew that this was due to Richard not wanting their group to all be together, even if one considered Joanna, who was stuck back in the camp.

      Speaking of Joanna, she had brought with her a pleasant surprise. She had started fixing up cloaks and robes for people and conjuring arrows for the archers after joining, trying to make herself useful. A couple of hours ago, just before they left the camp, Joanna had unlocked a profession.

      This was the first instance of anyone obtaining a profession that they knew of. Joanna had been into stitching and sewing before the tutorial, which had likely helped her unlock it to begin with. This was only a theory, though.

      According to Joanna, the profession didn’t give many stat points per level, hers only offering 1 Wisdom, 1 Willpower, 1 Agility, and 1 Free Point per level.

      Seeing that the stat gains were so low compared to the time investment, Richard’s interest significantly waned. Until Joanna got to level 1 in the profession, that is, and as she was also level 3 in her class, she leveled her race too. This instantly reignited his interest. Every single race level gave +1 to all stats and an extra Free Point, making them even more valuable than both class and profession.

      His interest was further amplified after he experienced that leveling only got harder and harder, and level 10 seemed to be one of those difficulty jumps. Hunting with a team also hurt his experience gain, but as he was more powerful in a group due to his class's nature, he had to be in one.

      Making their way back to base, Jacob thought about what Jake was up to. It had been close to two days since he left, and they had neither seen nor heard anything from him. He and Richard had a tacit understanding never to mention him, but Jacob still wondered.

      He was not afraid for Jake's well-being, more so curious as to what level he had reached by now. Okay, he was a bit worried, but the guy could clearly handle himself. At least he hoped he could, as Jacob had encountered some nasty things.

      After a final fight with a small group of badgers, one of them being above level 10, they finally made it back. Speaking of the badgers, those things turned out to get a lot more dangerous when they reached the double digits. Not only because of their size, but because of the venom their claws now secreted.

      If Caroline had not been in the group, they would not even have tried fighting it. Another group had lost two people to one of the beasts, as they got severely poisoned from just a few minor scratches. The potions they drank only functioned to extend the suffering as they died. The importance of a healer was once again evident.

      Back in camp, Jacob went straight to Richard, reporting how their little hunt went.

      "Jacob, welcome back,” the huge man said. “Any difficulties?"

      His shield was leaning on a stone next to him. It was not the one a heavy warrior started with, but a far larger tower shield. He had gotten it earlier that day, and it was, according to Caroline, an uncommon-rarity item.

      "No, nothing special. It’s getting harder and harder to find enough beasts to hunt, and those we do tend to be on the weaker side. Should we consider moving further into the forest?" Jacob took a seat on a stone across from Richard.

      It was frustrating trying to level up at any decent pace. Whenever the group moved, Richard would have the light warriors and archers with stealth scout the area, and he would monopolize any strong beasts with his own squad.

      "I guess we should,” Richard said. “Double digits are getting scarce. Did you find any items or tokens while out?"

      Another one of Richard’s rules. All items had to be given to him, so they could be given out to those who could make the best use of them. Which is to say, every item was monopolized by Richard and his buddies. Richard had already known of items the day they joined, and it did make Jacob a bit sour that they might have missed some as they made their initial trek in the forest.

      He didn’t doubt that many just kept them to themselves. It was risky, as Jacob didn’t want to learn the consequences of being found out, but he understood why some did it anyway. Jacob didn’t hide them, though. He was playing the long game.

      "Yes, Casper found a single common-rarity upgrade token," he said, giving it to Richard. "I think the number of boxes in the area are also getting scarce."

      "Casper is the archer, right?" Richard asked, to which Jacob nodded. "He is getting close to level 10 already, right? Tell him to keep up the good work; a spot in the elite team may just open up. We’re also getting some new members soon, so it may be necessary to have him help lead them."

      "I’ll be sure to tell him," Jacob answered, hiding his contempt.

      Yet another one of Richard’s tactics. If a squad besides his own had anyone who stood out, he would try to separate them. He was not open about it and often backed his choices with sound logic, but Jacob had been in management long enough to recognize nefarious leadership like that.

      Richard was actively trying to limit cohesion. He allowed enough for them to get used to each other and to be able to work together, but anything more than that he wanted to avoid. Jacob and his colleagues’ position was quite unusual as they had all known each other before the tutorial. Richard and his gang of people was the only other group like theirs.

      Most groups of ten that had entered the tutorial were strangers. Random crowds of people being thrown together. Since the system had taken people close to each other physically as it transported them, at least to some extent, it did mean that many had ended up entering with at least one or two people they knew, though.

      But Richard broke those small groups up whenever he could. He had a million excuses as to why it was for the best, but people mostly just did as he said out of fear. Not necessarily fear of being attacked, but also fear of being tossed out of the camp.

      While the way stuff was run was far from ideal, it was far safer than likely anywhere else. One had to remember that not everyone was fit for combat or willing to risk their own lives. Many that joined simply huddled up in the camp. At least Joanna had now opened a path for them to progress without any need to face beasts.

      As Jacob walked back to his colleagues, a young man wearing a robe—one that had clearly been upgraded with a token—walked by. The wand at his hip was another either upgraded or looted item. It instantly gave away his identity as a caster. The man, who was barely even a man at all, was in his late teens and wore a big stupid smile on his face.

      Jacob remembered that his name was William, and he had joined after Jacob and his group. Richard knew little of this young man, only that he was clearly competent and had reached above level 10 before he even joined them. He had not been with any group when he joined, but had come alone.

      His story was that strong monsters had ambushed them shortly after entering the tutorial, and he’d gotten away as the only survivor. Yeah, no one was buying that, but as they couldn't prove him wrong, they just rolled with it. The predominant theory was that he had run away.

      Most surprising, however, was the young man still insisting on hunting alone even after joining. Richard had initially wanted him in the elite squad but was declined. He had considered merely “removing” the man permanently but had decided against it. Jacob had become privy to this information through Caroline, who had shared most with him in the beginning, but it had gotten far worse recently as she began keeping more secrets.

      Jacob understood why he had not done anything, though. Richard could not do it openly after all, as it would be bad for morale, and Richard perhaps feared a repeat of Jake, who had killed his right-hand man and five others. The only survivor, a mess, had still not left the camp since he returned. So, sending a group covertly after the caster was a risk. One he seemed unwilling to take.

      Instead, he appeared to go with the principle of keeping his potential enemies close. Jacob decided to not head back just yet, but stayed close to hear the caster and Richard talk.

      "I heard you talk to that guy," William said to Richard. “I also think we should move further in. Nothing gives any experience points around here anymore.” He sighed before continuing. "I’m afraid that boredom will end up killing me before any of those ‘roided-out animals do."

      "I hear you; I plan on moving when the last group returns," Richard answered, clearly a bit annoyed at the teenager's flippant attitude to the whole tutorial.

      "Great!" the caster answered with a smile. "Oh, by the way, I need more mana potions. Got any?"

      "Go ask some of the others," Richard answered, trying, but failing, to hide his annoyance. Jacob had heard William had already taken nearly all of their spare mana potions, and Richard only had the ones he purposely kept hidden away—another open secret, that one. Richard likely wanted to save some for the healers in case of an emergency.

      "Oh, okay," William answered as he turned around, happily walking toward the campfire where people were doing various tasks. Some were stitching, others trying to make something out of the leather, and there was even a guy trying to draw with some charcoal from the fire—all of them attempting to unlock professions.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As William walked away from Richard, he thought to himself how great this place was. He was finally free, his mind unshackled. Purified from all that had suppressed him in the old world.

      He had returned to perfection.
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            Palate of the Malefic Viper

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake focused as he felt the mana flow through his body and into the reddish mixture in the bowl before him. He felt that this would be the one. After nearly twenty failed tries, this had to be the one.

      For nearly a full day, he had been attempting to make health potions. He had been very positive initially, believing that it would be a cakewalk, considering his experience with the mana potions. But oh boy, was he wrong.

      Much of the process had become far more straightforward than his first attempt to make a potion. But the mana injection still stumped him. He had to do it in a way that would bring forth the natural healing properties in the red lavender and successfully combine it with the Evergreen Grass.

      It was changing the mana’s properties by filtering it through the bowl and into the herbs. Normal mana was relatively easy to control, but it became more problematic when Jake had to transform it. The herbs and moss served as catalysts for his mana, binding itself to them.

      The ultimate purpose was to make the liquid in the batch resemble the energy called health points, also known as vital energy. The herbs themselves already contained a lot of this energy, but he had to bring it out and make it into an actual potion.

      To be perfectly honest, Jake still wasn’t entirely sure how the whole thing worked; he just went by what the books said and what felt right during the moment. He had long learned that a lot of the crafting was “feeling” what to do more than just following some step-by-step guide. As long as your underlying methodology was serviceable, chances were you wouldn’t go all wrong. At least with inferior-rarity potions.

      Luckily, this time, he didn’t fail. With a final push, the liquid gave off an invigorating smell, and he barely managed to contain his excitement as the system messages appeared.

      
        
        *You have successfully crafted [Health Potion (Inferior)] – A new kind of creation has been made. Bonus experience earned.

        ‘

        *’DING!’ Profession: [Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 5 - Stat points allocated, +2 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (G)] has reached level 7 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

      

      He did a mini-cheer as he bottled the health potions. He only ended up making three from the whole batch, but a success was a success. One of the primary reasons why the number of potions varied was the purified water evaporating during the brewing.

      According to the books, in a perfect scenario, nearly none of the water would disappear. This would, in turn, lead to more of the energy contained in the herbs not being wasted. Jake was currently wasting a lot of precious energy, mainly because he quite honestly still sucked.

      But then again, he had only been an alchemist for less than two days. He could not be expected to be a potion master instantly. On a side note, his Free Points were once again just thrown into Wisdom.

      Apropos of becoming a master of alchemy. Having reached level 5 in his profession, another message appeared along with the level-up, one he had been looking forward to.

      
        
        *Alchemist of the Malefic Viper profession skills available*

      

      

      Jake didn’t hesitate to open the menu. The first thing he noticed was that there were far fewer skills to choose from compared to his Archer class. But that wasn’t really a bad thing. All of those skills had been “filler,” so to say. Useless passive weapon skills mainly, all of which he had no interest in at all, and every one of them was inferior rarity. The alchemy profession didn’t have a single one of those. Instead, it had given him only six options. He started going through them one by one.

      
        
        [Pill Consolidation (Inferior)] – The path of alchemy is diverse and methods aplenty, with potion brewing but one of the major paths. Another is pill consolidation. Pills come in many forms, but most have the purpose of empowering the one who consumes it, both temporarily and permanently. Must have suitable materials and equipment in order to create pills. Adds a minor increase to the effectiveness of produced pills based on Wisdom.

      

      

      Reading through the entire thing, Jake had to scratch his chin a bit. Pill consolidation did seem useful; however, Jake had no interest in it at all right now. He already had a hard enough time making potions, and he still had poisons to concoct on his timetable. On top of that, he was still somewhat unclear as to the differences between pills and potions. The description did offer a bit of a hint, mentioning permanent benefits. But it also compared the two “paths” as similar.

      While the promise of permanent buffs was tempting, unless those permanent benefits included not dying in less than a month, he wasn’t that interested. So, learning about the wonders of alchemical pills was something for later, if ever. For now, he moved on to check the next skills.

      
        
        [Geology (Inferior)] – Grants knowledge of minerals and other similar natural treasures found throughout the multiverse. These natural treasures can be combined with other materials to amplify or bring forth strong magical effects. An alchemist must be able to distinguish the magical rock from the mundane gravel, after all.

      

        

      
        [Metallurgy (Inferior)] – Grants knowledge of metallic materials and substances found throughout the multiverse. Many types of rare and powerful metals are found throughout the multiverse and can be combined with other materials to amplify or bring forth powerful magical effects, not limited only to alchemical products.

      

      

      Jake decided to group these together as they were somewhat similar. They were like his Herbology and Toxicology skills, only for stones and metals. Well, geology did include things that couldn’t strictly be defined as stones, but quite frankly, he didn’t really care. He had always found geologists a weird bunch, and there was no way he was going to spend his days looking for, or studying, rocks.

      Thus, he moved on swiftly.

      
        
        [Sense Herb (Common)] – Gives a passive ability to detect herbs and a rough feeling of their properties. An alchemist must be able to find the materials to craft his products, after all. Adds a minor increase to the effectiveness of Sense Herb based on Perception.

      

        

      
        [Sense Poison (Uncommon)] – Gives a passive ability to detect poisonous substances and their toxicity level. An alchemist must be able to find the materials to craft his products, after all. Adds a minor increase to the effectiveness of Sense Poison based on Perception.

      

      

      These two skills were, in his honest opinion, quite necessary. It would be splendid out in the forest or anywhere else really, as finding herbs and toxic materials he could craft from likely wasn’t just found lying about. Or maybe they were; he just wouldn’t know without a skill to help him find them. Or he would be forced to scour through the underbrush constantly. But while he considered them essential, finding materials was not exactly a challenge in his current situation.

      He would need them for sure. But the last skill made it absolutely clear he wouldn’t pick any of them.

      
        
        [Palate of the Malefic Viper (Rare)] – The Malefic Viper has honed its venom by devouring myriad toxins found throughout the multiverse. In the same vein, the Alchemist of the Malefic Viper can consume toxins to learn their effects and properties. Grants the alchemist immunity or resistance to most low-level poisons. Through consumption, may your power grow; through gluttony, may your Records expand.

      

      

      Okayyy… was his first thought after reading it. Most of the descriptions were rather direct, but this one was quite a bit more flavorful, especially in the last part.

      Based on the name, this one was clearly associated with his variant of alchemist. Thinking about the effects of the skill, the prospect of eating the blue mushrooms came as both pleasing and horrifying at the same time. He did hate the damn things, so the thought of eating the bastards was nice, but on the other hand… they were blue magic mushrooms.

      Shaking his head, he picked the skill. Surprisingly, he felt nothing despite getting another rare-rank skill. He had to open his status screen and check to make sure that he, in fact, did have the skill.

      Confirming that he did, he walked to the cave and looked at the mushrooms. He decided to go for the flytrap one. He picked it due to it being inferior rarity. He assumed that even if his skills didn’t work like he believed, it wouldn’t kill him.

      
        
        [Flytrap Mushroom (Inferior)] – A carnivorous and poisonous mushroom that eats insects to accelerate its growth.

      

      

      Picking the fungus up, he inspected it closely. To call it appetizing would be a straight-up lie. Not that Jake was the best judge; he’d hated mushrooms even before the tutorial. According to him, the mere thought of people willingly adding them to salads was one of life’s greatest mysteries.

      He had never used them for… “recreational” purposes either, even though he had known some who did during his university days. And yes, he had been offered plenty, despite him barely ever participating in social gatherings. One guy had even knocked on his door at 4 am, randomly offering him a bag, though he was pretty sure the guy was looking for Andrew, his roommate at the time.

      Oh well, no better time to do mushrooms than when stuck in a dungeon with less than a month to live, Jake thought as he threw his first Flytrap Mushroom into his mouth.

      The first thing that hit him was the taste. Or more accurately, lack of taste. It was a bit chewy, but it didn’t have much flavor to it, honestly. He had half-expected it to taste like chicken. The juices coming out of the shroom made sizzling sounds as it came into contact with his spit. It did not hurt or feel uncomfortable in any way; it was more akin to drinking carbonated drinks.

      However, Jake did not have time to think much of it as a weird feeling of realization struck him akin to if one had been struggling with a math problem for hours, and then suddenly, something clicked, and the solution came to them.

      He now knew a lot, not about the mushroom per se, but the poison it possessed. It felt familiar to him now. But he also knew that the knowledge was not complete. A single mushroom was not enough to truly familiarize himself with its properties, far from it. And as such, his feasting began.

      The cave was big. Very big. Same with the garden. Jake knew there was no way for him to use all of the ingredients found here in thirty days, even if he was several times faster at doing alchemy.

      But now he was starting to get a bit worried as he chomped down Flytrap after Flytrap. He had to be honest with himself; the taste was kind of growing on him. Or maybe it was just the feeling of quite literally eating himself to knowledge and understanding that he found so intoxicating.

      After eating way too many, he finally stopped. First of all because his stomach was starting to hurt from being overstuffed, and secondly, the diminishing return had kicked in hard. The first couple of mushrooms had given the most, but the later ones barely helped.

      By now, he felt amazingly familiar with the little buggers. While he had no intention to confirm it currently, he felt like this familiarity would be incredibly helpful when concocting poisons later.

      Feeling stuffed, he decided to go back to the laboratory. He felt a bit tired earlier from trying to make health potions, but now he felt strangely invigorated. Looking at his stamina, he noticed that it had actually gone up over his feeding frenzy. It was only a measly 2 points, but it had gone up. More surprising, however, was his mana. It had been topped up, him having restored more than 100 points.

      The Palate of the Malefic Viper skill said nothing about restoring resources from eating mushrooms. And with his newfound intimate understanding of the shrooms, he knew nothing in the shrooms had the effect of restoring anything.

      But thinking about it further, it did kind of make sense. While not containing a lot of it, the mushrooms most certainly did hold some mana. And him consuming them with the skill must mean that he directly devoured the mana within.

      Feeling renewed, he began attempting to make his second successful health potion. He wanted to try making poisons soon, considering it was kind of the focus of his profession and all. But he decided against doing so before he got a chance to eat some moss… something he was most certainly not looking forward to.

      He did try to eat some lavender too. They tasted like shit and didn’t give him any knowledge. So the skill did indeed only work on toxins.

      After cleaning the mixing bowl, he poured water into it before adding some Evergreen Grass. The flowers only came in later after the grass was correctly saturated with mana. That part of the process went relatively easy, far more so than before, and he quickly got to the point where he put in the red lavender.

      This was the part that often stumped him. You had to inject mana into the herbs rather quickly, or it would ruin the mixture. But too fast, or done wrong, the batch would also go bad. But once again, the ease of the process surprised him.

      A couple of minutes later, he stood with another successful batch, even resulting in four bottles. Without hesitation, he got started on another round and was once more met with success, only resulting in three potions this time. But it did confirm it wasn’t a fluke.

      Two or so hours later, and a good number of potions, he was once more greeted with another level.

      
        
        *’DING!’ Profession: [Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 6 - Stat points allocated, +2 Free Points*

      

      

      As always, he put the Free Points into Wisdom. At this point, his Wisdom had become his second-highest stat, only behind Vitality.

      He brought up his stat page, feeling rather pleased. He thought about how nice it would be to see his skills on the menu, which it surprisingly just… did.

      
        
        Status

        Name: Jake Thayne

        Race: [Human (G) – lvl 7]

        Class: [Archer – lvl 9]

        Profession: [Alchemist of the Malefic Viper – lvl 6]

        Health Points (HP): 510/510

        Mana Points (MP): 324/480

        Stamina: 247/270

        Stats

        Strength: 30

        Agility: 33

        Endurance: 27

        Vitality: 51

        Toughness: 23

        Wisdom: 48

        Intelligence: 18

        Perception: 46

        Willpower: 32

        Free Points: 0

      

        

      
        Titles: [Forerunner of the New World], [Bloodline Patriarch]

        Class Skills: [Basic One-Handed Weapon (Inferior], [Basic Stealth (Inferior)], [Advanced Archery (Common)], [Archer’s Eye (Common)]

        Profession Skills: [Herbology (Common)], [Brew Potion (Common)], [Concoct Poison (Common)], [Toxicology (Uncommon)], [Malefic Viper’s Poison (Rare)], [Palate of the Malefic Viper (Rare)]

        Race Skills: [Identify (Common)], [Endless Tongues of the Myriad Races (Unique)]

        Bloodline: [Bloodline of the Primal Hunter (Bloodline Ability - Unique)]

      

      

      He had gotten a lot more skills since he’d entered the tutorial, and it was oddly satisfying to see his growth laid out before him like that. He was still doubtful if just dumping everything into Wisdom was the correct decision. Perhaps it was in this dungeon, but assuming he survived the challenge, he would barely have grown in his Strength, Agility, and Perception.

      But then again, it was still early days. Poisons were bound to increase Jake’s offensive prowess significantly.

      As he was pondering on the future, he felt a rumbling in his stomach. A rumbling that quickly got worse. This was the moment where Jake learned why this dungeon had a toilet.

      Turned out that eating a bit over a hundred mushrooms and having that be your only diet for two days wasn’t the healthiest of diets. What followed was Jake spending the better part of an hour stuck on the toilet, contemplating his prior mushroom-eating madness. He hoped the moss would be gentler on his bowels.

      After the less than pleasant experience, he also learned why the bathroom came with a shower. Because he sure as hell needed one.

      Before the tutorial, he’d been the kind of person that took a shower pretty much every day. If he went to the gym or had done a lot of archery, it often resulted in two that day. During holidays, he could get a bit lazy about it, but he doubted he had ever been dirtier than these past few days.

      The positive part of his toilet tour, however, was his stomach feeling way less stuffed. He was not quite ready to eat the moss, but he was getting there. The mental exhaustion was also starting to get to him. His need for sleep had been significantly reduced, but he still had to rest occasionally.

      With that in mind, he grabbed the book Poisons: The Elementary and went to bed. When he woke up again, he would make some more potions, eat some moss, and finally get started on concocting poisons.
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            Enjoying Life

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake had never been a huge fan of salads. He could do cucumbers, tomatoes, and a bit of lettuce in a burger here and there, but the mere thought of living off salads was horrifying to him. One should understand why he didn't find his current meal the most pleasant with that in mind.

      He was currently sitting in the library with a bowl in front of him filled with water and moss. He had tried to eat the moss, but it was honestly disgusting. Not the taste—it was fine—but the texture and the aftertaste of dirt.

      Instead, he plucked it, rinsed it with water, and used the cleaned mixing bowl to eat from. It was a rather disgusting-looking soup. He didn’t even have a spoon, so he had to use his hands to eat out of it.

      However, the torturous meal was made acceptable by the feeling of knowledge and improvement from eating it. It was the same as with the Flytrap Mushrooms, though he made sure to control himself and not overeat.

      After his wonderful meal, it was back to making potions. He had started alternating between health and mana potions to break the monotony. Not that it mattered much. He was also considering if he should give making stamina potions a shot, but according to the books, it was quite a lot harder than both health and mana. And not by a little either.

      Stamina potions were essentially a mix of health and mana from a methodological standpoint. Quite honestly, the book’s explanations were quite terrible, and Jake had no desire to attempt it currently.

      One good thing about his improved Wisdom was that he no longer needed to take notes. By now, he could easily remember everything. It was kind of weird and a bit scary when he thought about it more in depth. He had not felt anything immediately, even when gaining a lot of Wisdom at once, but it had changed him without a doubt.

      He already knew that the system could directly implant knowledge, and it could obviously also improve memory. Jake had always had a relatively good memory, but now he could verbatim recall the page numbers of where everything stood in his alchemy books.

      And if the system could implant both knowledge and make his memory that much better, what was to say it couldn’t change something more fundamental? His Intelligence stat had also been improved quite a lot, but he hadn’t felt anything directly from that. Something that he was still unsure whether to be assured or concerned about.

      For some reason, he found his Bloodline far less scary, even though it clearly was the thing introduced by the system that had affected him the most. But he was aware of it doing so. He had let his Bloodline affect him; he had allowed his improved instincts to take charge during times of danger. In essence, he felt like his Bloodline wasn’t changing him, but merely bringing forth who he was in a more primal and instinctual form.

      But ultimately, did such existential worries even matter in the grand scheme of things? If he had been changed, he would have no way of knowing. He remembered Descartes saying "Cogito, ergo sum—I think, therefore I am”—and he was undoubtedly thinking far too much, so he most certainly existed in his own mind. Also, damn, the extra Wisdom made him remember random quotes.

      Never mind that tangent—back to potions. Jake had needed to refill the barrels of purified water a few times already, but after his meal, he had to do so yet again. It was kind of insane that he could carry an entire barrel filled with water. It was with some difficulty, but it still clearly showed that his strength had reached superhuman levels, especially considering the difficulty mainly stemmed from how unwieldy the barrels were.

      After filling the barrels and cleaning the bowl after his mossy meal, he jumped right back into it—there was an entire day of mixing ahead of him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      William walked through the forest, alone as always. Richard had gotten a bit annoying the last few days, but it was not time yet. The man still had time to grow. William also still needed him, or more accurately, what his camp could offer.

      The teenager smiled as he saw a group of big molerats. He knew these things had some annoying sound attack that hurt like shit, but they were pretty weak defensively.

      He took out his wand, an item he had found within the first couple of hours after he got here. He had been with a group of nine others, just like everyone else apparently had.

      He had no idea who any of them were. But then again, he hadn’t really known that many people before the tutorial either. His parents and his psychiatrist mainly. Oh, and the workers in the center, but they were all massive assholes.

      To be fair, though, pretty much everyone was a waste of space. Everyone was either obnoxious, pretentious, or just plain old annoying. So, William had always preferred activities where no one bothered him.

      Looking at the molerats, he knew that he had to wait for an opportune time to strike. And strike hard he would. Admiring the wand that made this all possible once more, he only got happier.

      
        
        [Exceptional Wand of Ferroras (Uncommon)] – A wand crafted by followers of Ferroras, God of Iron. The wand is made of a special kind of iron, only found in mana-rich areas. Grants the ability: [Metal Manipulation (Uncommon)].

      

        

      
        Requirements: Lvl 5+ in any class or race. Metal affinity.

      

      

      This wand had been his bread and butter since he’d become able to use it, due to the skill attached. He’d discovered a box when he was bathing in a lake after seeing something glitter at the bottom. Diving down, he had found this wand. He’d been a bit sad that he could not use it right away, though. He’d needed a few levels, first using the terrible mana bolts. When he finally reached level 5, he was able to use the wand and see the ability.

      
        
        [Metal Manipulation (Uncommon)] – Allows for control of metallic objects by spending mana. This skill falls under elemental manipulation, a prevalent brand of magic throughout the multiverse. Adds a small bonus to the effect of Metal Manipulation based on Intelligence.

      

      

      In concert with the many daggers he carried in his robe, this skill allowed him to dominate pretty much everything he met. His only weakness was his lack of healing outside of health potions, which was why he even bothered with Richard and his group. Oh, and his high mana consumption in combat, but he was sure that would get better with time.

      His thought process was interrupted as he spotted his chance to strike. The molerats had jumped a group of badgers, allowing William to also make his move.

      Focusing, he lifted the wand as seven daggers flew out of his robe and toward the closest rat. Their speed and power were far more potent than if he had simply thrown them. The daggers hit the rat in its head, cutting it to pieces.

      Before any of the other rats could register that had happened, the daggers spread out, hitting the three others in their throats before they could do their screech.

      The rats made gurgling sounds as they charged toward him. Raising his wand, he cast a spell toward the ground as a metal board appeared before him, blocking the rats’ charge and obscuring their vision. At the same time, he lifted himself off the ground as he shot backward.

      After killing a medium warrior, he had started wearing the chestpiece he had looted off the man. It was hidden beneath his robe. While it was expensive as hell to lift his whole body off the ground, it gave him excellent mobility. As he dodged around, blocking off the rats with the metal barrier and having the daggers penetrate the rats over and over, he felt quite wonderful.

      As his mana was starting to get dangerously low, the last molerat fell to the ground, never to move again. Checking his notifications, he was delighted to get another level.

      
        
        *You have slain [Molerat Screecher – lvl 14] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 1500 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Molerat Screecher – lvl 16] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 2000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Molerat Screecher – lvl 16] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 2000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Molerat Screecher – lvl 15] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 1750 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Caster] has reached level 17 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

      

      Finding high-level beasts was still somewhat tricky, in his opinion. He had killed a good twenty-plus beasts above level 14 to get from level 16 to 17. Richard kept refusing to go further into the forest, which made William really wish for some kind of healing skill at level 20.

      At level 5, he had gotten [Basic Stealth (Inferior)], at 10 [Conjure Iron Wall (Common)], and at 15 [Metallic Sight (Uncommon)]. The Iron Wall was the skill he had used in the battle before, and the Metallic Sight was the passive skill that made his entire style possible. It let William “see” through the metal he was manipulating, allowing his flying daggers to act as really shitty, yet still usable, eyes.

      The only annoying thing was that he had to “attune” to the metal he was manipulating. In other words, he had to fill any metal he wanted to control up with mana, linking it to him. This was done super easily with random unranked metal but was pretty much impossible for enchanted stuff. Well, he could still do it, but the mana consumption was insane and not worth it.

      It was not that it made the skill terrible in any way; it just sucked that he couldn’t make a warrior cut his own head off with his sword. Oh, or make arrows do a one-eighty and hit the archer. However, the saddest was his inability to lift a medium or heavy warrior up and smash them down again, or maybe use them as living wrecking balls.

      The skill was also quite mentally taxing. When he’d first gotten it at level 5, he could only control two daggers at once, and lifting even a set of armor was challenging. By now, he could do seven daggers comfortably but could push it to eight in a pinch, though it would hurt his versatility in using his Iron Wall and his own movements.

      The skill was amazingly good in open combat, but he felt it worked even better at stealthily killing. Picking up Basic Stealth had been a lucky coincidence.

      The group of ten he’d arrived with had been filled with the usual pieces of shit—pretentious idiots who kept talking about bullshit. None of them understood that things have changed. No, they were merely background characters—unimportant fodder for the true players in this new world.

      This new reality was clearly a game made real. William had enjoyed games and books his entire life. He understood the genre. One had to embrace the system, game it where possible, but otherwise, follow its rules and abuse them for the maximum potential. It was all about min-maxing.

      And yet those bloody fools kept talking about working together, staying safe, finding other humans, and finding somewhere to hunker down for the entire tutorial. Didn’t they understand this was a golden opportunity? This tutorial was the easy starting area that would give one a kickstart before entering the real game.

      William was not a delusional idiot who believed this world to be fake. It was obviously real. Real, and yet still a game. Which was why he had decided to think of it as an ultra-realistic virtual reality MMORPG with permadeath. So far, he had never been proven wrong in that assumption.

      His initial group of ten had quickly outlived their usefulness, as the only useful person, a healer, ended up dying due to their own stupidity. A light warrior had also died, so William gracefully offered to carry his daggers if anyone needed them later. The first fight after he reached level 5, one of the other casters had suspiciously died, stabbed in the back of the neck by a dagger.

      But dear William had been standing right beside the archer leading their group, so it couldn’t possibly have been him. With the seed of discord planted, he’d managed to easily split the group. A little word here and there about how the third caster had asked for one of the daggers he had been carrying earlier, and then afterward finding it in said caster’s satchel had only sealed the deal.

      It was like screwing with stupid NPCs in an otherwise well-made game. It took him only a couple of hours to kill all of them; no one had suspected the small and scared teenager. Well, except the archer at the end, who in his very last moments seemed to finally see through him. Not surprising, considering they were the last two alive.

      The idiot had yelled a couple of vulgar obscenities before he, too, died.

      Looking back, that first day had, without a doubt, been the best in William’s nineteen years of life. Everyone had always treated him like shit his entire life, no one ever getting him. The worst part was that some of them even thought something was wrong with him.

      Oh, how he had wished he could just get rid of that stupid teacher who kept pestering him in school. But he knew he couldn’t. At least not without getting caught. The rules of society had held him back for so long, limited him in so many ways.

      But here? No police, no law enforcement, no shrinks or therapists, no drugs being pumped into your system day in and day out to try and make you “normal.” The system had fixed all the harm the drugs were doing, restored his body and soul, freeing him.

      Entering that tutorial had felt like waking up from a long, hazy dream. But now William was awake, and he was aware. He understood his new reality far more so than he ever had the old one.

      Currently, he was quite a bit of distance away from Richard’s camp. He still needed them for now, as they had a healer and all, and some of the professions that people had started acquiring turned out to be very useful, allowing him to get his clothes fixed and cleaned.

      After walking a bit, having recovered a good portion of his mana, he saw movement out of the corner of his eye. Crouching down, he snuck closer, raising one of his daggers with metal manipulation and using it to see what was going on. Three silhouettes were at a small pond—two in the water, and one person standing guard, it seemed.

      The Metallic Sight skill was not good enough to see any details. But it looked like no one was looking William’s way. Looking from behind a tree, he saw two females who were not wearing anything in the water, with a third woman standing outside the water in a full heavy warrior outfit.

      Looking around further, he spotted a robe and a cloak folded at the edge of the water—one caster robe and one archer cloak.

      No healer, huh, he thought, disappointed. He didn’t recognize any of them, and a quick look around with his Metallic Sight and a dagger spotted no one else in the area.

      Oh well, no reason to keep them around, he thought. The system did say that the final reward from the tutorial was based on the number of survivors. He had read that as the fewer survivors, the better. Also, humans were so much easier to kill than beasts, honestly. Because they had one fatal weakness…

      As he was preparing to strike, the heavy warrior, for some reason, turned around and looked straight at him.

      "Who are you!?" the woman yelled in an annoyingly loud tone.

      William knew he was spotted, so he didn’t try to hide. No, he could do far better than that. "I am so sorry, miss! I got lost after my team got attacked, and I thought I heard someone.”

      He spoke with deliberate shyness in his voice. This “shy, vulnerable kid” act worked well with older females. And work it did.

      The warrior’s gaze visibly softened as she saw him acting incredibly scared. "Oh, I see," she said in a calming tone, as William spotted the two naked women now getting dressed, both looking very flustered.

      He estimated them to be around his own age, and likely related to the warrior based on their looks. Their mother? Aunt? It didn’t matter. He started walking toward them cautiously, bit by bit, as the woman spoke again. He made sure to shiver slightly with every step. It took a long time to get that one down.

      "Do you know where your team went? What attacked you?" the warrior asked as she got a little closer.

      William acted scared at her coming toward him, backing away with big steps and staying in character.

      "It’s okay, we’re not going to do anything," she said, stopping.

      "O-Okay," William stammered as he stopped backing off. The woman kept walking closer to him until she got to the spot where he had backed off from.

      From below the leaves, four daggers flew up, startling the woman. All of them found purchase in the gaps of her armor before she even had a chance to react. A fifth dagger simultaneously flew out of William’s robe, hitting the woman in the face and killing her instantly.

      The two other women were still only halfway dressed when more daggers flew for them, and they only managed to give out brief screams as the daggers struck them. They tried to defend, but neither of them had their weapons ready. It didn’t take long for both of them to fall to the ground, their half-naked bodies covered in cuts.

      After making sure they were all dead, William checked his notifications, disappointed. The warrior had been only level 10, with the two younger ones at 9.

      "What a waste of time," he muttered to himself as he looted their remaining potions and the archer’s dagger.

      "Oh well, better luck next time," he said, smiling at the three mutilated corpses as he turned for the trek back to Richard’s camp. His mana was beginning to get a bit low, so he would have to take a break. Sadly, the caster didn’t have any mana potions left.

      He could not help but whistle a happy little tune as he walked. True, it didn’t reward much to kill the three of them, but it was kind of fun. Oh, how he loved this new, wonderful world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 26

          

          

      

    

    







            More Skills!

          

        

      

    

    
      As he lay on the bed, Jake was proud of his progress for the day. He had mixed so many potions that he eventually had to just dump the mixtures in the sink. It was so incredibly wasteful, but he just didn’t have anywhere else to put them.

      While there were undoubtedly many bottles, they were far from unlimited. He was reusing the bottles after he drank the mana potions, but said potion consumption had fallen to nearly nothing after Jake had gotten his Palate of the Malefic Viper.

      It wasn’t that he was entirely out of bottles; in fact, he had many left. He just knew that the potions he currently made wouldn’t be things he wanted to save. He also didn’t know where to store them. Pretty much every surface in the lab was filled with potions.

      During the day, he had also eaten two new kinds of mushrooms, one called [Reddot Stool], a small white mushroom with red spots on it, and the other identified as a [Brunneius Aqua Mushroom], a brown mushroom found growing from small puddles in the damp cave. Both were naturally inferior rarity.

      Overall, his day had resulted in quite the progress.

      
        
        *’DING!’ Profession: [Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 7 – Stat points allocated, +2 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (G)] has reached level 8 – Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Profession: [Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 8 – Stat points allocated, +2 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Profession: [Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 9 – Stat points allocated, +2 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (G)] has reached level 9 – Stat points allocated, +1 Free Points*

      

      

      The only significant difference was that he had decided to save the Free Points. The Wisdom seemed to barely add anything to his mental capabilities at this point, and he was unsure if any other stat would help him in any way at the moment. He had considered Willpower and Endurance, hoping that it would allow him to stay awake longer and reduce the mental exhaustion.

      But for now, he would save them. He was very close to level 10 in his alchemy class, at which point he would likely unlock another skill or some other benefit. So he had decided to wait for the last level.

      He had finished the book on elementary poisons and the two basic alchemy books, and had decided that he was ready to give concocting poisons a try the next day. He had eaten the shrooms and moss he needed as ingredients, and he had even found a book describing recipes.

      Said recipes mentioned the Reddot Stool and Brunneius Aqua Mushroom, which was why he had decided to munch on those.

      After getting up from his bed, he headed straight for the cave to collect a good batch of mushrooms and moss. And with that, he got to work. In retrospect, Jake wasn't sure it could even be considered work, considering how easily it went.

      Concocting poisons and brewing potions shared a lot of similarities. The mana injection and mixing were essentially the same, with only a few minor differences here and there. The most significant difference was the requirement to squash any elements of vitality within the ingredients while simultaneously amplifying the damaging properties.

      When making health potions, the direct opposite of poison, one had to simply bring forth the already existing vital energies found within the herbs. That same vitality was found to a lesser degree in poisonous plants. They were living entities too, after all.

      This vitality would lower the effect of the poison, and sometimes even wholly ruin the concoctions. This made Jake consider the silver mushrooms he had that gave Vitality when consumed. In one of the books, such cases were described, where the poison and Vitality reacted together, empowering one another. This could then go in either direction, either becoming extremely toxic or overflowing with Vitality.

      Due to such ingredients’ overpowering nature, new alchemists were generally recommended to stay the hell away from attempting to use them, not to waste such precious natural treasures. Reading it did give him an idea for later, but that idea was for way later.

      Currently, Jake was not mixing ingredients that were hard to use. He was mixing the Reddot Stool and Brunneius Aqua Mushroom and the green moss in the mixing bowl. All of the components floated in the purified water.

      Purified water was used for pretty much every kind of liquid poison. It was wholly uncontaminated and was nothing more than filler. All it did was dilute the mixture a bit, but that was about it.

      The mixing itself went easy, as he had the methods described in the books memorized, and when he got to the more challenging parts of the mana injection, he was almost dumbfounded by how easy it was.

      By now, making mana potions was incredibly easy for him, and he barely had to focus when brewing them. But the ease and familiarity he currently felt were incomparable. It felt like he had worked with the ingredients thousands of times before. The moss and mushrooms felt like an extension of his own body, quickly absorbing his mana and doing what he wanted, when he wanted.

      The entire thing only took minutes before he was greeted by a collection of very welcome system messages.

      
        
        *You have successfully crafted [Weak Hemotoxic Poison (Inferior)] – A new kind of creation has been made. Bonus experience earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Profession: [Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 10 - Stat points allocated, +2 Free Point*

      

      

      He had not expected to get a level-up so fast again. Not that he was going to complain about it. Inspecting his new creation, he was thrilled with the result.

      
        
        [Weak Hemotoxic Poison (Inferior)] – Increases bleeding on afflicted entities and makes any injuries harder to heal. The poison must be introduced directly into the bloodstream to have any effect.

      

      

      According to the books, the poison was a weak type of poison that disrupted the afflicted’s usual bodily balance, thinning the blood and increasing blood loss. It also, like the dagger he had, made healing the target harder. Overall, it was not a very powerful type of poison. Still, considering his current strategy in battle, where a lot of it revolved around kiting and slowly bleeding the opponent out, he didn’t doubt its effectiveness.

      He stored the poison in a rectangular bottle with a big bottleneck. While there were far less of this type of bottle than the regular potion bottles, there was still a cabinet containing a few hundred. This kind of bottle was designed to dip arrows, needles, and daggers into, soaking the weapon in the poison. He believed this would become very relevant when he got out of this Challenge Dungeon.

      The level also came with the expected notice of new skills.

      
        
        *Alchemist of the Malefic Viper profession skills available*

      

      

      He had five skills available. Looking at the five skills, he used the same approach as the last time he’d been offered skills and went through them one by one.

      
        
        [Transmute (Inferior)] – Transmutation is an ancient art used by alchemists since the beginning of time. Allows for the alchemist to attempt to transmute types of metal into ones of greater value. Must have suitable materials. Transmute does not require any additional tools or equipment, but the skill’s effect can be amplified using certain catalysts. Adds a minor increase to the effectiveness of Transmute based on Wisdom.

      

      

      This one was, without a doubt, nice. But totally not in Jake’s lane at all currently. He was all about potions and poisons. It could prove useful down the line, but for now, it was not for him. Making gold from iron did seem awesome in the real world, but he doubted if the skill would have any use in curing him of the poison in his system. Also, who would even care about gold if people could go around making it? Basic economics, yo.

      Thus, he swiftly moved on.

      
        
        [Graft Plant (Common)] – Sometimes, two plants are greater than the sum of their parts, and the perfect plant may be created, not found. Grants the ability to graft plants. Plants must be compatible. Must have suitable ingredients and equipment to facilitate the grafting of plants. Adds a minor increase to the effectiveness of Graft Plant based on Wisdom.

      

      

      This one also did seem very cool, and he had read about the art of grafting plants in several of the alchemy books. Most plants could be found naturally in the world; what had surprised Jake, however, was that the system had not created the majority of them. Many plants found had initially been created by alchemists grafting something into existence more suitable for their needs.

      The system had over time then integrated these plants into ecosystems, naturally growing them around the multiverse. The author of the book was unsure about how the system did so, but its involvement was inarguable, as plants even seemed to spread to other universes.

      This had inevitably led to many not knowing which plants were system-made and which ones were grafted by alchemists. Jake did not know how old the multiverse was. He knew that his universe, according to modern physics, was thirteen-point-four billion years old or so. He also remembered that the system had said that his universe was the ninety-third to be introduced to the system. The other universes being older was a fair bet, in his opinion.

      But despite the exciting thoughts of time and grafting, Jake quite frankly had no use for it currently. It was described as a rather advanced type of alchemy in all the books, and something novices should avoid. The main reason for grafting, a lack of suitable ingredients, wasn't an issue with him having his own garden and cave, both still nearly full despite his use over the last days. So unless he wanted to become a master grafter, he wasn’t going for it.

      So, with that in mind, he moved on to the next skill.

      
        
        [Alchemist’s Purification (Common)] – Attempt to purify any alchemical ingredient. Purification can help remove unwanted properties from a component, making the finished mixture purer. Must have suitable ingredients. Must have suitable materials. Purification does not require any additional tools or equipment, but the skill’s effect can be amplified using certain catalysts. Adds a minor increase to the effectiveness of Alchemist’s Purification based on Wisdom.

      

      

      Another handy skill. Jake assumed this was what had been done to the water he used in his alchemy, considering the name Purified Water. If grafting allowed you to create your desired plants, this one allowed you to attempt to transform the ones you already had into something more useful.

      Jake had no idea what effect the skill would have on his current ingredients, however. He did not need to purify any water as there was plenty of it, and thus far, he hadn’t run into any issues with unforeseen properties within the plants he used. He seriously doubted he could cleanse the vital energy out of a living thing.

      Once more referring to the books, this skill was mentioned extensively as one essential to all alchemists. A lot of herbs found throughout the multiverse were borderline useless. That, or they were highly specific for only obscure recipes. Thus, purifying some of these ingredients could allow them to be used in more types of creations.

      This one was most definitely a contender, but he was still unsure of its usefulness currently. He knew that he would have to pick it up at one point, but as the six skills offered at level 5 were still on his list, he could just get it later.

      The next two skills were very similar, much like the Sense Herb and Sense Poison skills.

      
        
        [Germinate Herb (Common)] – Germinate an herb, allowing it to grow faster and increase its quality. Germinate Herb enables the alchemist to not wait the many years usually required for the necessary herb to mature. Germinate Herb does not require any additional tools or equipment, but the skill’s effect can be amplified using certain catalysts. Adds a minor increase to the effectiveness of Germinate Herb based on Wisdom.

      

        

      
        [Cultivate Toxin (Uncommon)] – Cultivate the desired toxic ingredient, allowing it to amplify its deadly toxins. On poisonous plants, this skill will also enable said plants to grow faster and increase their quality. Cultivate Toxin does not require any additional tools or equipment, but the skill’s effect can be amplified using certain catalysts. Adds a minor increase to the effectiveness of Cultivate Toxin based on Wisdom.

      

      

      These were also quite amazing and frequently mentioned skills in pretty much all the books he had read on alchemy, both essential skills of an alchemist who dreamed of owning their own garden. The skills were especially interesting with their usefulness in leveling the profession.

      Not all alchemists had the privilege of a fully stocked garden in a Challenge Dungeon when they first started out doing alchemy. Many started simply by tending gardens of senior alchemists. This was also how many achieved their profession to begin with. Some books even had the assumption that the reader had started out that way.

      Of these, Germinate Herb was, without a doubt, the most mentioned. The use of potions throughout the multiverse was considered standard practice, and someone needed to grow the ingredients used. Jake also knew that many alchemists started with the Germinate Herb skill from the beginning.

      Professions came in many forms and variants. One of the books on how to properly care for ingredients and tend the garden mentioned more than ten different types of the alchemist profession that could be unlocked from cultivating different sorts of herbs.

      However, the most usual way of obtaining a profession was not through effort or hard work, but through being taught by someone already possessing said profession. But many senior alchemists still had their apprentices try and learn the craft themselves in the hope of them unlocking a more powerful variant from the beginning, or perhaps just one more specialized.

      Jake’s Alchemist of the Malefic Viper was one such variant. It was both more powerful and specialized in poisons compared to more traditional alchemists.

      More powerful variants often offered better skills of higher rarity and gave more stat points per level. The downside was that, while they could often learn pretty much all types of skills commonly available, it would usually be at a lower starting rarity and/or at higher levels.

      This was also shown by Transmute, for example, being inferior rarity, and the same with the Geology, Pill Consolidation, and Metallurgy skills at level 5.

      Overall, however, there was a strong consensus that variant classes were just straight-up better. The stats alone made them far more valuable all on their own.

      One aspect he still did not quite understand was the constant mention of something called Records. He had seen the same word used in his [Bloodline Patriarch] title and even in the Bloodline description itself. More powerful variant classes, especially named ones like his, came with inherited Records. While he had yet to see any explanation of what exactly Records meant, from what he could deduce, having many Records was a good thing. Or maybe high-quality Records?

      This made him wonder if Records was a hidden achievement system or something—another mystery he had to solve when he eventually got out of the dungeon.

      Back to the skills, he didn't hesitate before picking the Cultivate Toxin skill.

      
        
        *Gained Skill*: [Cultivate Toxin (Uncommon)] – Cultivate the desired toxic ingredient, allowing it to amplify its deadly toxins. On poisonous plants, this skill will also enable said plants to grow faster and increase their quality. Cultivate Toxin does not require any additional tools or equipment, but the skill’s effect can be amplified using certain catalysts. Adds a minor increase to the effectiveness of Cultivate Toxin based on Wisdom.

      

      

      He felt the slightly disorientating experience of having knowledge downloaded directly into his mind. The reason why he had chosen this skill was, to himself, quite obvious.

      First of all, this was the only skill at uncommon rarity. Secondly, it went perfectly with the whole poison-themed profession. It was also perhaps the only skill Jake could immediately make use of during the challenge. He could use it to gain experience and spice up his day while trying and making more potent poisons with his ingredients.

      Happy with his new skill, he prepared himself to get working once more. He still had a lot of work ahead of him.
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      Jake got to work right away after waking up, concocting poisons like never before. The process kept getting easier and easier. After a couple of hours and a lot of poison later, he was a bit surprised by the lack of a level-up. It seemed like the experience gain had slowed down after reaching double digits.

      However, one negative aspect of his increased speed was shown as his mana pool emptied. His pool was a lot higher by now, and he had honestly doubted that he would've been able to empty it with his daily poison-eating and regular mana potions.

      Speaking of mana potions, it was about time he made some more. He still had a lot left, but their quality had a lot to be desired. His skills had increased significantly over the last couple of days, having learned a lot from both health potions and, of course, the poison. All of that was ignoring his increased stats.

      Jake, with his increased mana usage and capacity, had tried to replenish it by eating his ancient rival. The blue mushrooms shone brightly in the cave, oblivious to the man walking toward them to devour as many as his stomach could handle.

      Which turned out to be only one mushroom. Those damn blue bastards were full of mana, increasing his regeneration but also making him quite ill. His health points began ticking downward as he, for the first time, was actually poisoned. Luckily, it wasn't more than he could handle, and it did come with benefits.

      Jake learned a lot about the mushrooms from that event. As it turned out, the poison in them was incredibly potent and had necrotic properties. This was obviously not a surprise to Jake, as necrosis was one of the most horrific things he knew of, quite literally rotting the flesh on a still-living being. For the mushrooms to have such an evil property was only natural.

      He also had to reluctantly admit that the cursed shrooms tasted damn good, though. Not that he was going to eat any more just yet.

      After a brief ingredient-collection run to the garden, he got to work once more, making mana potions. After making a few batches, he got right back to making poison. A couple of concoctions later, he finally got a level.

      
        
        *’DING!’ Profession: [Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 11 - Stat points allocated, +2 Free Points*

      

      

      As he saw the message, he instantly noticed the lack of a race level, but before he could ponder it further, the system appeared once more.

      
        
        *Race Evolution Requirements Met*

        Your body and soul have become accustomed to the energies found in the multiverse, allowing you to truly become a being of the new world. Evolution is a natural step for all multiverse entities, with nature and benefits associated with evolution dependent on all Records.

      

        

      
        Begin Evolution now?

        Y/N

      

        

      
        WARNING: Postponing evolution may have adverse effects, and no further race experience can be earned before the evolution is completed.

      

      

      Well, that sure answered why his race hadn’t leveled up. But thinking back, it made sense, considering what else he had seen so far in the tutorial. All beasts at level 10 and above got significantly stronger, so the same thing happening to humans was not out of the question.

      But he was unwilling to spend a lot of time deliberating about the system’s evolutionary process after seeing the last line. He still took minor precautions, leaving the laboratory, going to the bedroom, and sitting down on the bed.

      Taking a deep breath, he agreed to the system prompt.

      The second he accepted, his vision went black.

      When he came to once more, he was in a black void surrounded by small bright dots. Inspecting them further, he noticed they were stars. Jake was suspended in what seemed like the middle of space as he felt his body slowly change.

      Thinking back, this was possibly what had happened to him when he first entered the tutorial. The only difference was that he now was far more aware of his surroundings.

      The seconds ticked by as he simply looked around and relaxed. His body felt numb, but he could still sense something changing within him. As he floated there, he also started to get a weird feeling. He felt something. He could not put his finger on what it was, but something was clearly present all around him in the blackness.

      As he focused on the feeling, it only became more apparent. The feeling was oddly similar to the one he had when he examined the alchemical ingredients during his potion brewing. More specifically, the kind of energy he felt when making mana potions.

      Suddenly, it clicked for him. This was mana he could feel. Mana was an ever-present aspect of the multiverse. Before, he’d only known it was there due to reading about its presence, but now he could finally feel it.

      He had wondered if he was for some reason inept at it, as nearly all the books he had read had references to feeling mana and examining mana density as if it was something everyone could just do. It turned out he just needed to evolve.

      The changes in his body had started slowing down by now. Jake had his eyes closed, testing his newly acquired ability to sense mana, when he suddenly felt something more. Within him, a change was occurring that wasn’t purely the race evolution.

      A vortex at his heart formed as it absorbed energy. Jake could feel the mana move and enter his body, but not where it disappeared to. It just entered a space somewhere around his heart. He felt like his heartbeat sped up, but physically it didn’t. It was an inexplicable experience.

      Then it all just stopped, and Jake’s vision shifted as he found himself back on the bed in the dungeon once more. Not that he knew if his physical body had ever left the room, to begin with, or if it had all been some kind of out-of-body experience.

      Jake did not feel any different, though. The only significant change was that he now could distinctly feel the mana in the air. It felt far less dense than up in the space-like area, but it was still easily discernible. But his body felt the same. Looking at the system prompt, it indeed did confirm the evolution, though.

      
        
        *Race Successfully Evolved*

      

        

      
        Human (F) – A newly initiated human having taken the first step up the evolutionary ladder. Your body has now become attuned to the energy of the new world. The human race is known as one of the most balanced and numerous races of the multiverse, being able to walk many different roads on their path to power. Stat bonuses per level: +1 to all stats, +5 Free Points.

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (F)] has reached level 10 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

      

      The level-up bonus changes were minor, earning him just 4 more Free Points per level. He had gotten those four extra points with the level, though, meaning he now had 17 Free Points still not allocated. So that was kind of nice.

      He had not gotten any skills from the evolution, but he did get one unforeseen benefit as he read the next message.

      
        
        *Bloodline Ability Evolved*

      

        

      
        The evolution has stirred your Bloodline, allowing it to evolve along with you.

      

        

      
        *Bloodline Ability Upgraded*: [Bloodline of the Primal Hunter (Bloodline Ability - Unique)] – Dormant power lies in the very essence of your being. A unique, innate ability awakened in the Bloodline of the newly initiated human, Jake Thayne. Enhances innate instincts. Enhances the ability to perceive your surroundings. Enhances perception of danger. +10% to Perception.

      

      

      Not much of the description had changed, and focusing on his sphere did not show anything either. But then again, a big part of his Bloodline ability was either passive or only made itself known during a crisis. No, what had instead changed was the flat stat bonus to Perception. While an increase from 5 to 10% did not seem like a lot initially, it could get massive down the line.

      Even more importantly, it indicated his Bloodline ability’s possibility of growth. If it was 10% now with him only being F-rank, what was to stop it from getting far higher later on? It also quickly answered the question of where that extra vortex of mana came from. He was sure that was his Bloodline evolving.

      With that in mind, Jake decided to simply dump all of his 17 Free Points into Perception. While it may not be the smartest choice in the short run, he believed it was the best on a long-term basis. It may also have been the euphoric feeling in his body he’d felt after the evolution messing with his head.

      After he had put the points in, Perception instantly became his highest stat. Due to the immediate stat increase, he felt slight vertigo as all his senses improved, and he felt his Sphere of Perception grow both in range and quality.

      It lasted for less than a second before everything was back to normal except for his improved senses. He opened his status window, happy with all the improvements.

      
        
        Status

        Name: Jake Thayne

        Race: [Human (F) – lvl 10]

        Class: [Archer – lvl 9]

        Profession: [Alchemist of the Malefic Viper – lvl 11]

        Health Points (HP): 660/660

        Mana Points (MP): 610/610

        Stamina: 300/300

        Stats

        Strength: 33

        Agility: 36

        Endurance: 30

        Vitality: 66

        Toughness: 31

        Wisdom: 61

        Intelligence: 21

        Perception: 70

        Willpower: 40

        Free Points: 0

      

        

      
        Titles: [Forerunner of the New World], [Bloodline Patriarch]

        Class Skills: [Basic One-Handed Weapon (Inferior], [Basic Stealth (Inferior)], [Advanced Archery (Common)], [Archer’s Eye (Common)]

        Profession Skills: [Herbology (Common)], [Brew Potion (Common)], [Concoct Poison (Common)], [Toxicology (Uncommon)], [Malefic Viper's Poison (Rare)], [Cultivate Toxin (Uncommon)], [Palate of the Malefic Viper (Rare)]

        Race Skills: [Identify (Common)], [Endless Tongues of the Myriad Races (Unique)]

        Bloodline: [Bloodline of the Primal Hunter (Bloodline Ability - Unique)]

      

      

      Remarkable growth across the line. The only thing Jake felt bad about was Intelligence being his lowest stat by quite a bit. Not because he needed the stat for any of his skills, but more due to its sentiment. Well, at least he was a wise guy full of Vitality with exceptional eyesight.

      Jake had to admit that the whole evolution felt a bit underwhelming outside of his Bloodline evolving. He imagined those without a Bloodline ability would find themselves quite disappointed by it. Or maybe he had missed something? Some hidden new power, or perhaps his evolution had gone wrong somehow?

      The ability to sense mana was great. Yet that was mentioned as something one was meant to have from the beginning.

      The thought kept nagging him. Luckily for him, he had a library with a wide assortment of books. While all of the books were on alchemy, many were also about random topics only tangentially related to the profession.

      After going through the books for a good while, he found a couple of ones with potential. They were mainly about professions and leveling, but they did have parts on evolutions.

      As he started reading, the word Records kept coming up more and more. One apparently needed to have ”sufficient Records” to evolve one’s race. The same went with upgrading one’s class and profession.

      However, what confused Jake was that it kept mentioning the first evolution for class, profession, and race were all at level 25. This was clearly not the case for him, though. He also found some interesting notes on how even the level 25 evolutions were unique, but it didn’t elaborate.

      He kept reading the books on the issue, and it was only after several books that he stumbled upon a side note in a chapter about the connection between mana sensitivity and race rank:

      "… while evolutions and their associated level requirements have never known any credible cases of deviation, there is a rumor among some scholars that some races found in newly integrated universes have more evolutionary stages. F-stage is widely known as the lowest possible stage, but these new races start at a stage below even that if these rumors are to be believed.

      It must be noted that none of these cases have ever been officially validated. However, it is hypothesized this has to do with the absence of mana in the newly integrated universe. According to the hypothesis, this stage may act as an adaptation period, allowing the new races to get used to mana. The origin of this train of thought is not known, but notable figures of the multiverse have commented on it.

      This hypothesis truly gained traction when it was confirmed to be accurate by Reverend Izzshaldin of the 91st universe, one rumored to herself to be a new initiate. Many believe it to be accurate with endorsement from such a figure, despite the lack of any verifiable evidence. While a god’s words are not to be doubted, it cannot be taken as the complete truth either. Especially considering the lack of comment from other prominent divines. For alas, only the divines may know the whole truth.

      Once more, it must be emphasized this has never been confirmed. Many also question the possibility of a universe absent of mana ever existing. Even the most extreme cases of mana-starved areas have some remnants of mana remaining, and complete absence has only been observed in very severe cases. For an entire universe to be without it is therefore highly improbable, and honestly asinine to propose.

      In conclusion, this rumor is likely to be just that—a rumor. An unfounded idea based on faulty logic and lack of understanding of mana. Mana is as essential to existence as the natural laws and the system itself, making it an insult to one’s intelligence to propose a world without it."

      As Jake finished the segment, he was quite amused. This researcher must have felt how scientists from Earth did when they heard someone propose that the Earth was flat. It was quite understandable that the book’s researcher came off as a bit pissed for even having to address the claim.

      It also explained the lack of mention in all the other books. If it only happened to the first generation of those integrated, there couldn’t be many cases. Jake had a suspicion that immortality, or at least something close to immortality, was possible with a high enough level. However, he still had doubts about how many still lived from when the last universe was integrated. Heck, the book mentioned gods and divines, and if a god wasn’t even immortal, it had to be a pretty sucky god.

      With such a small sample size, it was apparent that it was considered a waste of time to address, according to most authors. Perhaps that would change now, with an entirely new universe being integrated into the multiverse. Then again, there had to have been other integrations before.

      Not that any grandiose thoughts of changing the mainstream evolutionary theories existed in Jake’s head. For now, he had to deal with the small problems in life. Such as not dying from poisoning.

      He sat up on the bed and put the books to the side. He had wasted enough time reading for today. It was alchemy time!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 28

          

          

      

    

    







            Base-Building

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake knew that he had some long days of alchemy before him. After looking at the dungeon challenge window, he exited the bedroom to the laboratory.

      
        
        Time remaining: 26 Days – 6:21:57

      

      

      He had only spent a bit over three and a half days in this dungeon. He had, in his mind, plenty of time to find a cure, but not enough time to slack off. With his evolution out of the way and being completely refreshed from the process, he had no excuse not to get to it.

      He had days of hard work ahead of him. No way he was going to die here. A plan was already beginning to form in his mind on how to pass the challenge. One he could only snicker at for its sheer stupidity. But sadly, the plan did not include him leaving early. He knew there was an entire tutorial going on outside, but that could wait. Jake couldn’t help but think of his colleagues still outside and decided to check the tutorial panel.

      
        
        Tutorial Panel

        Duration: 58 days & 11:22:58

        Total Survivors Remaining: 754/1200

      

      

      A bit more than a third had died by now. Jake dearly hoped that his colleagues were not among them. While he held no love for Richard, the guy seemed competent enough, and he knew that if Jacob was good at anything, it was getting in the good graces of others. He believed their chances were good unless something very unpredictable had happened.

      Shaking his head, he threw the thought away. It was a waste of time to worry about others when he was already battling death. He would seek them out when he got out of there. For now, there was nothing he could do to help them in any way. The best way to help them was to help himself.

      Determined, he cleaned the bowl, got the ingredients, and jumped right back into making more poisons and potions. He had a long grind ahead of him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jacob dragged his fingers across his chin, feeling the stubble that had now grown into a full-on beard. He hadn't had a beard for years now, always going with the clean-cut style. Not that he thought there was anything wrong with having a beard. He avoided one mainly for professional reasons as, while the company dress code did not directly prohibit beards, it strongly discouraged them. It was a silly rule, but the company directors were quite conservative and believed beards to be unprofessional for some reason.

      Not that any of that mattered anymore. The world was fucked. Jacob did feel rather sour about having spent so many years climbing the corporate ladder for it to all turn out to be a massive waste of time. That time would have been better spent going to self-defense classes. Fencing or archery or pretty much any sport teaching minor combat skills would’ve been more useful.

      He had never been a fighter. At least not in the literal sense. He had never been in a fight his entire life outside of maybe minor scuffles as a child. Instead, he’d focused on studying and excelling in academics. He’d graduated top of his class in university and become the youngest department chief the company had ever seen.

      But now, in this tutorial, he was low on the ladder. As it turned out, Richard had owned a private security firm before the initiation and had come here with many of his employees. Of anyone Jacob had met so far in the tutorial, Richard excelled the most.

      He was also the first one Jacob knew of that had evolved, and then afterward, to have also evolved his class. Jacob himself was only level 19 in his class still, but he had evolved his race. The entire race evolution thing was… perplexing.

      When someone evolved, they would disappear for a few seconds before appearing again in the same place. The effects of evolution were also interesting. After evolving, one could vaguely feel something in the air. Some kind of energy. It didn’t take long to conclude that this new energy was mana. Not that anyone knew what to do with this new mana sense.

      By now, they had been in this damn place for only a bit over two weeks. Even in the beginning, Jacob had been well aware of his own lack of combat prowess, but it had only become more apparent. He wasn't the lowest level among his peers, but far from the top.

      Out of the original ten, there were seven, maybe only six, left, as he had neither heard nor seen anything of Jake since he left their group.

      Theodore had been the first among them to die. They had been fighting some more of those cursed badgers when he got unlucky and nearly tripped, allowing one of the beasts to bite into his neck. He had not died instantly, but they had run out of health potions. With no healer in sight... he’d bled out on their way back.

      Caroline, the premier healer in the entirety of Richard’s group, had not been with them at the time. In fact, they only had four healers in their entire camp, despite having already surpassed a hundred people. The highest leveled healer was Caroline, who’d upgraded her class a day or two ago.

      According to all those who had, leveling got a lot slower once more after that. The first ten levels were relatively easy, then it got a bit more difficult between 10 and 25, and then even harder once more after that. Jacob had no idea what level Richard had reached, just that he was very likely still the strongest member of their camp.

      The two other former colleagues that had died were Dennis and Lina. Jacob still remembered the two vibrant youths when they’d parted, both stronger than him at the time. Yet they’d died. And not by beasts either.

      Another huge camp had emerged, with nearly the same amount of survivors as them. Negotiations had been going well for a while, and there were even plans of merging the two. Then Lina and Dennis’ group had been ambushed by the other camp.

      Afterward, everything had gone to shit for a while. Someone from Richard’s camp must have taken the initiative on their own to strike back, as a group from the other camp also got wiped out, and from the state of the battlefield, it was clear that weapons had been used.

      This had enraged the other faction, as they had adamantly claimed they had nothing to do with the first attack. Fights broke out daily after that.

      Looking at the tutorial panel, it was depressing to see the number of total survivors falling by the day.

      
        
        Tutorial Panel

        Duration: 49 days & 14:45:06

        Total Survivors Remaining: 599/1200

      

      

      The number of survivors dying had slowed down for a while after the first four or five days, but it still flared up on days where larger groups from the two camps encountered each other. On the worst day, twenty-one people had been killed between their two factions, and that was even excluding random deaths to beasts. Naturally, there were also other unaffiliated parties out there.

      Both factions had, however, done a lot to attract survivors, such as smoke signals, casters shooting spells into the air, and more. It had worked for the most part, and was likely why their two factions were in such proximity. They had attracted one another.

      Jacob was currently standing at one of the many fires spread around their camp. They had reached rather far inward at this point, and finding beasts below level 10 was borderline impossible at this point. Most in the immediate area were around level 20, but only a short walk away, one would run into plenty above level 25.

      The reason for the growth was not only due to the change in geography. It was across the line that the beasts grew in level. Jacob doubted there even existed any beasts below level 10 in the entire forest at this point. While this was generally considered a positive aspect for those seeking to grow stronger, it was a clear negative for those merely wishing for survival.

      Beasts once more grew immensely in strength at 25. It was manageable, as they also had people with classes above level 25, but for lower-leveled groups like his own, those beasts were formidable. Many of them had magical abilities or just incredibly powerful bodies.

      The crafters, which they had come to call the ones focusing on professions, would not stand a chance if they faced any such beasts, despite many of them having decent levels.

      Talking of professions, Joanna, who had been the first to get one, was still the highest-leveled crafter. While she was still a bit away from her profession upgrading at 25, she had gotten her race evolution at 10.

      While many were disappointed by the evolution's effects, Joanna’s case had been far from disappointing. Her leg had regrown. The wooden leg had simply been whisked away, and a newly formed leg had appeared.

      She was far from the only individual with lasting damage or handicaps in their camp, and her case had given them all newfound hope, and given all those with professions vigor like never before. Even Richard had been very pleased and gone to congratulate her, offering for her to be the crafters' official leader.

      Joanna had rejected it at first, but she eventually caved with the urging on from the other crafters around her. It had only been two days ago, but she held quite the political power within the entire camp by now, as professions' value had started to show. She had thrown most of her new responsibilities to Jacob, which he gladly took upon himself to be useful.

      As a group, they had learned a lot about the usefulness of professions, with Jacob mainly in charge of gathering information on what people were now capable of. No one could make potions or anything like that, but some had gotten a cooking profession. The food cooked by them allowed wounds to heal faster, and many could even help the body fight off potential infections or poison. Other than that, the food tended to provide additional bonuses, like increased mana and stamina regeneration, the best of it even giving a temporary bonus to the Endurance stat.

      The most noteworthy crafter of them all wasn’t Joanna, though. It was one of the people who had joined their camp later on. He was a large man who had worked as a foreman in a steelworks before the tutorial, and was now a heavy warrior. As it turned out, the man even did smithing in his free time and had selected a hammer for a starting weapon, as it felt more natural in his hand.

      With all those factors coming together, it was no surprise that the man had gotten the smithing profession. But more so than that, he was also a talented warrior. He had been the second person to evolve his race after Richard, and if Jacob’s predictions were correct, he was currently the highest leveled when it came to race in their entire camp, despite not having upgraded his class yet. However, he was likely still above level 20 in his class. Even with professions taking longer to level, Jacob deemed him still to be around level 14 or 15 in that, if not even higher.

      Jacob didn’t know the man’s name; he just went by The Smith. Without a doubt, he had proved himself invaluable as time went on, and many of their weapons started to require repair. Many upgrade tokens had been found, giving the equipment Self-Repair, but it only accounted for less than a fourth of their weapons and armor.

      A smith could temporarily improve weapons and armor, and according to The Smith, he could also permanently increase their performance if he had the right materials. He did all of the work for free due to the experience he gained from doing so, which made Jacob consider the impact a leveling system would have had on the labor market pre-system.

      Throwing the thought away, he started walking over to his cabin. The cabin had been constructed by another one of the newly discovered professions, one going by the name of “builder.” As the name implied, they could build houses and even possessed landscaping skills a bit reminiscent of earth magic.

      Speaking of magic, Ahmed had managed to upgrade his class a few days ago. He had chosen to be a caster attuned to frost magic. After his evolution, he packed quite the punch, throwing out sharp shards of ice. On a side note, his new abilities were also quite useful for cooling down drinks and preserving food.

      Of the six survivors in their group, only Jacob and Joanna had not gained a class upgrade. Bertram, who had been at Jacob’s side through everything so far, had gotten to 25 earlier that same day and a class focusing on defense. Casper had also gone through his class evolution.

      Casper never got comfortable with the bow and instead ended up getting the trapping skill at level 5. He still used his bow, but now mainly to lure his enemies into traps.

      The reason Casper had leveled up before himself was due to the conflict with the other faction. Night raids had started happening four days ago, and Richard had increased the number of people on watch significantly—a job that was mainly given to the archers due to their high Perception and Archer’s Eye skill.

      What Casper had done was set up a lot of traps around their camp, and yesterday, that had borne fruit. He had singlehandedly killed four attackers above level 20 and captured two others.

      Neither Jacob nor Casper liked the thought of killing others. One could understand why the archer had been shocked when he was awoken in the middle of the night to system messages telling him he’d killed people. When Casper had gone through his class evolution, he had been filled with negative emotions, and that seemed to now be reflected through his traps. Jacob would be lying if he said he wasn’t even more worried after his friend’s evolution.

      Jacob himself had yet to take someone’s life, something he hoped wouldn’t change before this hellhole of a tutorial was over.

      After checking in with some of the builders, he arrived back at his cabin. He opened the wooden door and was greeted by Caroline, who must have just returned from another excursion with Richard and his squad.

      "Hey, how was the trip?" Jacob asked as he went over and sat on the bed beside her.

      Caroline, leaning on his shoulder, answered, "The same as always. Did anything happen today? Is Casper doing better?"

      "Yeah, he is holding up. We all are, I guess," he said after hearing the concern in her voice.

      "It’s going to be fine, Jacob. We’re going to be fine.” She snuggled closer to him.

      Feeling her intent, he wrapped his hand around her shoulder as they both fell back on the bed, cuddling.

      Another significant change was their relationship. Jacob had known that Caroline liked him as more than just a colleague for a long time. As her superior, though, he had chosen to try and ignore it, as fraternizing was never a good look. He also didn’t want to subject her to his family politics.

      But here, no one cared. So, when Caroline made her move, he had no reason to reject her. Jacob had never even considered her before due to their professional relationship. He had to admit that she was attractive, with the evolution at 10 only making her more beautiful. Perhaps it was just the suspension bridge effect, but he didn’t really care at this point.

      Caroline being the “breadwinner” in the relationship hurt his vanity a bit, but he could see the humor in how their roles had completely switched compared to how it would’ve been before the system.

      There was a lot of bad to be said about Richard, but he treated the ones he deemed important well. With Caroline at the very top of his list, she was naturally treated extremely well. The fact that they had their own cabin for just the two of them was clear evidence of this.

      Her status had trickled down to Jacob also being treated better, despite his lacking abilities in combat. Jacob was not a deadweight, however. When a camp grows to the triple digits, some amount of management becomes necessary.

      One could say many things about Jacob, but if he was good at anything, it was management. This led to him being in charge of constructing the camp, making shifts, and keeping track of all their members. He was a bit disappointed he had not gotten a manager profession. He had been offered a skill related to management, though, despite being a tailor, which was a bit interesting.

      Their camp had grown, not just in people, but also in complexity. With individuals able to become builders, cooks, smiths, and so forth, the need for a more permanent solution became necessary. A wall had been under construction for a few days now, traps were being laid out mainly by Casper and one other archer who had to upgrade his class, and several other plans were underway.

      As he pondered, he looked at Caroline. She looked back at him, staring into his eyes. He smiled as he leaned in and gave her a peck on her forehead.

      "Yeah, we’ll be all right."
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            It's Just Logical

          

        

      

    

    
      The archer ran through the woods, feeling the wind whisk by as he made his desperate escape. This entire situation was so fucked up. He had gone out hunting with his regular crew like any other day the last two weeks. While that guy Richard and his camp had been causing trouble for them, it didn’t normally disrupt his particular party’s daily routine.

      Their leader, some ex-military guy named Hayden, had told them to avoid hunting in the area in between their two factions. An order everyone gladly followed, as no one wanted to risk fighting other humans. While fighting beasts was dangerous, other humans were just a whole different kind of danger.

      Yet they had still been attacked. And not by a group, but a single person. No, a goddamn monster. He had appeared out of nowhere, not said a word, and just started killing. Daggers were flying everywhere, and what seemed like a giant freaking sawblade that cut their heavy warrior in two, shield and all.

      It was mayhem with blood and body parts flying everywhere. Luckily, he had been scouting ahead, being an archer and all. With zero hesitation, he had taken off after he saw half their group die. Yet it was for naught.

      A dagger hit his leg as he stumbled, followed by another, and then another. His legs got utterly destroyed as he screamed out and tried to crawl away.

      "Damn, you’re fast."

      The casual voice came from behind him as he turned to stare at the monster that had been chasing him—a young man with blonde hair and blue eyes staring back.

      "Dude, come on, you didn’t have to bolt off like that," the teenager said as he walked closer, a big, sinister smile on his face. “Do you know how much mana I wasted? Ah, forget it, just give me some good info, and I promise to let you go.”

      The archer’s eyes, however, were glued to the small red bottle in his hand. A health potion.

      The archer finally saw just the tiniest glimmer of hope as he bit through the pain from his mutilated legs. He started explaining everything he thought could be of the slightest interest. Even seemingly unnecessary side notes and comments. It was a torrent of information, as the archer just hoped that the monster would decide to spare him.

      After a while of desperately throwing out words, the teenager finally raised his hand, motioning for him to stop.

      "Well, I guess there was some useful stuff in all that senseless yapping," the blonde teenager said as he shrugged.

      "I told you everything. Please just ask me about anything. I promise I will tell you whatever you want.”

      "Oh, it is quite all right. I think I got everything worthwhile."

      The archer breathed out a sigh of relief as the slaughterer started to walk away from him. But just as he got his hopes up, another dagger flew out from underneath the teenager’s cloak and hit the archer straight in the chest, penetrating all the way to the handle.

      The archer coughed up blood as he stammered: "Y… ou…"

      "Oh yeah, I lied. Sorry, mate; pretty gullible to believe I was gonna leave perfectly fine experience and tutorial points alone."

      The archer only heard the first part before he passed away.

      The teenager, William, walked away from the corpse without looking back, leaving the dagger in the man’s chest. He wanted them to know the killer was human, after all.

      William was slightly disappointed in the levels of this group. Only a few of them had their class evolutions, which led to a rather dull fight. More importantly, it also meant less experience and tutorial points.

      Not that he had expected much, just more than that. At least the tutorial points were worth his time. Not that he knew what they could be used for yet. He just liked to see the number go up. He especially liked to compare how many points he had to those killed—an objective measurement of how superior he was to all of them.

      For William, who was already level 32 in his class, killing a bunch of humans barely gave any experience. Still, it gave more tutorial points than killing several beasts at, or above, his own level. After level 10, one had to kill around ten or so beasts at their own level, while above level 25, they had to kill even more. Coupled with beasts over level 25 getting a lot stronger, it only made human-hunting even more worth it. The notifications did say he got extra experience from killing anything above his race level, but it honestly felt negligible.

      William did admit that humans were far more dangerous in a straight fight, but they were also far more easily exploited. Their intelligence was both their greatest weakness and strength simultaneously.

      What he had done held the same concept as how he got rid of his first group.

      Richard and his flock had met another faction of roughly similar power and numbers. Around half of the remaining survivors were in those two camps combined, and more joined by the day, which was perfect for William.

      Finding humans was perhaps the only thing harder than killing them. The forest was big, the beasts plentiful, and humans customarily grouped together. Having two figurative beacons attracting more humans made it significantly easier to keep track of them.

      The merging talk was not ideal, so William decided to throw a small spanner in the works by wiping out one of Richard’s squads, staging the battlefield beautifully to replicate what a big fight between two groups would look like.

      He had then once more spread a few small rumors that the other faction had been behind it, putting on his naïve teenager act, easily convincing some of the middle-aged women working as crafters.

      Of course, Richard had been skeptical, and talks had not broken down immediately, so William wiped out a group from the other faction too. That sure as hell sparked the flames.

      Now there was a full-on war with daily casualties. While groups out hunting often avoided each other, they still got into fights if they did meet, and a few choice words were thrown.

      Richard's plan to split up existing groups and spread them out, coupled with the system’s selection method for entering the tutorial, ended up meaning that many had lost friends or family to the war. William didn’t even have to incite violence anymore; it all happened naturally.

      Which also meant that he could kill others as much as he wanted. As long as no survivors remained in the party, everyone simply assumed the other camp to be behind it.

      William couldn’t kill the more prominent groups in the double digits, but most were only five to six people, making them easy pickings.

      He was still officially a member of Richard’s faction, and he had even taken credit for a few kills, of course acting all shaken up and disturbed by having been forced to kill others.

      The concept of acting all messed up just for killing someone was the natural reaction, after all. Something William hadn’t been particularly good at the first time he killed, but he was nothing if not a fast learner. Now he saw himself as an experienced mourner after many hours of practicing.

      Not that William didn’t still find the whole thing stupid. Especially here in the tutorial. Some people took days getting over having killed someone. He remembered one of the archers, who was good at traps, acting like the world was ending just because his damn traps had done their job. What the fuck did he expect them to do?

      William knew that he had to act illogically to fit in with others, though. As the saying goes, when in Rome do as the Romans do, and when among idiots, act like an idiot. Richard at least took killing people rather calmly, but then again, from what William knew, the man had prior experience killing people. Speaking of Richard, he couldn’t help but lick his lips.

      Without a doubt, the man was the one with the highest level and tutorial points besides himself. It would be glorious when he finally got to him. When it was finally time to cash in. For now, however, the man still had work to do, acting as an excellent little shepherd gathering more prey for him. He would have to bide his time.

      It wasn’t like he had confidence in just straight-up killing the man, especially not if he was with his entire squad. Everyone in that squad had their class upgrades, and William knew precisely how much of a boost that gave you.

      William had evolved his class to become a [Metal Savant], which was a massive boost to pretty much everything. His existing skills got stronger, his control improved massively, and he even gained a few new skills. It also granted him the metal manipulation, meaning he didn’t even need the wand anymore.

      He could now even conjure a steel-like metal out of mana, which he mainly practiced by conjuring daggers. Which meant he didn’t have to carry around a bunch of them all the time. He still kept a couple on him, as manipulating existing ones was less mana-intensive than making them.

      Conjured metal also disappeared after a while, making it harder to stage fights. On top of that, it also took a lot of time to make just a single dagger, so he had to conjure what he needed before the fight. Of course, this was outside of other skills creating metallic objects, such as the shield he could make.

      It helped that one of the skills his evolution had provided allowed him to absorb metal. He could then conjure said absorbed metal, the mana cost dependent on the quality and quantity of what he made, with the skill also able to reabsorb conjured metal, regaining some of the mana.

      The third powerful new skill he had gotten was one that summoned a massive spinning disc of metal that he could send flying in a straight line. This was the one he had used to kill the heavy warrior earlier, and the thing packed a massive punch.

      His only real weakness was that he still lacked reliable defensive methods. While he could conjure a shield and manipulate his movements by wearing metal armor, he would have loved to be able to turn his skin steel or something. Stealth attacks were a particular concern.

      Not that he had experienced being stealth-attacked yet. The funny thing was that he could often just walk straight up to people and attack them. The idiots were gullible right until their deaths.

      After a good thirty minutes, he finally made it back to camp, which by now was more a full-on base. Cabins were popping up every day, a wall of stakes was slowly being built, and campfires were everywhere. William had been assigned one of the cabins, which he shared with a bunch of the crafters.

      William couldn't care less for all the silly politics going on in camp. The members deemed important got stuff first, and William had never gotten anything, which was to say he was not considered important. Just like he wanted it.

      Well, he was a bit important. Richard was a sharp man, after all. He knew the teenager was not weak in any way. William seriously doubted the warrior knew much about him, just that he was one of the few people able to hunt alone.

      He had even been invited several times to important meetings. He liked going to those and just listening in, throwing in either a neutral or naïve comment here and there.

      Even when Richard so clearly probed him to reveal more about himself, he never made his real opinions known. William did answer all his inquiries, but kept up the persona he had so carefully crafted. He deemed it too suspicious not to answer at all.

      William had, for many years, gone about pretty much everything wrong. He had thought one simply had to be themselves. But he now knew that you had to be what people expected of you. What they hoped for you to be. If they have a positive impression, enforce that impression, and if they have a negative one, try to disprove that assumption.

      That was precisely what he’d done. He also knew he couldn’t be too dull, or it would get suspicious. He had to be shy and yet competent enough to not be ignored entirely. Attempting to be too ordinary ends up being abnormal.

      He’d had a lot of time back in the center to figure all this out. That was until he’d been thrown to another center where they thought the best thing was to try and fuck him up with drugs. They just had to “rehabilitate” him a bit and throw him back into society.

      Though that never came to pass, as the tutorial happened.

      He was still mad at himself for getting thrown in the first center to begin with. One mistake and everything had crumbled.

      Shaking his head, he smiled to himself. None of that mattered anymore. No centers, no drugs, just him and an endless universe. In this new world, his abnormality was synonymous with strength—his “defects” were an ideal.

      While thinking of the beautiful future ahead of him, he dozed off into a quick nap. Even with all the levels and evolution, one still had to sleep a bit once in a while. Only a couple of hours every couple of days, but you had to. It was not exactly physical tiredness, but the exhaustion of the mind. This need for sleep was reduced by every level and was significantly reduced in one go from the evolution.

      Sleeping for only a couple of hours did more or less fully restore mana and stamina, though. So it was not entirely a waste of time, as mana and stamina potions were very rare at this point, with only a few remaining, all hoarded by Richard and his elite. Even William only had a few hidden, as walking around with dozens would quickly become a bit too suspicious.

      Waking up, he instantly felt fully refreshed as he jumped out of bed, ready for more hunting. It was still in the middle of the day, so none of his cabinmates had come by the cabin while he slept.

      Exiting the cabin, he got his routine started. First, he went to talk to the crafters, chatting them up and making friends, and all that other social stuff. He had to keep up appearances. Also, it was beneficial when it came to getting his needs expedited.

      He finished it off with a quick trip over to The Smith, by far the most interesting camp member, besides maybe Richard.

      He was also the most useful besides the healers. William made no secret that he had a skill to manipulate metal, so he made it a habit to ask The Smith to improve his daggers. He had even convinced the man to help modify the armor he had, making it lighter and more suitable for him. Apparently, from what he could gather, the man had a son around William’s age.

      Another weird, but nevertheless useful, sentiment humans had. William wasn’t exactly sure why familial relationships had such an effect on people. He only knew that it did and that humans often got illogical and, therefore, easily manipulated when it came to family matters. He had learned that the hard way.

      Not that William didn’t see some logic in it. He understood why his parents had helped him and propped him up. They needed a caretaker and an income for when they became unable to get one themselves, which only made their actions all the more perplexing.

      Getting his daggers back, he thanked The Smith, who once again tried to convince him to pick up smithing. It wasn’t that William didn’t want to, but he would rather level his class for now. Once his class level got higher, he would switch to leveling a profession to boost his race levels.

      Making his goodbyes, he once more ventured into the forest to hunt some more. He had gotten some useful information off the naïve archer earlier and decided to act on it. The main objective was still to hunt beasts and gain levels, but finding a small group of other survivors would sure be a welcome addition to his total number of tutorial points.

      Three hours later, he was fighting a giant buffalo-thing, naturally winning. It didn’t seem to possess any special magical powers despite it being above level 25. It was just big and could take one hell of a beating. Besides that, though, it was easy to fight. This had ultimately led to the buffalo being every survivor's preferred prey, as less risk was associated with the hunt.

      This mighty beast was mutilated by William’s spinning metal disc of death. Like a sawblade, it penetrated into the beast, whirling as blood flew everywhere. The mana consumption was insane, but it only took a few seconds before the buffalo was cut in half at its midsection.

      Continuing its flight, the disc penetrated slightly into a tree, and William stopped the spinning. A few seconds later, the disc started smoking and soon disappeared into nothingness—or, rather, into pure mana that reintegrated with the atmosphere.

      William was still a bit baffled by the trees' strength, as he was utterly incapable of cutting them in two, only able to penetrate the bark. Though it was only some trees; others could be cut down easily like regular pre-system trees.

      His critical thoughts on trees were sadly interrupted as he heard the sound of people talking. The noise of his fight had apparently been loud enough to attract others.

      Smiling, he levitated himself up to a tree by lifting his metallic armor. He hid among some leaves, eagerly awaiting the survivors coming to investigate.

      He could only lick his lips as he saw five people. None of them were from Richard’s group, as he did not recognize them, though he had to admit he didn’t quite know everyone.

      As the survivors saw the beast that had been cut in half, they all stopped dead in their tracks. Before anyone could open their mouth, a giant spinning disc of metal flew out from one of the trees, cutting into their caster.

      What followed was a mad scramble to get their bearings, which was ultimately in vain as daggers started flying at them from every direction, followed by another pair of metal discs. The archer only managed to get off a couple of arrows before he too fell, all of which were easily blocked by a wall of metal protecting the tree's crown.

      William, pleased with the worthwhile ambush, jumped down from the tree as he looted the corpses. All had been 25 or above, and all had plenty of points. As he looted, he thought about how it still wasn’t really worth killing humans for the experience. He really hoped tutorial points were valuable.

      William didn’t hate humans. He just didn’t really understand them most of the time. He did hate how they often acted. Their illogical approach to nearly everything. How they made asinine decisions that a million studies could tell them were stupid.

      If the tutorial hadn’t encouraged him to kill them, he likely wouldn’t even have bothered with it. He would just have been a good little boy and made use of them for free healing and crafting. But the system rewarded him for killing them, so he would kill them. The system wanted there to be the fewest number of survivors possible.

      William could do that. He would make sure the number was as low as it could be. The teenager was also nothing if not ambitious. His final goal of how many he wanted to survive reflected that.

      It wasn’t personal; it was only business, pure logic to further himself and his strength. So he had concluded the optimal number of survivors to be…

      One.
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      Jake coughed as another batch turned utterly black, and the horrendous stench of the tar-like residue invaded his nostrils. Yet this one wasn’t even that bad, as this was just one of many attempts at making his very first common-rarity poison, and his first tries had gone far worse. He hadn’t managed to craft anything the last two days, though he had gotten a level at one point. It turned out that you didn’t need to successfully craft something to get a bit of experience.

      He had eaten and acquired knowledge about the common-rarity moss and the blue mushrooms. The poison he was trying to make was relatively simple, requiring only those two ingredients along with some water. Yet it was still far more complicated than anything he had made of inferior rarity by far.

      After his evolution, he had gotten better at controlling his mana—a skill that only became more and more important the further one went with alchemy.

      Doing alchemy was a bit like being a surgeon doing an organ transplant crossed with a chemist trying to mix up a bunch of acids, hoping it wouldn’t all explode in his face. Mana was the only real tool to help one accomplish this. The mixing bowl merely served as a medium to channel mana into. On it was engraved thousands of minuscule runes that Jake didn’t understand at all; he just knew it allowed him to shape and control his mana.

      With mana, one had to extract the ingredients’ valuable parts, integrate it into the mixture, and create a balance of sorts. Jake found it hard to explain, as a lot of it came down to feel. There wasn’t really any comparable action back on Earth, except maybe some super-complicated puzzle games.

      Another issue except the increased difficulty was mana consumption. Jake’s plan of dumping his Free Points into Perception became unrealistic as his crafting abilities improved. As he got better, his mana expenditure increased immensely, and even with the many levels in his profession, adding a lot of Wisdom, he still started having issues.

      The common-rarity poison and its mana requirements were even more insane. More than a thousand mana was spent every attempt. This meant that without a full pool of mana, Jake had no way even to attempt it.

      The reason why he was so set on making a poison of common rarity was because of all the reading he had done on Records and evolution of classes, races, and professions. Difficult achievements or performing above what was expected of his current level resulted in more experience, but it also strengthened his Records.

      Having lacking Records had many negative consequences. High Records, first of all, resulted in better evolutions of one’s class, profession, and even race. Having insufficient Records could even result in one being unable to evolve or level at all.

      In fact, lack of experience was often not the roadblock for most powerhouses in the multiverse. It was a lack of Records. One could technically level nearly indefinitely by only taking extremely low risks or even getting carried by others. For example, if one hunted beasts with protectors removing the hunt’s danger, while they would still earn experience aplenty, no Records of value would be gained.

      The same concept was naturally found with professions. Jake could technically keep churning out the easy inferior-rarity potions and poisons all day, just raking in the experience and levels with little to no challenge. This, however, would give him no Records of value.

      Jake had no idea about his Records. Newly initiated universes were not exactly anything that was covered in any of the books. It talked a lot about relying on your inherited Records for the first evolutions. Higher evolved beings would pass down a portion of their Records, giving their children easy progress at the beginning and removing any roadblocks.

      Something he seriously doubted he had. Everyone was G-rank after all, a rank lower than any that even existed in the multiverse. There was, of course, a chance that actions before the initiation had allowed some amount of Records to be acquired, but he doubted it was anything meaningful.

      He did have some things going for him, though. Challenge dungeons were not something exclusive to the tutorial, but something found throughout the multiverse. The same thing was true for regular dungeons. Clearing these would often help to gain Records and was the go-to for many races and factions.

      Another thing was his Bloodline. According to what he read, Bloodline abilities were weird, and there was no consensus about how they came about or why some had them, and others didn’t. It was, however, well documented that Bloodlines did influence a person’s Records. This wasn’t surprising, as according to what he read, literally everything affected one’s Records.

      Bloodlines were also interesting for their genetic aspect as they were directly inheritable. The only element to appear on status screens, at least. Usual things such as personality traits, talents, and other genetic details like eye color and height worked a lot like before the system. It also stated that the more powerful the parent, the more powerful the child would naturally grow to be. He interpreted that as S-rank dragons not having F-rank babies, which kind of made sense.

      All of the reading about genetics and Bloodlines naturally led to Jake wondering how the hell he had a Bloodline ability. It was known that Bloodlines could be obtained through some extremely, almost impossibly, rare system-created events, but other than that, it was entirely random. A child of a layman could be born with a Bloodline out of nowhere.

      It was not like Bloodline abilities were rare, though. They varied immensely and came in many types. Most Bloodlines were even completely useless and sometimes even damaging. One example of a useless one was a Bloodline merely giving a weird hair color. The negative ones also varied widely. Some led to early deaths, like ones causing cancer-like growths simply killing the holder, while others were mere annoyances, such as passively giving off a terrible stench.

      After having read all that, Jake was delighted with his Bloodline. At least it didn’t seem to hold any inherently bad qualities. In fact, it seemed like an excellent Bloodline. As to how good, he had no idea. The book’s examples were only bad, useless, or classified as giving only insignificant benefits. Those holding strong Bloodlines often didn’t share the details of their abilities, which was rather logical, as openly advertising your strengths—and possible weaknesses—did seem like a bad idea.

      Despite his Bloodline, Jake was still a bit worried about the whole Records thing. The importance of them was so apparent in all the books talking of levels and evolution. The uncertainty of potentially lacking in this paramount aspect of the system led Jake to try and go above and beyond and create a common-rarity poison before his first profession upgrade. One thing he was one hundred percent sure on was that his performance now would influence that upgrade immensely.

      Even if it didn’t pay off right away, at least it also helped him train his concocting skills far more than just spamming out weak poisons. He still had to survive this dungeon, after all.

      Taking a look at the dungeon window, he noted that nearly half his time in the dungeon was over.

      
        
        Time remaining: 15 Days – 6:21:57

      

      

      In this time, he had made significant progress. His profession had gotten to level 22, and he was getting very close to crafting the common-rarity poison. He just needed the last part down. By then, the evolution of his profession would be imminent.

      Regarding evolution, it would likely be very uninteresting. A variant profession like Jake’s was something called a legacy profession, which had a rather set-in-stone progression the first couple of evolutions. It didn’t mean he couldn’t be offered other types of professions or even alchemist variants, but it did mean he would lose some things if he did. Alchemist of the Malefic Viper was a legacy-line passed down in the Cult of the Malefic Viper to their young alchemists.

      From what he had gathered, the cult was an ancient religion of sorts following the snake-turned-dragon he had seen on the mural after the second challenge. They mainly specialized in alchemy—more accurately, poisons.

      The books he read were naturally also left by them. This whole place was like a section of one of their academies or temples, ripped straight out by the system and tucked into its own little dungeon.

      Jake had first thought that the system had created everything found in the dungeon, but he no longer did. Most of the books had authors, there were scribbles and drawings in many of them, and handwritten notes were found nearly everywhere. Which led him to believe that the place was either taken from somewhere or perhaps simply copied. Naturally, he had no way to know.

      However, he did know that today would be the day he succeeded in making the poison. He was in the zone, and all he needed was for his mana to regenerate fully. He had already used a mana potion and was currently eating some blue mushrooms.

      The Bluebright Mushrooms were the main ingredient of his chosen poison, after all. They were also very dense with mana, helping his recovery speed a lot.

      An hour or so later, he was back to full. The bowl was cleaned, the ingredients ready. He had even used the Alchemist’s Purification he had chosen at level 20. He was unsure if it had any beneficial effects, but he did it anyway.

      Looking at the skill, he at least saw nothing negative in using it.

      
        
        [Alchemist’s Purification (Common)] – Attempt to purify any alchemical ingredient. Purification can help remove unwanted properties from a component, making the finished mixture purer. Must have suitable ingredients. Must have suitable materials. Purification does not require any additional tools or equipment, but the skill’s effect can be amplified using certain catalysts. Adds a minor increase to the effectiveness of Alchemist’s Purification based on Wisdom.

      

      

      No book mentioned any negative side effects either when it came to using it on the moss or mushrooms. Over the last two weeks, Jake had read a lot of books. He must have gone through more than thirty so far, and there were still hundreds left.

      Speaking of skills he had gotten, at level 15, he’d picked up Sense Poison since no new attractive options had come up. He was also slightly afraid of losing access to it after his profession evolved, so he decided to take no chances.

      
        
        [Sense Poison (Uncommon)] – Gives a passive ability to detect poisonous substances and their toxicity level. An alchemist must be able to find the materials to craft his products, after all. Adds a minor increase to the effectiveness of Sense Poison based on Perception.

      

      

      Even now, Jake could feel the poisons in the garden despite being in the laboratory. The skill didn’t precisely pinpoint the direction unless he got really close to it. When he was close to it, though, he could feel exactly where it was. When that close, he could even get a general feel for their toxicity level.

      This had become useful even in the dungeon. Not all plants had the same strength by default despite both being identified as the same item, which meant the skill allowed Jake to pick out more suitable ingredients. As an example, mixing overly potent moss with a less potent mushroom would lead to an inevitable disaster when mixing. In the same vein, the mushroom couldn't overpower the toxicity in the moss too much.

      Using this skill to pick out the ingredients for his first common-rarity poison was naturally done. It had taken some trial and error to get it down, but he was sure he had the best ingredients picked for this attempt.

      The process of the mix was similar to that of the lower-rarity creations. Purified water filled the bowl as the moss was put in. Mana was injected through the engravings on it, and as the mana entered the moss and started extracting the valuable fluids found within, it gave the water a green tinge.

      When around half of the juices were out, he added a third of the Bluebright Mushrooms. The process of extracting started once more, as Jake focused as hard as he possibly could. He had done this exact process many times before, but he was still nervous.

      Next, he added the mushrooms one by one as he slowly extracted their fluids. It was entirely possible to add all the ingredients at once, but it was easier, albeit far slower, to add them one by one. Jake did not feel like taking any risks, preferring to increase his chances of success slightly at the cost of time.

      Reaching the final stages, he took a deep breath. This was where he had failed the last four times. At the very end, one had to bring it all together and finalize the concoction. This was often described as the most challenging step, and therefore often the point of failure.

      Infusing the final bit of mana and focusing on bringing it together, he felt his entire body tense up. With every fiber of his being, he focused on controlling the mana.

      Even his Sphere of Perception zeroed in on the small bowl before him. Slowly, the contents of the bowl started to take on a dark blue hue, giving off a faint shimmer of the familiar blue light.

      
        
        *You have successfully crafted [Necrotic Poison (Common)] – A new kind of creation has been made. Bonus experience earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Profession: [Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 23 - Stat points allocated, +2 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (F)] has reached level 16 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Profession: [Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 24 - Stat points allocated, +2 Free Points*

      

      

      Jake cheered out loud as the messages came in, and he smelled the aroma permeating the laboratory. It smelled like rotten beef. He didn’t care, though, as he quickly started putting the concoction in one of his poison bottles.

      Putting it all in, he used Identify on the bottle with the demeanor of a child opening Christmas presents.

      
        
        [Necrotic Poison (Common)] – A poison with necrotic properties, infecting and killing off biological material in the affected area. Wounds caused by Necrotic Poison are extremely difficult to heal. The poison takes effect upon any contact with any biological material.

      

      

      Alright, so the entire thing was a bit ominous and evil-sounding, but he was happy he had made it. The two profession levels were also more than welcome. Even more importantly, he had crafted a common-rarity poison before his first profession upgrade.

      He decided to split the free stat points between Perception and Wisdom, as he had done for the most part during the last many levels. It wasn’t a fifty-fifty split, but relatively close.

      Opening his status window, he was once more reminded of his progress.

      
        
        Status

        Name: Jake Thayne

        Race: [Human (F) – lvl 16]

        Class: [Archer – lvl 9]

        Profession: [Alchemist of the Malefic Viper – lvl 24]

        Health Points (HP): 1010/1010

        Mana Points (MP): 248/1250

        Stamina: 287/360

        Stats

        Strength: 39

        Agility: 42

        Endurance: 36

        Vitality: 101

        Toughness: 50

        Wisdom: 125

        Intelligence: 27

        Perception: 103

        Willpower: 59

        Free Points: 0

      

        

      
        Titles: [Forerunner of the New World], [Bloodline Patriarch]

        Class Skills: [Basic One-Handed Weapon (Inferior], [Basic Stealth (Inferior)], [Advanced Archery (Common)], [Archer's Eye (Common)]

        Profession Skills: [Herbology (Common)], [Brew Potion (Common)], [Concoct Poison (Common)], [Alchemist’s Purification (Common)], [Toxicology (Uncommon)], [Cultivate Toxin (Uncommon)], [Sense Poison (Uncommon], [Malefic Viper’s Poison (Rare)], [Palate of the Malefic Viper (Rare)]

        Race Skills: [Identify (Common)], [Endless Tongues of the Myriad Races (Unique)]

        Bloodline: [Bloodline of the Primal Hunter (Bloodline Ability - Unique)]

      

      

      His combat-related stats were starting to lag behind by quite a lot. Only Perception was at a pretty good level. Of course, this would likely rapidly change the second he got out of the dungeon. He had a decent backlog of poison and potions for him to use whenever he got out, and said supply was only growing by the day. He couldn’t carry much of it with his satchel, but he could take quite a bit.

      Exiting the laboratory, he decided to take a break from making poisons. His mana was too low, and he was mentally strained despite his delight at the successful concoction. Instead, he went to cultivate some poison in the garden. He still had plenty of ingredients remaining, but he had already started making preparations to cure himself of the poison and leave.

      He had some chosen plants that he had picked out with Poison Sense, as they were the most potent. Using Cultivate Toxin, he was slowly improving them and making them grow while also increasing their toxicity.

      He had decided to go with the concept of fighting poison with poison. He had come across some recipes with potential, but he was still far from settled on one. He was still searching for one that could incorporate the silver mushrooms.

      Many plans had been made, and if everything went to shit, he had some recipes he would just give a shot, but for now, Jake would use all the time he had remaining. The dungeon challenge day timer had ticked from 15 to 14. Half the time was gone—half to go.

      Leaving the garden, he chugged a mana potion and headed for the laboratory once more. He wanted to get a bit more work done before heading to bed. Looming death was on the horizon, but right now, only the imminent profession evolution was on his mind.
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            Professional Evolution

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake awoke once more after only an hour of sleep. Resources refilled, he stretched and did some light shadowboxing to get the blood flowing. The concept of tiredness and physical exhaustion being such a rarity was still not something he was used to.

      His race’s evolution reduced this need further, as it also did much to limit mental exhaustion. He still burned himself out nearly daily, but then again, he was always working. He either read about alchemy, did alchemy, prepared for alchemy, or thought out how to better do alchemy. His only distractions were small research trips on other topics, such as general knowledge of the system and looking for more information on Bloodlines.

      The plan for today was to get another level and evolve his profession. He dearly hoped that his preparations were sufficient and that his potential upgrades would be worth it. As long as one met the required Records needed to evolve, one would have options available, but the quality of said options could vary wildly.

      For now, it was time for some more alchemy. Jake had no interest in attempting to make another concoction of Necrotic Poison, as he quite honestly didn’t have confidence in producing it efficiently quite yet.

      Instead, he just started churning out some of the inferior-rarity poisons, mixed in with a batch of potions here and there.

      The mixing itself went easy enough, the progress he had made in his endeavor to craft the Necrotic Poison showing. Jake hadn’t made any lower-rarity poison for the last few days, mostly because he focused exclusively on completing his goal, but also because he feared it would level him to 25 before he managed to succeed.

      The hours slowly went by as he mixed, and with little fanfare or excitement, he got the awaited notification.

      
        
        *Profession Evolution Requirements Met*

      

        

      
        Through struggle and perseverance, you have learned the craft of alchemy. Your path has been isolated, a lonesome journey to reach your level. Your actions have shown unparalleled raw talent and ability in the art of concocting poisons, yet also true skills when brewing potions.

      

        

      
        Begin Evolution now?

        Y/N

      

        

      
        WARNING: Postponing evolution for too long may have adverse effects, and no further profession experience can be earned before the evolution is completed.

      

      

      The message was a bit interesting, pointing out details of how he had operated during the dungeon. A bit sad to have his isolation pointed out like that, but he had always been the introverted type, so it wasn’t that bad in all honesty. The last part of it, save for the obligatory warning, was especially interesting as it directly pertained to him performing well, which he very much hoped would result in something good. Also, who doesn’t like positive reinforcement now and then?

      Accepting the evolution, nothing happened for a few seconds. Then new notifications appeared.

      
        
        *5 Possible Evolutions Available*

      

      

      He cracked a smile as he saw that message. Five was the maximum number of available evolutions the system would ever show, according to the books, and no one complained about more options. He also knew that these options were the best ones he could get. The system had likely already filtered out lesser versions.

      He decided to approach them as he did new skills and go through them one by one.

      
        
        Experienced Alchemist of the Malefic Viper – An Experienced Alchemist of the Malefic Viper has learned the basics of Alchemy. Allows one to combine the natural treasures of the world to make potions and pills, transmute one material to another, and employ a slew of other mystical means to be discovered. This rare type of alchemist specializes in the production of poisons, contrary to the craft of potions. Your path has been ordinary so far, slowly building experience to one day reach greater heights. Have no fear, for the path to power is no sprint, but a marathon. Stat bonuses per level: +4 Vit, +3 Wis +2 Will +2 Tough, +3 Free Points.

      

      

      This option seemed to be the linear evolution of his Alchemist of the Malefic Viper profession. The stats were the same, only better, awarding 14 stat points instead of 8 every level. According to the books, an option like this was the most normal by far, hence, what the vast majority ended up with. It was relatively easy to unlock, and the Records earned through simply leveling the profession were often enough. In other words, if you unlocked the ability to evolve, an option like this would be available.

      But in the end, he hoped for something better. Moving on to the next one, it got a bit more interesting… but not really.

      
        
        Gardener of the Malefic Viper – The Gardener of the Malefic Viper has learned the art of alchemy yet prefers to find themselves tending to the gardens. The Gardener of the Malefic Viper possesses greatly improved abilities when cultivating poisons and growing herbs, helping the whole garden flourish in prosperity. While it is not the gardener’s preferred path, he can still use his precious ingredients to create deadly poisons and even restorative potions if needed. Stat bonuses per level: +3 Wis, +3 Vit, +3 Tough, +3 Free Points.

      

      

      He quickly eliminated this option, as he preferred the prior one. The stats provided were only 12 total, so stat-wise, it was worse too. It did still demonstrate some of the other paths available to him. This one was another very common evolution to the profession, he theorized.

      Of course, it focused on the tending of plants, mainly poisonous ones, just like the flavor text said. While Jake recognized the value of the Cultivate Toxin skill and the importance of the gardening profession, it wasn’t really his cup of tea.

      Moving on to the next, Jake was a bit dumbfounded.

      
        
        Toxic Chef – Toxic Chef seeks not to find the deadliest poison, but the one best supplementing his menu. Allows one to create dishes with toxic ingredients, providing a wide variety of benefits. This type of cook combines toxic materials not to create weapons but food. While the cook can still create regular foods, they prefer to use unusual ingredients of a toxic nature in their creation. Stat bonuses per level: +3 Vit, +3 Tough +2 Will +1 Wis, +1 Free Points. WARNING: Skills pertaining to Alchemist of the Malefic Viper may be lost or changed upon becoming a Toxic Chef.

      

      

      Yeah, not going to happen, but what the hell? Jake thought as he finished reading it all. Just because he had been eating and even “cooking” poisonous mushrooms and moss as his sole source of food for the last two-plus weeks, the damn system had decided he was qualified to be a goddamn chef.

      The stats did reflect his poor cooking skills with how little the profession gave. A total of 10 stat points, only two more than his Alchemist of the Malefic Viper. It also didn’t seem to be a variant class of any kind, but just a regular insane poison chef profession.

      Picking it would also be a complete divergence of his original profession, and as the warning mentioned, would lead him to lose skills. Unless he suffered from severe mental damage or was really into cooking, it would be pure stupidity to pick it. Swiftly, he moved on, still a bit grumpy by even having been given the option.

      
        
        Hermit Alchemist – The Hermit Alchemist is no stranger to alchemy yet has never interacted with his peers. This alchemist prefers to work in solitude and abhors interruptions, progressing their craft always on their lonesome. Allows one to combine the natural treasures of the world to make potions and pills, transmute one material to another, and employ a slew of other mystical means to be discovered. Through this isolated training of your craft, you have learned to focus on your work over everything else. Your continued path shall thus not be defined by the will of others, but the path you discover on your own. Stat bonuses per level: +5 Will, +5 Wis, +3 Int, +5 Free Points. WARNING: Skills pertaining to Alchemist of the Malefic Viper may be lost or changed upon becoming a Hermit Alchemist.

      

      

      Now he was getting somewhere. The fact that it awarded 18 stat points per level was higher than everything else before it by a mile. This was another kind of variant Jake had seen mentioned in one of the books, and while relatively well known, it often had demanding requirements. It required a particular mindset and personality trait to be present in the person having it, making it impossible to gain for most.

      It also often resulted in penalties to experience gain if around people for too long, and many of the crafting skills typically required one to craft alone, making all joint crafting projects impossible or heavily penalized. Hermit classes also often had a massive negative experience multiplier when hunting in parties, though that shouldn’t matter much, considering it was a profession. Hermits were, in essence, very strong, but with a lot of trade-offs.

      There was also the fact that there was no direct evolution in the line of the Malefic Viper. Which meant that Jake would lose or have some of his skills changed. And while he hated a lot about eating mushrooms to gain knowledge, he recognized how powerful it was. The Palate skill was just busted.

      The prospects of the profession did most certainly appeal to him, though. He’d always preferred to work alone, and he doubted any of the negative side effects would really affect him much. Ultimately, it didn’t matter much when he saw the last option.

      
        
        Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper – A Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper has come far from when first concocting his first poison. You have displayed speed and skills at the pinnacle. Allows the alchemist to combine the natural treasures of the world to make potions and pills, transmute one material to another, and employ a slew of other mystical means to be discovered. This rare type of alchemist specializes in the production of poisons, contrary to the craft of potions. Your proven talent as an artisan of death stands above all peers, signaling the coming of another harbinger of decay following in the footsteps of the Malefic Viper. Only his chosen may walk this path. Stat bonuses per level: +4 Vit, +4 Wis, +3 Will +2 Tough +2 Int, +5 Free Points.

      

      

      He couldn’t hold himself back from cracking a big smile as he read the entire description. It was at a massive 20 stat points per level, far above any of the other options. On top of that, it was a relatively straightforward upgrade to his profession, staying in the same lane.

      If he had to point out anything negative, it was the ominous tone of the entire thing.

      He firmly believed that he’d gotten this option from managing to craft the common-rarity poison before his evolution. Getting a return on your hard work was always satisfying. He wasn’t quite sure about the whole prodigy thing, but recognition was kind of cool.

      He hadn’t seen this type of upgrade mentioned in any of the books, but then again, the more powerful it was, the rarer. In fact, Jake had a suspicion that most who got this profession just claimed to be an Experienced Alchemist of the Malefic Viper or another more common variant instead. He assumed other “steps” between Experienced and Prodigious existed depending on how good the system judged one to be.

      With this clearly being the best option in his mind, he picked it. Hermit Alchemist did seem kind of up his alley, but he didn’t want to lose any of his current skills.

      As he confirmed his choice, he prepared himself for an influx of information, but instead, he felt his vision shift. The surroundings started to blend together as if he was entering some Picasso painting, and everything went murky and indiscernible. Even his Sphere of Perception got thrown all off, telling him that everything was moving all at once.

      Everything finally started to calm down, and the first thing he noticed was how dark it suddenly was. Due to his vastly improved Perception, he could still see a bit, though. And what he saw was just a vast plane of nothingness. He stood on what seemed like black rocks, and kneeling down to feel them, he found their texture smooth, like polished granite.

      Another thing he quickly noticed was the light mist or fog in his surroundings. Oddly enough, the mist stopped a few millimeters from his skin, and when he breathed in, he felt nothing different.

      Just as he was starting to wonder why the system had brought him here, he felt something. Turning to the side, he knew something was observing him. Before he could try to Identify what it was, a man appeared before him.

      Though calling him a man was a hard sell. Extremely fine black scales with a slight dark green tinge lined his entire body. At first glance, it looked like skin, but it clearly wasn’t. He didn’t seem to wear anything except a tattered black robe. Yet the very first thing Jake noticed was the eyes. They shone with dim green light, a pair of piercing vertical slits reminiscent of a snake gazing back at him, only slightly obstructed by his long, unkempt black hair.

      "Now, what do we have here?" the scaled man said with a raspy voice.

      Jake didn’t know who or what this being was, but he didn’t have the slightest tinge of threat or fear. That didn’t mean his instincts were silent, though. Every fiber of his being told him that whatever this being was… it wasn’t something he could even consider fighting.

      Based on the method in which the figure had appeared, Jake had no doubt that the scaled man was unimaginably stronger than himself. The only reason he kept his cool was how silent his danger sense was. In fact, he had never felt safer in his life than this very moment.

      "Your guess is as good as mine,” Jake answered. “One moment, I was evolving my profession; the next, I appeared here.” He tried to Identify the man.

      
        
        [?]

      

      

      "Oh… That is… interesting," the man said, his eyes shining an even brighter color as he observed Jake. "Ah, I see..."

      He then nodded, seemingly not interested in sharing his thoughts.

      "So…" Jake started, prompting the scaled man to explain.

      "Just the system doing what it does," he answered with a shrug. "It transported you here, right?"

      "It did," Jake said, seeing no reason to hide anything. Furthermore, he suspected that the being in front of him already knew.

      "And you have obtained a profession related to the Malefic Viper?"

      Jake nodded once more.

      "Well, I am the Malefic Viper… Nice to meet you and all that crap," he said, waving dismissively. "Now fuck off."
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            A Very Weird Encounter

          

        

      

    

    
      The scaled man’s words momentarily dumbfounded Jake. No, if he was to be believed, the Malefic Viper’s words.

      Unsure what to say, Jake just stared back at the man. After what felt like an eternity, the scaled man’s face turned to one of confusion as he observed Jake closely with apparent puzzlement.

      "I told you to fuck off," he said as he scratched the back of his head. "You must know who I am, right? So do as I say and leave me alone."

      "Well, yeah, I heard you. But I thought the Malefic Viper was a snake-turned-dragon?"

      "Oh, that?" The man laughed as an explosion of green mist burst out of him, with Jake standing completely unaffected.

      The scaled man was still there, but behind him was a giant projection nearly identical to the dragon he had seen on the mural. "See? It is me. Can you leave now?"

      "Yeah, I see it," Jake answered, still utterly lost as to what the hell was happening. Why had the system brought him to meet the namesake of his profession? "Gotta be honest, I have no clue why I am here or how to leave again. "

      Dispelling the projection, the Malefic Viper continued to look confused back at him. "Seriously, you’re a member of the Order, right?"

      "No—I don’t think so, at least?" Jake said truthfully.

      Would he be considered a member of the Order, considering that everything he knew came from what seemed like an old sanctuary? He hadn’t formally signed up for anything. Also, wasn’t it a cult?

      "Then how in the hell did you acquire my legacy? And why did it bring—wait." As if suddenly enlightened, the Malefic Viper chuckled a bit to himself. "You are a newly integrated human to the system, right? In one of those tutorials." He had an amused smile on his face.

      "Yeah, I got the profession through a Challenge Dungeon," Jake answered, confused as to the apparent mood-swing the other man was showing. What was so amusing about him more or less appropriating a legacy?

      Laughing even louder, he put his hand on Jake’s shoulder, though his hand didn’t actually make any physical contact. It appeared that touching one another was stopped by the system somehow.

      "You have no idea, kid. This brings back some memories. Oh man, I can’t believe you actually got through all that bullshit.” He tried to pat Jake’s shoulder again in vain.

      "I don’t get it," Jake said, his confusion growing by the second. Had he unintentionally gotten himself involved with some unstable ancient being?

      "No, I assume you wouldn’t. It would be damn weird if ya did. But it is funny, so I’m gonna tell you."

      "Okay?" He actually kind of wanted to just leave now…

      "Back in my younger days, I was very much into all of these events made by the system. You know what Records are?"

      "Partly."

      "Eh, just look up Akashic Records or something. Pretty much all pre-system cultures had some myth related to it. Just know that having sufficient Records is quite crucial for everyone. Mortals and gods alike. Which brings me to the next part.

      "Newly integrated universes aren’t just for the newly integrated races themselves. Many beings throughout the multiverse can obtain countless benefits from it. Most notably, a huge amount of Records can be earned. One such way of earning more Records is by investing in the tutorials and getting rewards from the system. It’s essentially just glorified gambling making such investments.”

      Jake was finally starting to understand why he was so happy.

      "Well, you being here means that I very likely already earned back that investment,” the Viper continued. “Geez, you must have done well to come here."

      "Yeah, I…" Jake wanted to explain what had happened in the dungeon, but the Malefic Viper raised his hand to interrupt.

      "Don’t bother. I quite frankly don’t give a fuck. Besides, the system tends not to like oversharing. It’s a bit overprotective when it comes to new universes after some gods accidentally ruined a lesser universe back in the fifth era.” He plopped down on the ground, sitting with his legs crossed. "Totally wasn’t me, by the way."

      Jake was about to ask some questions, but was once more interrupted.

      "No, I am not going to answer anything. Again, the system wouldn't like that either. Shit, you being alive should be proof enough. Never heard of anything below S-rank able to survive in this part of my realm.”

      As the Viper finished those words, with a movement Jake couldn’t even see, an explosion sounded out. It threw up dust and broken stone everywhere.

      With a whisk of the Malefic Viper's hand, the dust dispersed, and Jake found himself standing on a small, floating stone platform, utterly untouched by even a single speck of dust. Around him, nothing remained as far as his eyes could see. Everything had simply been disintegrated into nothingness.

      "See? Overprotective. Could collapse the entire damn realm on you without leaving a scratch. Ya couldn’t even kill yourself if you wanted to right now."

      With another wave of his hand, the whole place was restored back to exactly how it had been before he shattered it, leaving it as if nothing had ever happened.

      "Back to the story. You see, long ago, I made a certain Challenge Dungeon during a time where we gods had quite a bit more free rein on designing them. I am both incredibly proud and a bit embarrassed about how I made it, but at the time, it was super amusing.” The Viper gave a cheeky smile.

      "Honestly, I more or less made it as a joke. The requirements were bullshit made up on the spot to make the challenger feel special, going like, ‘Oh my god, I barely fit these, this must be destiny!’ And then, just after entering the first room, I would have them get impaled by a poisoned spike."

      "That does sound very familiar," Jake said, nodding. He had found the design of the first part of the dungeon a bit suspect. Though he was embarrassed to admit it, he hadn’t really caught on to how suspicious the requirements were. Thinking back, it was a bit weird.

      "It was a bit funny, right? The only sad part is that you don’t actually die in a Challenge Dungeon. At least, not normally. Quite proud of myself for gaming the system on the last part of the challenge where ya have to cure yourself. Took quite a few workarounds to make that work and have the lethality stick.” He laughed, clearly proud.

      "So, Challenge Dungeons aren’t normally lethal, but you somehow found a way to make it so, and now you’re bragging to the person who is suffering the consequences?" Jake asked pointedly.

      "Yep."

      "Well, aren’t you a massive dick," Jake said, but he couldn’t help snickering a bit himself.

      "Guilty as charged. How was the part forcing you to feed me stuff not to die while on a timer? Forced to study my history, only to be rewarded with a mural of me being awesome?"

      "Very narcissistic."

      "I take that as a compliment," the Viper said with a huge smile. "You are surprisingly un-angry."

      "Wouldn’t it be a bit boring if you couldn’t even die from the challenge?" Jake asked. "Makes it all a bit more exciting."

      The scaled man looked at him a bit to discern if Jake was serious. He was. "That’s some fucked-up logic right there. I like it!"

      "Anyway, why am I here?" Jake finally asked. Funnily enough, he didn’t really feel like leaving anymore. As weird as it sounded, he found talking to the snake-god in front of him relatively easy. It was… relaxing. Maybe because he hadn't spoken to anyone for a few days, or because his conversation partner wasn’t human. Or maybe they just vibed.

      "Now that’s an excellent question," the Viper answered, nodding his head slowly. After several moments of looking like he was deep in thought, he finally turned to Jake, staring him straight in the eyes. "No idea. Well, some idea, but it's more fun if you figure it out yourself."

      Jake was once more floored by the flippant attitude of the Malefic Viper. How the hell had the revered and worshipped dragon he had seen challenge the heavens themselves and ascend, turned into... this?

      "Can you at least tell me where exactly we are?" Jake answered, hoping to get something tangible out of the eccentric snake-turned-dragon.

      "Oh, that’s an easy one—we’re in my realm!" he shouted loudly, spreading out his hands in a comical way. Noticing Jake still staring at him, confused, he elaborated. "That means it is kind of my world. I made it. Don’t worry about it; it is a god-thing. So, what do you think? My realm is pretty darn awesome, right?"

      Looking around at the flat, desolate surroundings in all directions, Jake wasn’t particularly amazed.

      "It sure is something," he answered, dodging an answer. "You mentioned something about being a god?"

      Jake had run into the mention of gods in some of the books he had read, but nothing concrete. It would make sense for the Malefic Viper to be considered a god, having a cult and all. He just wasn’t sure exactly what it meant by “god.”

      "Totally am," the Viper said, keeping a jovial smile on his lips. “Just keep doing stuff, gain levels, evolutions, all that jazz, and you’ll get there eventually. It’s hard work, but it’s worth it just for the immortality alone.”

      Jake just nodded along, pondering what the hell was wrong with the so-called god in front of him.

      "My turn to ask something!" the Malefic Viper said. "How come you’re so casual despite how fucked up this entire situation is?"

      Momentarily taken aback, Jake did wonder how he was so calm. His Willpower stat had most certainly increased a lot. But more importantly, he hadn’t felt anything negative from his instincts since he came here, not a single shred of danger at any point, not even at the Viper’s show of power.

      "I guess my Willpower stat has grown a lot," Jake answered truthfully.

      "Yeah, that isn’t how Willpower works, mate. You don’t suddenly become a bastion of calmness from a stat.” As the Viper explained this, he turned uncharacteristically serious. "Stats may change some parts of you, but your mind remains untouched. You become able to think faster, process everything far more efficiently, and remember every single detail, but changes to who you are fundamentally will never happen. It has never happened. Many beings of unimaginable power, having a Willpower stat at an incredible height, have fallen to the plagues of the mind."

      Jake turned solemn at the Malefic Viper's words, sensing a faint trace of sadness.

      "Willpower will allow you to endure the endlessness of immortality, help you resist attacks on your mind, and keep you calm in situations of great danger. However, for those to be possible, you have to possess the ability to do those things to begin with. Some never learn to endure… and time doesn’t heal all wounds."

      The Viper’s look was very downtrodden as he stared out into the vast, desolate wasteland that was his realm. Turning back to Jake, he continued once more.

      "The path to power is a long and lonesome one, but you will meet many along the way. Friends, comrades, subordinates, and superiors, an endless web of karmic threads will be left in your wake. But the march of time is ruthless, the need for constant progress endless. Those friends will be left behind, your comrades abandoned as they fail to keep up, your subordinates lost, superiors surpassed. Families… taken from you."

      The last few words were barely audible. Jake wasn’t quite sure what exactly to say or do.

      "Sorry, I’m rambling again," the Viper apologized. “Haven’t spoken a word to anyone for a very, very long time.”

      Jake looked back at him for a few seconds, unsure of how to reply. If he should even reply at all. As the silence continued, however, he collected his thoughts and spoke honestly.

      "You sound like you’ve gone through some shit. I am not going to stand here and pretend to understand what someone like you struggles with, but I am pretty sure doing nothing isn’t the solution.”

      "And what makes you think I haven’t tried to do everything already?" he asked back, a formless aura spreading out from him.

      Jake felt like he suddenly stood before an incarnation of death and destruction. Yet he didn’t back down. He pushed back, his Bloodline fully awoken, refusing to be inferior. The aura failed to affect him as he stood unmoving.

      "Just sounds like a challenge you haven’t been able to beat yet. And if it isn’t that kind of issue…" Jake’s voice grew a bit softer. "Then, sometimes, moving on can be the best."

      The Malefic Viper looked back at Jake, clearly a bit surprised at how he still stood unaffected.

      "When you lose everything, what is there to do but try to regain it?" he asked pointedly.

      "If what you’ve done so far hasn’t worked, then shift up your strategy or the rules of the games, but… sometimes victory is found by just walking away." Jake sighed. "I didn’t know them… but I have never met anyone who doesn’t want their loved ones to be happy, even after their own end. Maybe your victory is found not through fixing what you can’t, but by creating something new. It doesn’t have to be better… just good enough."

      Jake didn’t exactly know where his words came from. In some ways, he was trying to channel his inner Jacob, and in others, he was borrowing from something his father had once told him. When he’d gotten injured and had to give up going pro with his archery, he’d been broken… but those words had helped him find a new goal.

      The Viper just stared back at Jake for what felt like an eternity. He finally chuckled a bit as he smiled—his first genuine smile for a long time.

      "Look at you, going full-on philosopher on my ass," he said as his chuckle turned to a laugh. "Oh man, this shit is absurd. A mortal comforting a god—what has the world come to?"

      Thinking about it, Jake had to agree. He was a bit embarrassed to admit that he had kind of forgotten the scaled man in front of him was a god for a second. In his defense, he didn’t exactly act like one.

      What followed was a sight rarely seen. A mortal and a god sitting on the ground, just chatting. The Viper was throwing out advice on minor things, with Jake just telling random anecdotes from his own world. Perhaps even Jake, with his ordinarily introverted personality, had missed talking to anyone during his isolation. The Viper having missed conversations was even more evident.

      Jake had no idea how long they talked, but he thoroughly enjoyed their time together. He heard stories about the multiverse, about how the Viper had met a fellow god and fallen in love. It was never spoken, but Jake knew that it was she he had talked about earlier, as he always had a glint of sadness in his eyes whenever he mentioned her.

      Just two lonely people, caring neither for status nor power.

      It was no secret that Jake came away with the most knowledge. The Viper knew far more than Jake on pretty much every subject. Yet he held back on giving direct advice on anything related to the system. He did provide a bit of general knowledge, but nothing major. According to the Viper, there was more value in Jake discovering those secrets by himself.

      After a few hours, the Malefic Viper finally got up and motioned for Jake to do the same.

      "It seems like it is your time to return soon," the Malefic Viper said as Jake got to his feet.

      "We still haven’t found out why I came here," Jake added. They had managed to somehow not talk about that.

      "Oh yeah, that. When I made the dungeon back in the day, I didn’t have anyone else around with permission to approve the better evolutions, so the responsibility naturally fell to me. One could call it a happy little accident that you came here.” The Viper laughed.

      "Ah! Now I remember! The description did say something about being chosen. Does that mean I passed the job interview?"

      "You got lucky, young man," the Viper joked back before turning a bit more serious once again. "I won’t give you anything concrete, but I can give you a tip. Focus on the mana. You can feel it all around you. Feel it more. The earlier you do so, the better. It will help you in more ways than you can imagine."

      Extending his hand toward him, the Viper motioned for a handshake.

      Without hesitating, Jake took his hand, knowing physical contact couldn’t be made. Yet to his surprise, his hand met with scaly textures. Before he could question anything, he felt a warm flow encompass his body as he shook the hand.

      "Something for your journey… A small string of karma, if you may," the Malefic Viper said as he let go of Jake's hand.

      Feeling his vision blur and spin once more, Jake knew that his time here was over. The last thing he saw was the green eyes staring back at him as he heard the Viper speak one last time.

      "And thank you once more, Jake. See ya later!"

      With those words, he disappeared, and the Malefic Viper was alone once more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The scaled man didn’t take off back to the decrepit old cave. He couldn’t even remember the last time he spoke with anyone. Met anyone, to be honest.

      Looking at his hand, he still felt the aura of his little visitor. Compared to him, it was so small, so insignificant. And yet it felt strong. Limited, but powerful still. Deep within the Records, he felt a power that gave even him pause.

      "What a powerful Bloodline…" he whispered to himself. It wasn’t just powerful; it was intimidating. Even the Record’s mere remnants carried the charms of something that refused to back away from his probing gaze. It was primal, like a wild beast, one refusing to surrender to even him.

      Many might see this foolhardiness as a weakness, but the Viper felt only strength. One would never achieve true power from avoiding danger. It might lead to a short life, but without said determination, one would never reach the pinnacle either.

      Smiling, he thought that he might just have made a good investment. It didn’t come cheap, as he still felt a faint trace of weakness, unlike anything he had felt in countless eons. Despite this, he felt no regret. More than just an investment in a powerful initiate, he may have made something even more valuable.

      The smile quickly disappeared, however, as he thought back to their conversation. The calmness and straightforwardness of a mortal had truly impressed him. But the fact that he was so genuinely straightforward also meant that the words carried more weight. Being spoken to directly was not something he had ever been used to.

      Taking a step, he appeared in a valley. This valley, compared to everything else surrounding it, was not desolate but brimming with life everywhere. Small animals ran in the shrubbery, birds chirped, and a calm wind blew throughout.

      In the center of this valley, two obelisks stood. One of them had countless runes with unimaginable power, covering every speck of its surface. Each rune held more information than a mortal mind could comprehend in a lifetime.

      The other obelisk only had a single rune even though they were the same size. This solitary rune did not exude any power and was only a single word:

      
        
        Hope

      

      

      The Malefic Viper stood there for a while before moving forward and putting a hand on each of them.

      "Perhaps I have wallowed enough. You always told me to smile and never doubt myself," he spoke, gently caressing the runes on the filled obelisk while only having his palm rest on the other’s lone rune.

      "Perhaps it’s time for the Malefic Viper to make his return."
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            True Blessing of the Malefic Viper

          

        

      

    

    
      As Jake’s vision started to return, the only feeling in his body that remained was a constant searing pain in his hand, extending up his arm and into his entire body. It didn’t feel malicious, just far more powerful than Jake’s body was capable of handling.

      The moment his feet hit the ground, he also collapsed down on his knees, heaving for air while clutching his chest. The pain gradually faded away and was instead replaced by a strong feeling of power. It was unlike any level-ups he had felt before, and certainly far more than when he’d evolved his race.

      He basked in the feeling for a while before everything finally calmed down. Raising his hand, he could feel that he had gotten stronger. The Viper had done something. Given him something.

      Opening his status screen, he was met with a slew of messages, but the first one alone gave him great pause.

      
        
        *Blessing received*: [True Blessing of the Malefic Viper (Blessing - True)] – An alchemist recognized by the Malefic Viper himself. Few throughout the ages have found themselves blessed by the Primordial, despite their desire to be so. Through your direct karmic connection, the Wisdom and Willpower of the Malefic Viper empower you. +10% Willpower, +10% Wisdom. Grants access to many new paths. Only one blessing can be held at a time.

      

      

      Jake was confused as he read it, before finally getting a bit annoyed. "Could have at least asked first," he muttered to himself.

      
        
        Renounce the Malefic Viper as Patron? All faith-based skills, titles, and Blessing will be lost.

      

      

      "What? No, no, no, it’s fine. Jeez," Jake quickly said as the prompt disappeared. While he was a bit annoyed, it wasn’t like he wanted to throw away free stat points like that.

      Wisdom had been his highest stat before his evolution and would likely remain that way for quite a while, so getting 10% extra was already giving him bonus stat points in the double digits. Willpower was also a great stat to increase.

      Jake had believed that Willpower was what had allowed him to stay so calm and controlled throughout the tutorial, but he would have to reconsider that.

      However, reading the description, he was confused. The blessing described him not as a god but a Primordial. Perhaps they were the same thing? Though he doubted it was just semantics, as he added something else to hit the books on. Nevertheless, the Willpower bonus was nice, and if nothing else, it increased his mana regeneration, which was always welcome. Besides that, he didn't really see much use for it currently.

      Moving on down the list, he noted how he had apparently unlocked his profession upgrade after he got the blessing.

      
        
        *Congratulations, you have successfully evolved your profession*

      

        

      
        Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper – A Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper has come far from when first concocting his first poison. You have displayed speed and skills at the pinnacle. Allows the alchemist to combine the natural treasures of the world to make potions and pills, transmute one material to another, and employ a slew of other mystical means to be discovered. This rare type of alchemist specializes in the production of poisons, contrary to the craft of potions. Your proven talent as an artisan of death stands above all peers, signaling the coming of another harbinger of decay following in the footsteps of the Malefic Viper. Only his chosen may walk this path. Stat bonuses per level: +4 Vit, +4 Wis, +3 Will +2 Tough +2 Int, +5 Free Points.

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Profession: [Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 25 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (F)] has reached level 17 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

      

      Not anything was out of expectations there, besides perhaps the massive influx of stats from the profession and race leveling up.

      With the profession evolution, he had naturally also gotten some skills. But contrary to when he’d gotten the profession, the upgrade only gave two new skills.

      
        
        *Gained skill*: [Alchemical Flame (Common)] – The flame of an alchemist is one of the most critical aspects of the crafting process. The flame itself is affinity-less and not polluted by the impurities of burning a catalyst. The path to refining one’s alchemical flame is a long and arduous one for all alchemists seeking the pinnacle. Allows the alchemist to create a small alchemical flame, emitting heat. Adds a minor increase to the effectiveness of Alchemical Flame based on Wisdom.

      

        

      
        *Gained skill*: [Touch of the Malefic Viper (Rare)] – With a single touch, the Malefic Viper has slain countless foes. Attempt to inject poison into a being through physical contact. The nature of the poison is determined by the user. The alchemist can only use toxic effects he has concocted or created prior. Some toxins cannot be used. Adds a minor increase to the effectiveness of Touch of the Malefic Viper based on Intelligence and Wisdom.

      

      

      According to the books, the first one was a fundamental skill that all alchemists got at level 25. The next one, however, was more interesting. This could easily be construed as the first combat-related skill he had acquired from his profession. A rarity, but not an impossibility if the excellent books were to be believed.

      It wasn’t immediately useful, still being stuck in a dungeon and all, but he could see it being a valuable skill outside. It was also great to make use of his high Wisdom and growing Intelligence stats.

      As he moved on down the list, the last two notifications were… What the hell?

      
        
        *Gained Title*: [Holder of a Primordial’s True Blessing] – Obtain the True Blessing of a Primordial. Many have claimed divinity in the vast multiverse, and numerous pantheons rule, but the Primordials are few. Even fewer still, those truly blessed by a Primordial. May you bring glory to your Patron. Grants the skill: [Shroud of the Primordial]. +5 all stats, +10% all stats.

      

      

      That title was just straight-up ridiculous and explained where the feeling of power he felt came from. 10% to all stats was just insane. Even now, it gave him so much, and he couldn’t imagine its value down the line as his stats grew.

      Then again, he was unsure as to how common percentage multipliers were for stats. He currently had four already, after all. One from his Bloodline Patriarch title, one from his Bloodline ability itself, and two from the blessing and title he had just gotten. Which meant that he had technically only obtained them from two sources – the blessing and his Bloodline.

      Though he was sure there had to be more out there.

      Moving on to the last skill, the surprises only continued.

      
        
        *Gained skill*: [Shroud of the Primordial (Divine)] – A shroud surrounds your very being, your Records masked, your status inaccessible. Scryers weep at the thought of tracking a single of your steps, as you remain an enigma to their sight. Using Identify on you is but a futile effort. The karmic threads in your wake form an endless web impossible to unravel. One does not merely peek behind the Shroud of the Primordial. Hides your Records and Status from all but the most powerful of prying eyes. Hiding ability increases based on Willpower.

      

      

      He had little clue what most of the skill did, but it seemed to hold some kind of obscuration effect on people trying to use magic to locate him, and it could block people using Identify on him. This also finally confirmed that the Identify skill could be used on other people. Perhaps his could now that it had been upgraded to common rarity, but he would have to wait with testing that.

      Besides that, he felt like most of what this skill did was something he would never be aware of it doing.

      The final point was the rarity. Divine. As in god-tier. Which was kind of insane to imagine. His second-highest skill rarity was rare, and even those skills, he felt, were damn strong. How many ranks above rare was divine?

      The only sad thing was perhaps the fact that the skill had such a peculiar nature. If it were a defensive or offensive skill, it would likely be an unimaginably powerful trump card. The passive shroud was nice, but the grass is greener on the other side and all that. He could see several advantages in being harder to track with magic, and of course, with Identify being blocked.

      After going through all his new skills and titles, he finally opened his status screen to see the final result.

      
        
        Status

        Name: Jake Thayne

        Race: [Human (F) – lvl 17]

        Class: [Archer – lvl 9]

        Profession: [Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper – lvl 25]

        Health Points (HP): 1220/1220

        Mana Points (MP): 1560/1560

        Stamina: 459/460

        Stats

        Strength: 49

        Agility: 52

        Endurance: 46

        Vitality: 122

        Toughness: 63

        Wisdom: 156

        Intelligence: 38

        Perception: 120

        Willpower: 81

        Free Points: 10

      

        

      
        Titles: [Forerunner of the New World], [Bloodline Patriarch], [Holder of a Primordial’s True Blessing]

        Class Skills: [Basic One-Handed Weapon (Inferior)], [Basic Stealth (Inferior)], [Advanced Archery (Common)], [Archer’s Eye (Common)]

        Profession Skills: [Herbology (Common)], [Brew Potion (Common)], [Concoct Poison (Common)], [Alchemists Purification (Common)], [Alchemical Flame (Common)], [Toxicology (Uncommon)], [Cultivate Toxin (Uncommon)], [Poison Sense (Uncommon], [Malefic Viper’s Poison (Rare)], [Palate of the Malefic Viper (Rare)], [Touch of the Malefic Viper (Rare)]

        Blessing: [True Blessing of the Malefic Viper (Blessing - True)]

        Race Skills: [Endless Tongues of the Myriad Races (Unique)], [Identify (Common)], [Shroud of the Primordial (Divine)]

        Bloodline: [Bloodline of the Primal Hunter (Bloodline Ability - Unique)]

      

      

      The stat increases were massive across the line. A bit of quick math also confirmed that stat percentage bonuses were additive and not multiplicative. Which still resulted in a 20% increase to his Wisdom and Willpower stats from the titles gained today alone. And that was beside the bonuses from the levels and the 5 in all stats.

      Not bad… not bad at all. I should go meet snake-gods more often, Jake thought jokingly to himself, smiling at the ridiculous nature by which he had gotten all of these massive gains. Imagine what he would have given me if I had brought along a gift… note to self: bring blue mushroom next time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Richard sighed loudly as the man finished his report. The former archer, now upgraded to a class called scout, had brought more bad news. A daily occurrence at this point.

      "Sir, that kid is way too volatile," the scout said. "We should just put him down already. He is too stuck in his own world to notice anything around him. He believes himself some kind of god. Just say the word, and I will have an arrow in the back of his head within the hour."

      Richard shook his head. "No, just keep shadowing him and keep track of his movements. I have seen plenty of his type before. He is an arrogant whelp, but his skills are the real deal. Someone like him is useful if controlled."

      The scout sighed as he turned to the door. "I hope you know what you’re doing, boss."

      "I do too, honestly," Richard said, returning the sigh.

      He had to admit that he was beginning to regret his decision to let William run wild. The kid was too self-confident, to the level of pure ignorance. For god's sake, if his rampant killing hadn't made him stick out, the fact that everyone in the damn camp could see his way-too-high level with Identify did. The young man had held back on learning a profession, not upgrading the Identify skill. He appeared to not even know it got upgraded, despite it being common knowledge around the camp. And now, after having gotten a profession, he still hadn't put two and two together.

      No, he had just utterly ignored everything. Instead, he’d focused on his own foolish mission. Drumming up war. And as much as Richard hated to admit it, the kid’s actions were effective. Too effective.

      For a while, the conflict had escalated, and all hell had finally broken loose a week ago when the other faction leader’s son was killed. And not just killed. William had sent his head flying into their base with a dagger stuck in his head.

      To make matters even worse, he had written, "Richard says hi" on his forehead. Needless to say, Hayden, the other leader, was royally pissed. He had personally gone out and slaughtered an entire group from Richard’s faction. From the looks of the battle, he hadn’t just killed them but tortured them to death, likely attempting to find the culprit behind his son’s murder.

      After that, it had only gotten worse. Lines that should never be crossed had been. Now the fights were no longer simply killing each other. Killing, Richard could handle. He had done plenty of that while overseas. But what was happening now was just wrong.

      It had reached a point where anyone not from your faction was automatically designated an enemy. The unaffiliated ones, the ones merely trying to survive on their own, had also become victims. There had even been a single occurrence where two people from the same faction ended up fighting out of pure paranoia, one of them even dying.

      Hearing the door to the cabin open, Richard looked up to see Jacob and Caroline entering. Perhaps a small bright spot in this entire nightmare was two people finally finding love through adversity. Richard was genuinely happy for them. Jacob had also proven himself to be invaluable in managing the camp.

      "I heard about your friend. I am sorry for your loss," Richard said as they took their seats in some wooden chairs across his desk.

      Ahmed, one of the base casters, had been one of the people who fell today. Not by William, but by a group from the other faction. A necessary sacrifice.

      "Thanks," Jacob said, looking dejected at the other man. "You know, today marks half of my colleagues either dying or going missing."

      Hearing that, Richard smiled internally at the unexpected cue. "Speaking of that archer, what are his whereabouts?"

      Taken aback, Jacob looked at the man in bewilderment. He hadn’t seen or heard from Jake since the day they parted, and quite honestly, despite his early confidence in him, he was beginning to doubt he still lived. While Jacob hadn’t expected him to actually come back and check on the regular, he had expected some kind of contact for what was now nearly a month.

      "I have no idea where he is or if he even lives," Jacob answered honestly. "But if he does live, I would expect him to have perhaps made his way through the barrier somehow."

      The barrier was something they had encountered as they went further into the forest, right in the middle of the entire dome that was the tutorial. They had yet to figure out how to enter it, but at least nothing had exited it either.

      "Perhaps," Richard said. He didn’t actually think the archer was involved, but he was a potential red herring. "I have a feeling someone is pulling strings. I have felt it since the very first of their groups got killed. No one ever took credit for the first kills. I have heard no chatter or rumors as to who did it. I fear that a third party may somehow be involved." Richard leaned back on the wooden chair.

      "You think that could be Jake?" Caroline asked, turning the attention of the two men to her.

      "It is entirely possible," Richard said. “It may also just be Hayden and his men behind it all.”

      "I really doubt Jake is involved,” Jacob said. “I have known him for a while; he isn’t a homicidal maniac. You have seen what people do out there. That isn’t Jake.”

      "I am not accusing anyone. Let’s just not ignore a potential threat. Now, what is the progress around the camp?"

      Jacob sighed but complied as he went over the newest key numbers.

      More and more combatants had started learning professions to gain more stats and race levels. One of the primary reasons was the general lack of high-level beasts providing experience in the forest. Another reason was the hugely increased danger with the faction war going on.

      Levels got harder and harder as one progressed, but this difficulty applied to professions and classes separately. Those with high-level classes even had an easier time leveling professions than those focusing solely on professions due to their higher stats.

      A balanced approach between the two was deemed the most efficient. Getting a profession to 10 could quickly be done in a couple of days, including unlocking the profession itself.

      Even Richard had leveled smithing, as that profession gave the best stats for him. The current “meta” was getting level 25 in one’s class and then focusing a bit on one's profession.

      Jacob reported that Joanna was the first to get her profession evolution. She had gone from Novice Tailor to Experienced Seamstress. The stat gain had doubled from 4 to 10 per level and had, of course, come with some valuable skills.

      The second part was that despite the brutality of the conflict escalating, the number of actual deaths had not. It wasn’t exactly a surprise, considering the vastly reduced number of survivors. They checked the numbers briefly.

      
        
        Tutorial Panel

        Duration: 33 days & 23:45:06

        Total Survivors Remaining: 423/1200

      

      

      They were close to two hundred people by now in their faction, and they needed some way to Identify each other out in the forest, as simply remembering everyone wasn’t plausible. To fix that, they had codewords for all those going out to hunt.

      Finishing the conversation, they said their goodbyes, and the two left the building.

      Richard leaned back in his chair, closing his eyes. He had made a lot of gambles in this tutorial. Far more than he liked. Hayden and his faction had proven a challenge. William was a useful tool to spur on action. It was also good to have a scapegoat in case too many caught on.

      Opening his quest window, he squinted at the progress. Soon he would have half of the entire tutorial in his grasp. After getting rid of Hayden, it should be possible to throw William under the bus as the instigator of the war and try to lessen the resentment between the two factions. It was a plan filled with flaws, but it should be workable.

      William had finally picked up a profession, but it didn’t appear to him at all how stupid he had been in the past to not pick one up earlier just for the easy levels. He also made a mental note to make William go after the trapper, Casper. The trapper had begun to get suspicious of Richard and William, but more than that… he was becoming unstable. William was at least predictable, but Casper was just pure emotion. Richard couldn’t help but shiver at the traps he made.

      This tutorial was to be the foundation for what he would build in the new world. Sadly, Casper didn't fit into that.
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            Manipulation

          

        

      

    

    
      As he closed his status window, Jake was momentarily a bit lost. He had been in the zone for two weeks, doing alchemy at every waking hour. His first interaction with another living being for over two weeks had been with an ancient being of immense power that had ended up giving him quite an overpowered blessing, along with a several-hour-long pleasant conversation.

      Now, however, he would have to get back into it. It would frankly be a bit embarrassing if he ended up dying to a poison weeks after receiving the blessing of a snake-god. On that note, they hadn’t at any point spoken about how to cure it. Jake hadn’t asked, and the Viper hadn’t offered up any information. They had an unspoken agreement that it would be… well, boring.

      But the Viper did give something, as he thought back to the one solid piece of advice the snake-god had given. To focus on mana. He knew mana was necessary for all the concocting and brewing he had done; it was easily the most crucial aspect of the crafting process.

      Yet the Viper hadn’t mentioned anything about alchemy necessarily. He’d spoken of feeling it around him…

      Closing his eyes, Jake could still feel the ever-present mana in his surroundings. He never thought much of it, much like how one would stop smelling it if one lived with a particular smell for long. The same was valid with mana. Something that was there, but unnoticed. Perhaps that had been a mistake.

      Feeling the mana was easy, his Sphere of Perception making it even easier. Jake just wasn’t sure exactly what he was supposed to do with that feeling. Moving his hands around, he could vaguely feel the mana being dislocated from where his hand was, but otherwise wholly unaffected.

      Did the Viper just mean for him to try and feel it more? No, that couldn’t be it. Did he then suggest to somehow manipulate or control it? But Jake didn’t have a skill for that. He did have some skills to manipulate mana through his alchemy, but those were very specific.

      When doing alchemy, he made use of the small runes in the mixing bowl. He had to control the mana in the bowl through those. One could say that the bowl itself functioned as a joystick, his mana the hand controlling it.

      Jake saw no way to manipulate the mana in the mix without these runes.

      Jake proceeded to try the whole “believe hard enough” tactic, but it had yielded nothing after an hour of trying. Still, he refused to give up. The Viper may have been slightly unstable in many ways, but he didn’t strike Jake as a liar. A bit of a jokester, maybe, but he’d had a serious look in his eyes when he gave the advice.

      Instead of attempting futility, he decided to quickly test out his new Alchemical Flame. Like with all other skills, it came with instinctive knowledge of how to use it. When he raised his hand and opened it, a small flame appeared, swaying back and forth on his palm.

      The heat was low, but so was the mana expenditure. The most surprising was the color of the flame. It was nearly entirely colorless. If Jake poured more mana into it, the intensity and heat increased in turn.

      While playing with fire, he discovered that it could cause him injuries, but only when he poured in the maximum mana he could while holding his hand over the flame for a long time. In other words, the offensive capabilities, at least in its current stage, were nearly nonexistent. Not that it was the purpose of the flame to begin with.

      As he kept experimenting, he noticed something through his sphere. When he poured more mana into the flame than it could contain, it seeped out the side of his hands, slightly affecting the surrounding mana. A lightbulb went off in his head as he had a revelation.

      He couldn’t move the surrounding mana, but he had many ways of moving his own. When he used Cultivate Toxin, he always poured mana straight out of his hands into the plants, and when using his crafting skills, he naturally poured mana into the bowl.

      So, what if he moved the mana not according to the pattern of a skill, but simply as an attempt to affect his surroundings? It was weird that the thought hadn’t occurred to him earlier, but in his defense, the concept of moving an invisible force was not exactly a natural thing to him.

      Hours later, he hadn’t found much progress, but he did have some. It was early days, but he felt like he could slightly move the atmospheric mana by using his own as a catalyst. It was currently hugely inefficient, the mana literally pouring out of him. But he did slowly learn and improve.

      His huge mana pool was naturally a great help, and his Willpower increased his regeneration up to a level where he could keep the practice up for quite a while. Chugging a mana potion, he decided that he couldn’t practice using mana all day. He had to keep the alchemy up, after all.

      He was starting to run low on mana potions, so he decided to start out with those.

      The preparation stages were the usual, but he began to feel some faint differences when he started the mana injection part. Despite his brief practice, he could already feel that his control had improved slightly, though it may also have had something to do with his increased stats and new profession.

      The fact that he was making the most accessible type of potion that was also the closest to pure mana manipulation played a part too.

      He had evolved his profession and gained massive bonuses all around, and he finally felt like it was time to make a final push to clear this dungeon. His theory on how to cure the poison was still in its early iterations, but it was coming along.

      Ahead of him were days of grinding and practice. If this plan worked, he wouldn’t leave early, which gave him two weeks of intense leveling.

      Hard work in front of him, and with his life on the line, Jake could only smile in satisfaction. This new world might be a bit fucked up in many places, but it sure as hell was more interesting.
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        * * *

      

      Making their way through the camp, the two newfound lovers made some small talk. Heading toward the forge, they greeted The Smith, who was currently working hard toward his own profession evolution. The man had achieved his class upgrade already. Jacob and Caroline both agreed that he would likely be the first with both an upgraded class and profession from how he was doing.

      "Hey, Smith, how is work going?” Jacob asked as he got close. “Any progress on the spearheads for Casper?"

      The bearded smith raised his head from the forge as he grumbled, "Didn’t bother. Had the kid make ‘em. Ask him."

      Brief as ever, Jacob thought, as he turned to “the kid” who worked the forge beside the man. He had kind of turned into a half-apprentice of The Smith over the last week or so. A caster who specialized in metal-magic. Jacob knew he had also gotten his class upgrade but wasn’t exactly sure when, or what the evolution’s specifics entailed. All he knew was that the young man had a high level.

      Going over to the teenager, Jacob asked once more, "Hey, Will, Smith told me that he had you make some spearheads for the trappers?"

      With a big smile, the kid looked up from the forge with his soot-covered face. He lifted ten or so spearheads off the ground with his manipulation skill and levitated them in front of Jacob with some difficulty.

      "Here they are, Chief!” he replied, seemingly proud of his levitating trick. “Made them just like Mr. Smith asked!"

      Jacob grabbed them out of the air and put them in a small sack he had been carrying. Jacob had never quite liked the kid. He just felt... off. For some reason, he reminded Jacob of several of the more ruthless CEOs he had encountered when he went to meetings with his father while young.

      While Jacob stored away the spearheads, Caroline went forward and started wiping the kid’s face with a handkerchief. A gift from Joanna. The kid stood still as she wiped his face clean and healed his slightly injured hands from the small cuts and bruises he got during his crafting. As a caster, his defensive stats were quite a bit weaker than The Smith’s heavy warrior class, after all.

      "I told you to watch out when working at the forge,” she said with slight concern. “I still don’t get why you didn’t just do tailoring with Joanna, Jacob, and me, or maybe even leatherworking like many of the other casters."

      The teenager just stared back, his features once more revealed with the soot removed.

      Jacob hated to admit it, but the kid was maybe even more handsome than he was. Blonde hair, clear blue eyes, and a bright personality. Not that Jacob felt any threat to his love-life. All the women in the camp treated William with partiality, like how you treated a little brother or son.

      Saying his goodbyes to the two smiths, he left with Caroline to deliver the spearheads to Casper. Casper was working nearly every day on his traps, having also picked up the builder profession. The synergy between those two was… frightening.

      He constructed most of his traps alone. He had to in order to get his class bonuses, and the construction itself also yielded experience to his builder profession. However, he couldn’t do everything himself, as he often needed help from the smiths to make weapons.

      Casper had thoroughly gotten past his trauma of taking another human’s life. He had gotten close with another archer, a woman, and they had spent a lot of time together. That was until four days ago, when her headless corpse had been found just outside their base. To make it worse, Casper had been the one who found her as he was out setting traps.

      His mercy to the other side had died that day. Before, he’d mainly tried to make traps to capture. Now he only made them to kill. Jacob tried to make conversation but was met with no response, as usual.

      The first day after she died, Casper had spent the entire day crying and mourning. The second, he had started making traps like a madman. He had even tried to leave and fight the other side directly, but luckily, they had managed to stop him. His hatred, however, seemed to only grow by the day.

      Jacob barely managed to get a small grunt out of him when he mentioned Ahmed dying. Jacob was lost as to what he could do. He cursed this tutorial, he cursed the system, and he cursed whatever sick fuck had started this entire fucked-up war he now found himself in the middle of.

      Caroline, seemingly noticing his mood as they left the trapper, grabbed his hand in an attempt to cheer him up a bit. It helped a little as they made their way over to the tailors and sat down. It was a good distraction from the madness. Sadly, Caroline couldn’t stay as she had forgotten to tell Casper something from Richard, so she left Jacob there.
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        * * *

      

      Back at the smithy, William was working hard as he did every day. The stats didn’t do much for him, but he got the ability to craft more specialized weapons for himself. Daggers were all fine and good, but he knew that he could make something better.

      The teenager hadn’t initially planned on doing the whole profession crap, but had to admit that the race levels and stats were worth it. On top of that, leveling his class was just a waste of time at this point. Even killing other humans for tutorial points seemed like a waste of time, considering the difficulty of finding them.

      He had tried to piss off the other guy Hayden by killing his son, but somehow it had ended up just making it worse. The number of people fighting hadn’t increased much; instead, everyone had gone full-on psycho. He couldn’t even do the “innocent teenager” act anymore without getting attacked on sight.

      William found the entire thing baffling. He thought he had a good grasp on human emotions, but the fact that everyone would turn absolutely insane like that was unexpected. He didn’t get the point of torturing people. Sure, a bit of torture could get information, but it had been well proven through several studies that information gained through torture was unreliable.

      Trying to find more lockboxes was also a waste of time as they had undoubtedly been found by now. Beasts were also way too damn scarce. William could find a lot below level 25 if he went back toward the forest’s outer perimeter, but the experience from those sucked.

      So William made the best of the situation. He had ingratiated himself with The Smith and gotten some awesome training in. This meant that William got a lot of useful guidance early on and leveled his profession faster than he had expected.

      He had also managed to improve his social position within the camp. The premier healer, Caroline, clearly approved of him, all the women leading the blossoming tailoring industry liked him, and now he even had The Smith, who looked out for him.

      By now, pretty much everyone was in the two bases, a fortunate side effect of his little escalating attempt, which made his plan of being the sole survivor far more probable. Sure, Caroline, The Smith, and many of the tailors were friendly enough, but sadly, their existences were detrimental to whatever reward he would get at the tutorial’s completion.

      As long as nothing unexpected happened, he felt somewhat confident in his plan succeeding. Something he seriously doubted, as he had yet to learn of anyone who posed a serious threat to his goals.

      His thoughts were interrupted as Caroline returned. William looked a bit confused, as she came alone. She was usually with that boytoy of hers all the time.

      "Hey, William, I just came to warn you not to go anywhere close to the enemy camp for now," she said. “Richard said it is okay to go out, just avoid going in their direction too much.”

      William gave an affirming nod.

      She sighed as she smiled at him. "I knew you were trustworthy. Sadly, Casper is dead set on going out there alone to set up some traps between our two camps… Oh geez, how many tutorial points do you think he has gathered already? He is sure getting high level too, so I hope he makes it back safely."

      "Okay, I promise to stay away from there if I head out," William answered with a big smile. He had a small glint in his eye, as he’d just made a mental note of his next prey.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Richard waited for Caroline to return as he went over some notes. He saw her enter with a bitter look on her face. Once she was inside, he spread out her hands and covered the two of them with a transparent barrier.

      "It’s done—William will go after Casper," she said as she tried to keep a stoic look.

      "Good job, Caroline," Richard said in a comforting tone. “I know you don’t like this, but it has to be done. Casper knows too much and is getting both too strong and too unstable. None of us want to risk entering our cabin at night only to be impaled on a cursed spike.”

      "It’s just too cruel…" She sighed.

      "You and Jacob tried. If he didn’t insist on heading out there alone, but instead listened to the two of you, we wouldn’t have to do this. But now we do.” Richard got up from his chair and went over to her. "This tutorial may be cruel, but it will soon be over. Once we’re back on Earth, we can find time to rest. To rebuild. You and Jacob can get your happy ending, and I swear I will support you as long as you support me. And don’t worry, Jacob doesn’t need to know anything about this… unsavory business."

      Caroline looked at him a bit before turning around to leave. "Let’s just get out of this hellhole and be done with this stupid war already."

      With those words, she exited the cabin, dispelling her barrier in the process. Richard watched her leave as he smiled. Oh, what the young and foolish won’t do for love.
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            Blood of the Malefic Viper

          

        

      

    

    
      A scrap of paper floated in the air as if a small string were attached to it. It was slow as it weaved out the door, evading obstacles in the way. It finally floated into another room before it landed in the palm of Jake’s hand, to the sound of a small cheer.

      Jake could barely contain his laughter from finally succeeding in his exercise. He had made it a habit to do this kind of practice daily, following the advice of the Malefic Viper.

      Through mana alone, he had managed to lift and manipulate a physical object. It didn’t seem like much, but for Jake, it was huge. Through sheer mana manipulation, he had managed to create a small tether or string that he had then attached to the paper. It was incredibly weak, no more durable than a thread of spider silk. But it was something.

      He had hit the books hard on this aspect of mana and how to use it, and he’d found a lot.

      Mana was, after all, a natural force found throughout the entire multiverse. It was known as one of the big three prime energy sources. Health points were also known as the vital energy, and stamina the inner energy, similar to martial artists in legends.

      Mana, on the other hand, was the worldly energy. It is the energy used to shape the elements, the laws of the universe itself.

      One might be led to believe that one of these energies was superior, but that assumption would be wrong. In many ways, mana was simply another form of stamina, stamina another state of health, and so on and so forth. One type of energy was able to transform into another.

      Potions were perhaps the most straightforward example of this happening. In crafting a health potion, only mana was spent, yet it directly restored health points upon consumption, which isn’t to say that health potions were liquified energy of life. While the ingredients did contain some life-energy, most of the potion was still the original crafter’s mana. That mana would be transformed, with the entire potion held together by system-fuckery.

      In addition, some beings only possessed stamina, some only mana, and some didn’t even have health points. An example of this was a race known as the automatons. According to the books, the automatons were a powerful race of mechanical beings who only possessed mana to keep their bodies running.

      Another example of peculiar races was the very plants he so often practiced alchemy with. Some plants had the power to evolve and gain levels and sentience, the most powerful even achieving sapience and reaching human-like intelligence. These plant-like lifeforms very often didn’t have stamina, only health and mana.

      Stats naturally also changed according to race. These stats’ names varied and often had similar functions as the ones humans had, but some also changed significantly. Having nine different stats like Jake also wasn’t a necessity. Some had less, and some had more.

      But the point was that all the resources one had available could, through specific methods, achieve most of what all the others could. None of the books detailed any such methods, keeping it very vague.

      Through the two weeks since the meeting with his new snake pal, he’d gotten a better grasp on why the Malefic Viper had told him to focus on mana. It had helped immensely with his concocting, and his practice was very close to reaching fruition.

      Looking at the timer, he took a deep breath.

      
        
        Cured yourself of poison 0/1

      

        

      
        Time remaining: 23:58:42

      

      

      Less than a day remaining. The thought that he could be dead in less than a day was a bit weird. For nearly a month, he hadn’t felt anything from the poison whatsoever.

      But his progress had been impressive. Actually, impressive was an understatement. Around two weeks had allowed him to grind more alchemy than ever before. He had leveled, and leveled a lot, which had even ended up netting him his first "true" race evolution at 25.

      The evolution was as he had expected. It had come with a prompt telling him, "Yay, you made it to 25. This is just the first step. Keep it up, pal!"

      There had been little fanfare during the evolution itself. Nothing special had happened; he had just appeared in the weird middle-of-the-universe place again. There he’d waited, marveling at the absolutely insane density of mana, before being returned back to his bed.

      Not that he was complaining about the evolution and what it came with. The first of which was the improved stat gains.

      
        
        Human (E) – A human confidently climbing the evolutionary ladder. The human race is known as one of the most balanced and numerous races of the multiverse, being able to walk many different roads on their path to power. Stat bonuses per level: +2 to all stats, +5 Free Points.

      

      

      What was a bit different was that the evolution had actually come with a skill.

      
        
        [Meditate (Common)] – Enter a state of meditation, cutting off the outside world. While in meditation, regenerate stamina and mana significantly faster. While meditating, no other actions can be taken, and your perception of the external world is reduced immensely.

      

      

      Meditate was very similar to sleeping. Once one entered it, all one’s senses would be muted to nothingness. One couldn’t smell anything, hear anything, or see anything. Only the feeling of touch remained… for most people.

      Jake, however, was a bit different. All his senses were pretty much completely cut off like everyone else… but his Sphere of Perception remained, completely unaffected. This meant that he could meditate without being completely defenseless. But more importantly, it meant he could keep practicing mana manipulation within his sphere.

      Oh, and speaking of his Bloodline, it too had evolved with him.

      
        
        [Bloodline of the Primal Hunter (Bloodline Ability - Unique)] – Dormant power lies in the very essence of your being. A unique, innate ability awakened in the Bloodline of the newly initiated human, Jake Thayne. Enhances innate instincts. Enhances the ability to perceive your surroundings. Enhances perception of danger. +15% to Perception.

      

      

      Another 15% added. Jake couldn’t detect anything besides that. Not that he was complaining.

      On the profession-leveling side, he, of course, had gotten a lot also. His grind had allowed him to reach level 43, getting a bit more than a level a day on average. It didn’t seem like much, considering that he’d grinded out the first twenty-five in less than two weeks, and that was also including way more research through books and him learning the basics of alchemy.

      But one had to remember that leveling got more challenging with every level gained. So for him to keep up such a good pace was, in Jake’s own opinion, quite… prodigious.

      Horrible jokes aside, through the progress of the levels, he had naturally gotten some more skills too. Sadly, the rate at which he earned them had decreased. Now it was only every tenth level.

      At least the first skill came at level 30, though. Jake had been offered five new skills, and they were all… well… a bit fanatical?

      Just checking out one of the skills sent a shiver down his spine.

      
        
        [Preach (Uncommon)] – As a humble servant, the will of your Patron is your privilege to spread. Allows the alchemist to spread the sacred words of the Malefic Viper. Makes the alchemist appear more trustworthy when speaking to others about the Malefic Viper. May his word be law. Adds a minor increase to the effectiveness of Preach based on Willpower.

      

      

      Yeah, fuck that, was his first thought after checking it out. The four others weren’t any better either. One of them was quite literally related to sacrificing people.

      Luckily for him, though, he had learned something valuable from the Viper he could apply at this moment. It was common knowledge that two closely related skills could fuse… so he picked Sense Herb.

      
        
        [Sense Herb (Common)] – Gives a passive ability to detect herbs and a rough feeling of their properties. An alchemist must be able to find the materials to craft his products, after all. Adds a minor increase to the effectiveness of Sense Herb based on Perception.

      

      

      After picking it, nothing happened right away. Jake felt the instinctive knowledge begin to enter his mind, the thought of the Malefic Viper having possibly trolled him occurring to him for only a moment before another notification had come. This message told him about the two intended skills fusing.

      
        
        [Sense of the Malefic Viper (Rare)] – Fusing the skills of Sense Herb and Sense Poison, the Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper has earned Sense of the Malefic Viper. The Malefic Viper sought out many natural treasures on its path to power; it is only natural to learn to sense them. Gives a passive ability to detect herbs and poisons in different forms and a rough feeling of their properties. Allows you to far better sense the poison you have inflicted on others. Adds a small increase to the effectiveness of Sense of the Malefic Viper based on Perception.

      

      

      With the two skills fused, he had gotten an even more useful one. He wasn’t exactly sure if it could sense herbs and poisons equally well, and his testing had been inconclusive so far. However, the fact that it now allowed him to sense poison he had inflicted on others was likely going to be very useful.

      Jake was a bit surprised the fusion wasn’t mentioned in any of the books, though. It was two fundamental skills for Alchemists of the Malefic Viper, so it being noted wouldn’t be out of place. Jake had a sneaking suspicion that the system had somehow removed this information, or maybe the skill just hadn’t fused like that back in the day?

      It wasn’t as if the books didn’t have any actual examples of skills, items, and even ways of unlocking new evolutions. It had to be said that the information wasn’t that plentiful on skills and evolutions, as it could all just be boiled down to one word: Records.

      But his skill gains didn’t end there. Ten levels later, at 40, he got this second chance to get one. He half-expected to once more be disappointed by choices trying to make him into a cultist, but was pleasantly surprised instead. Very pleasantly surprised.

      
        
        [Blood of the Malefic Viper (Epic)] – The blood of the Malefic Viper is a toxin more deadly than most poisons. Allows the Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper to turn their blood poisonous, imitating their Patron. The blood can be used as an ingredient in alchemy and as a deadly weapon against your foes. The nature of the poison is determined based on the Records of the Alchemist. The blood’s toxicity level is based primarily on Vitality and Wisdom but receives an increase from all physical stats.

      

      

      It was his very first epic-rarity skill, and a juicy one at that. He predicted epic to be a tier above rare mainly due to videogames.

      The skill itself was great. A bit disturbing to think about your blood turning into a deadly poison, but Jake was kind of relieved to find out that it wasn’t a passive ability. He had to actively channel mana according to the skill into his blood, and with that, it would turn toxic.

      Using Identify on the poisoned blood didn’t yield any results, but he could clearly feel it was different. His new Sense of the Malefic Viper gave him a good idea of how different it was from regular blood. The toxin was somewhere in between high-end inferior-grade poisons he had made and the weaker common-grade ones.

      He hadn’t had the chance to test the nature of the toxin yet, so he saved that for later. Of course, the blood couldn’t only be used as a weapon, but also in alchemy.

      At first, he hadn’t thought that his blood as an ingredient would have any usefulness. It turned out he was wrong on that one. His blood was an excellent catalyst, especially in concert with the blue mushrooms. Just adding a bit to the mix also made the mana injection far more comfortable, as he was literally adding a bit of himself.

      This had given Jake newfound confidence in his plan for completing the Challenge Dungeon, and he had been working tirelessly for the last two, nearly three days since he got the skill.

      He had found recipes for potions and even toxins that could cure poisons and had even crafted a couple at inferior rarity to practice. Still, he was unsure as to their effectiveness on whatever had infected him.

      His plan wouldn’t have worked weeks ago, but he had confidence with his newly improved status. Speaking of his status, it had indeed gone through a metamorphosis along with him, especially in the stats department.

      
        
        Status

        Name: Jake Thayne

        Race: [Human (E) – lvl 26]

        Class: [Archer – lvl 9]

        Profession: [Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper – lvl 43]

        Health Points (HP): 2460/2460

        Mana Points (MP): 2890/3150

        Stamina: 528/580

        Stats

        Strength: 61

        Agility: 64

        Endurance: 58

        Vitality: 246

        Toughness: 139

        Wisdom: 315

        Intelligence: 90

        Perception: 205

        Willpower: 159

        Free Points: 0

      

        

      
        Titles: [Bloodline Patriarch], [Forerunner of the New World], [Holder of a Primordial’s True Blessing]

        Class Skills: [Basic One-Handed Weapon (Inferior], [Basic Stealth (Inferior)], [Advanced Archery (Common)], [Archer’s Eye (Common)]

        Profession Skills: [Herbology (Common)], [Brew Potion (Common)], [Concoct Poison (Common)], [Alchemist’s Purification (Common)], [Alchemical Flame (Common)], [Toxicology (Uncommon)], [Cultivate Toxin (Uncommon)], [Malefic Viper’s Poison (Rare)], [Palate of the Malefic Viper (Rare)], [Touch of the Malefic Viper (Rare)], [Sense of the Malefic Viper (Rare)], [Blood of the Malefic Viper (Epic)]

        Blessing: [True Blessing of the Malefic Viper (Blessing - True)]

        Race Skills: [Endless Tongues of the Myriad Races (Unique)], [Identify (Common)], [Meditate (Common)], [Shroud of the Primordial (Divine)]

        Bloodline: [Bloodline of the Primal Hunter (Bloodline Ability - Unique)]

      

      

      His stats had naturally had a meteoric rise with the levels, primarily his Vitality and Wisdom. As for Free Points, he had mainly chosen to distribute them between Perception and Wisdom, but had recently also put some into Vitality and Toughness. His way of curing himself of the poison would likely require him to be quite durable, after all. He had even found out that his exploration of the status had been insufficient.

      For example, Jake found that he could bring up how he had distributed his Free Points if he wanted to.

      
        
        Free point distribution:

        Strength: 1

        Agility: 1

        Endurance: 1

        Vitality: 21

        Toughness: 22

        Wisdom: 100

        Intelligence: 0

        Perception: 100

        Willpower: 0

        Total Distributed: 246

      

      

      Some perfectionist part of him couldn’t help but bring Wisdom and Perception to 100 each. The percentage increases had also truly begun to show their worth.

      
        
        Expanded Status

      

        

      
        Stats:

        Base stat:

        Amplifier:

        Final value:

      

        

      
        Strength:

        53

        10%

        61 (58)

      

        

      
        Agility:

        54

        10%

        64 (59)

      

        

      
        Endurance:

        53

        10%

        58

      

        

      
        Vitality:

        205

        20%

        246

      

        

      
        Toughness:

        127

        10%

        139

      

        

      
        Wisdom:

        263

        20%

        315

      

        

      
        Intelligence:

        82

        10%

        90

      

        

      
        Perception:

        164

        25%

        205

      

        

      
        Willpower:

        133

        20%

        159

      

        

      
        Total:

        1,134

        15%

        1,337

      

      

      The most noteworthy thing on this entire screen was, for some reason, the parentheses. Looking down at his forearms, he had kind of forgotten that he was wearing the bracers at all times. They had kind of become a part of him by now, and he only took them off when he showered, even keeping them on while he slept. That +3 Strength and +5 Agility sure were handy.

      This screen also demonstrated the power of the percentage amplifiers. Jake got a total of 195 stat points from the percentages. His Wisdom alone had increased by 52.

      He also discovered that, sadly, the items weren’t affected by percentage amplifiers.

      Closing all the various windows, he went straight back to work, having finished his mana-control training. He doubted he would have time to train that further before he got out of here... if he got out of here.

      His plan to cure himself was relatively simple, honestly. Concoct a poison to kill the other poison.

      Over the last day or so, he had finally started to be able to feel what was infecting him. With every second moving him closer, he could feel it more and more. It felt powerful yet subtle. But more importantly, it felt far more magical than physical. Narrowing down what type of poison it was should be possible if he had more time, but sadly, he didn’t.

      With Blood of the Malefic Viper, his plan had changed slightly. The goal was still the killing poison with poison approach, but now he would actively use his own blood and align the “cure” with his own body.

      On the herbal side, the main ingredient would be the silver mushrooms from the first challenge room.

      
        
        [Argentum Vitae Mushroom (Rare)] – A silver mushroom only grown in places with extremely high mana density. The mushroom has a solid exterior that, if broken, reveals the actual mushroom within. This type of mushroom’s juices usually are highly poisonous, but this mushroom has evolved to bring life instead. +1 Vitality upon consumption.

      

      

      His highly toxic blood would be used in place of water. Aged Moss of common rarity, on which he had used the Cultivate Toxin skill daily for the last two weeks, would be coupled with the concentrated juices of the blue mushrooms, which he had also been cultivating.

      The Argentum Vitae Mushroom would then be the final ingredient. The vitality in those was overpowering and would add powerful energy of life to the concoction. The creation would be volatile and would need to be consumed shortly after being finished, based on all his deliberations.

      He would consume the creation just before the poison flared up. Two extreme bursts of toxicity would then ravage through his body, one of immense death-attuned mana, and the other poison containing overpowering life-energy.

      If everything worked as he hoped, these two would cancel each other out while his powerful body kept it all together.

      Which was also the reason he had invested some points into Toughness and Vitality. He had severe concerns regarding whether his body could handle the sudden influx of energy.

      The plan was a bit stupid and extremely reckless, for sure, but despite the dangers, Jake was looking forward to it. There was also a part of him that was a bit greedy… If he consumed the ten mushrooms as they were, he would get 10 Vitality. But if he could achieve some kind of synergy, he should be able to get even more.

      Jake believed it would work, and if it didn’t, well, Jake would go out on his own foolhardy terms.
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            A Battle of Life & Death

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake knew that before an important exam or test, there were many approaches to prepare oneself. Some studied intensely up to the very last second, in a desperate attempt to obtain as much knowledge as humanly possible.

      This approach often led to overload and stress, and during the actual examination, one could not perform their very best.

      Another way was to seek approval that one’s preparations were adequate. Asking fellow students or colleagues, hoping that perhaps they too felt as underprepared as you, could indicate if it was merely your own mind tricking you into thinking you were behind the curve. These people would be found camping outside the examination room for hours before it was their time, trying to probe for any and all useful information from those just tested.

      A third way was the path of denial. Shutting down in panic, unable to act. The actual performance from these people, however, varied wildly. Some even performed with incredible confidence despite their panic beforehand. These were also the ones who felt the most relieved after the fact.

      Some looked for a way to either get out of the exam entirely or avoid a fair examination. Cheating was the go-to for these, obtaining the answers beforehand or even during the test. Perhaps even attempting to take high risks to peek at the ones beside you, searching their sheet for the correct answers. Performance-enhancing drugs were not even off the table for these. The most nervous and panicked perhaps belonged to this group.

      The final ones were the relaxed ones—the ones who simply rested, trying to get their brain in top shape before the test. Perhaps faux confidence led them to this, or maybe said confidence was well-founded. One could only know after the test was over, after all.

      Jake had, throughout his life, fallen into all these four categories at one point or another. He had studied until he had headaches and sat outside the exam room for hours, asking anyone for tips. He’d been nerve-wracked the night before an exam, not getting a wink of sleep. Once, he had even tried to cheat by sneaking in notes not allowed. He hadn’t ended up needing them, and he felt like shit afterward, but he had still tried.

      But the approach with the most success for him was the last. He would just relax the day before. Read a good book or even play some videogames, perhaps even a trip to the movies. And then finally go to bed early to wake up well rested for the exam.

      This had worked out for him very well. Jake was the kind of person to have high expectations of himself, often leading to panic. During his years of pursuing professional archery, perfection was the only option. He’d been competing with the best, so he had to be the very best he possibly could.

      University had been very different. In archery, one could quickly come to feel like they had all the knowledge required to perform their best. That the only thing he had left to do was perform his best in the moment.

      When one studied theory on strategic business management, as an example, things weren’t as straightforward. There was always more to know, more knowledge to seek. If you felt like you knew everything, it meant you simply weren’t aware of how much you didn’t know. It was complicated, with endless theories formulated and expanded upon for hundreds of years.

      The knowledge on alchemy in the small library, albeit still containing around a thousand books, was already far more than Jake could go through during the month he had been here. Even if he had spent every second reading, it wouldn’t have been enough. Yet he knew what was in the library was only a drop in the bucket.

      The knowledge gained only made him more aware as to how complex alchemy was. Ultimately, all professions were a valid path to power in the system and contained near-limitless possibilities. Even a path to godhood, according to the Malefic Viper.

      So, with that in mind, Jake just had to accept that he couldn’t perfectly prepare. He had done what he could, and it would have to be enough.

      The hours of the day ticked by as Jake relaxed. He read books he had set aside prior, most containing historical tales that read more like a fantasy novel than actual history. Jake thought of his colleagues surviving outside but quickly tried to purge the matter from his mind. He had followed the number of survivors dropping by the day, and with only around a third remaining, he knew it wasn’t looking good. Some of them were very likely dead, and he wasn’t in any way looking forward to discovering who.

      But he did have some time to reflect on his own feelings. The solitude had allowed him a lot of time to think if he liked it or not. He had made some realizations. His crush on Caroline had always been just that, a crush. He didn’t actually know her at all, and only found her physically attractive.

      His impression of Jacob hadn’t changed in the least. In his mind, he was still the same beacon of positivity and hope he had always been. He was also the one Jake hoped was fine most of all. It doesn’t help thinking about it, he reminded himself. He needed to get in the right mindset for the final push.

      For the last eight hours, he slept and meditated. Cultivating the plants he had prepared for the concoction was the only thing that could be called work. That concoction would determine his life or death, after all.

      Time passed, and it was finally time to begin. With only four hours to his potential death, Jake felt oddly serene. He felt prepared.

      He began by collecting the moss and mushrooms, carefully plucking them according to the methods he had studied. Using the techniques he had become oh so familiar with over the last month, he carried them to the mixing bowl.

      Taking out the Bloodletting Dagger, he made a small cut on the palm of his hand and focused on Blood of the Malefic Viper. He saw the now green-tinged blood slowly drip into the bowl. After a couple of minutes, it was filled enough. He had to cut his hand twice more during that time, despite the enchantment making the wounds harder to heal. A testament to his high Vitality and a good sign for what was to come.

      His health and mana slowly regenerated as he started extracting the toxic juices from the Bluebright Mushrooms, carefully adding the slightly shiny blue liquid to the concoction. Meanwhile, with extreme caution, he guided the process using his mana.

      Letting it soak for a while, and hearing the small crackling that sounded like electricity as the blood and mushrooms combined, he started grinding up the Aged Green Moss into a fine powder with a mortar. When he heard the sizzling and the cracking calm down, he added the moss powder, once more seeing a reaction as the entire thing seemed to boil slightly.

      Throughout it all, he carefully injected mana. This part was why he had needed so long, as he had to carefully balance the concoction and guide it to where he wanted it. The necrotic properties were slowly eliminated from the mix as he focused his mana, thus allowing the vital energy found within his blood to prosper.

      He could have done it the other way around, amplifying the necrotic properties, since his blood acted as a catalyst that strengthened that property. But now, however, the necrotic energy served as fuel for the vital energy, so he had to be careful.

      The reason he had extracted the highly condensed juices from the mushrooms and not just added the entire mushroom was because he only needed a small, highly concentrated amount of necrotic energy to remain. That condensed ball of energy would become the catalyst for the Argentum Vitae Mushrooms, the final ingredient.

      He had added a total of twenty-eight mushrooms’ worth of extracted liquid. He had tested and probed, and based on his Sense of the Malefic Viper, the condensed energy found within should be enough to help empower the vital energy in the silver mushrooms.

      The time he injected mana was long, tiring, and, most importantly, very mana intensive. His pool of 3,150 was quickly being drained. He knew this would happen, of course, as he had invested plenty in Wisdom to make this possible.

      Perception had also shown its value, especially in complicated crafting processes such as this. Small changes in mana flow were unavoidable, but with sufficiently high Perception, Jake could detect them before they became an issue. His senses were tense, focused to the limit.

      With only twenty minutes remaining, the arduous process was completed. Jake had technically finished the concoction now and would come out with a potent common-rarity poison. Without a doubt, his most powerful yet. But he wasn’t done.

      Taking out the ten Argentum Vitae Mushrooms, he hesitated a little before simply throwing them all into the bowl. Nothing happened for the first few seconds, he carefully observed with both hands on the bowl. But soon, the silvery layer on the mushrooms got eroded, and as soon as a small hole appeared in the first one, their ridiculous vital energy rushed out like a riptide.

      After he quickly chugged his most powerful mana potion, Jake still had around half his mana remaining before he threw in the silver-shrooms. He had considered not putting the potion use on cooldown and instead using a healing potion during the consumption, but honestly, if his plan didn’t work, a healing potion would do jack shit.

      His remaining mana pool was liberally spent as he contained the vital energy rushing out. Very soon, the energy of all ten mushrooms had started affecting the concoction, and this was precisely the moment he had been waiting for. With a small suggestion through his injected mana, he released the condensed ball of necrotic energy. It clashed with the vital energy.

      Or perhaps clashed was not the right word. The vital energy absolutely devoured it, and with his guidance, it assimilated the Necrotic Poison to fuel itself. The minutes ticked by, one by one, as he pushed his mana into the bowl.

      When he only had a measly 300 mana remaining, he felt like he was about done. With a final push, spending over 200 mana, he finally heard a small *ding* as he saw the system messages.

      
        
        *DING! *: [Malefic Viper’s Poison] has been activated! The transcendent power of the Malefic Viper has forcefully increased the rarity of your creation to Rare, increasing all effects substantially.

      

        

      
        *You have successfully crafted [Unstable Amalgamation of Malefic Vitau (Rare)] – A new kind of creation has been made. Bonus experience earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Profession: [Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 44 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

      

      Quickly inspecting the sludge left in the bowl, he couldn’t help but make a weird compromise between grimacing and a smile.

      
        
        [Unstable Amalgamation of Malefic Vitau (Rare)] – An unstable creation, made by mixing opposing energies, achieving something more potent than the sum of their parts. It contains an immense power of vitality, powerful enough for it to turn into a poison. Not fit for consumption. Incredibly Unstable: Unable to maintain current form in 9:57.

      

      

      It was what he had hoped for. Perhaps more than he had hoped for. He had gotten a whole level from it, as he had also just leveled up from the last batch of poisons he made. He quickly threw the Free Points into Vitality. He would need everything he could get.

      He hadn’t expected Malefic Viper’s Poison to trigger. Truthfully, he wished it hadn’t. It had thrown all of his prior calculations off course… He feared what he had made was too strong. Sadly, he didn’t have time to attempt anything else.

      Looking at the timer, he prepared himself.

      
        
        Cured yourself of poison 0/1

      

        

      
        Time remaining: 2:38

      

      

      Two and a half minutes, and the poison would flare up to take his life. At that moment, he would drink the sludge in front of him. He didn’t dare touch it, but would simply drink it straight from the bowl.

      As he just sat there, looking at the timer tick down, he did something he couldn’t remember ever doing before. He prayed.

      He had never been the religious sort. He never went to church, not even during Christmas. But today, he prayed. Not to the gods of earth, but to the one god he had met.

      The Malefic Viper may not have been the most stable being he had ever met, but he was powerful. He had blessed him, allowing him to complete the miracle he had created today. He was the one behind his profession. At least it was based on who he was, or his Records to be more exact.

      So, he prayed. His prayer was as humble as can be.

      "I fucking swear, you stupid snake, if I end up dying from drinking mushroom juice, I am going to return from the dead and hunt you down."

      To his surprise, he felt a response. Just a vague emotion from beyond. A faint encouragement, coupled with a barrage of mockery.

      He smiled to himself. He had done what he could, and now it was up to his own willpower and determination.

      The timer mercilessly ticked down.

      
        
        0:28

      

      

      He looked at the sludge as he put his hands on the side of the bowl.

      
        
        0:17

      

      

      He took a deep breath and thought back to his days here in this dungeon.

      
        
        0:13

      

      

      Serenity overtook him as his body relaxed.

      
        
        0:11

      

      

      With a quick peek, he confirmed his health pool was full. Good.

      
        
        0:07

      

      

      He lifted the bowl and prepared to drink.

      
        
        0:05

      

      

      "Here goes nothing," he said as he lifted up the sludge and gulped it all down.

      The taste was a bit sweet, but he barely had time to notice it because of what came next. His entire body and mind were consumed by a wave of pain from everywhere the sludge touched. A source of pain that only a moment later was joined by another.

      From somewhere around his heart, a massive amount of energy suddenly manifested—one seeking only to destroy every trace of vitality in his body.

      His instincts screamed at him, making him fully aware that if the deathly energy spread to his brain, it would mean game over. He would be unable to mobilize his will and energy control to fight.

      Luckily, the energy couldn’t easily spread, meeting significant resistance from his powerful physique. But it was far from enough. He felt himself literally rotting from the inside, not unlike what had happened during the second trial and the toxic liquid.

      But as the energy crept upwards, it met a force it couldn’t conquer. His mouth and the upper part of his body had already started growing red as the vital energy overpowered his being, also slowly killing him. Tumors began growing at a visible speed, as the vital energy had nowhere to go, nothing to regenerate.

      The vital energy was not entirely pure either but mixed with the necrotic properties of the Bluebright Mushrooms. Jake’s thoughts were jumbled and thinking straight was borderline impossible as he simply lay collapsed on the laboratory floor. Every sliver of his focus was on the battle within him.

      The two energies sought to destroy each other. Two mighty armies, one of death, and one of life. Jake’s body was the battlefield in which they fought. If Jake had not consumed his concoction, the poison that flared up would have been significantly weaker than it currently was, as the two both sought to destroy, yet also empowered, one another.

      With what little will he could muster, with it mainly being his instincts taking charge, he mobilized all the energy he could to protect his head. This was the most dangerous stage, as both energies were at maximum capability, and all he could do was hide away and hunker down.

      This didn’t mean he only hid away. The two energies fought, but both had failed to recognize the powers already present on the battlefield. Another army rode in from the same place the energy of death had initially come from.

      The third source of energy was another source of vitality. But unlike the others, this one was controlled and with purpose. It was Jake’s original health points, a massive squadron of vital energy stemming from his second-highest stat, Vitality.

      It entered the fight not as a contender, but as a force to control the battlefield. A mediator to make the armies of life and death battle on equal terms, slowly canceling each other out. At the right moment, it would then enter the fray, strike down the vulnerable energy remaining, and seize victory.

      His body was rotting, yet, shortly after, regenerating the decaying flesh once more. Other parts grew red as tumor-like growths appeared; however, they quickly got squashed by the energy of death.

      Jake couldn’t even scream, as his airways also alternated between life and death. At all times, death was a moment away, but it was always crushed by overpowering vitality before it could take hold.

      If his Vitality or Toughness had only been just a few tens of points lower, he would have died by now. But he didn’t die. He suffered, he screamed internally, but never once did he wish for the embrace of death. He fought with every fiber of his being to live.

      For in the end… what is death, but just another challenge to overcome?
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            Leave Nothing Behind

          

        

      

    

    
      The Malefic Viper stood in the desolate middle of nowhere, surrounded by the ever-present white mist. He had stood here for days now, unmoving. The decision to leave had been made, but the last step still stumped him. It wasn’t that he couldn’t or that he didn’t want to go. A single thought would bring him away. But he still felt doubt. It had been a long time since he last left… A very long time.

      Suddenly, he felt a small trickle of faith come to him, for the first time in many eras. Of course, he knew from where it came. He had only one being in the entire multiverse who held his blessing, after all. The prayer was simple, if a little insulting.

      The Malefic Viper couldn’t help but chuckle to himself as he peered through the void into the Challenge Dungeon, observing Jake drink his concoction.

      "Crazy bastard," he muttered to himself, smirking. "And entirely pointless. Should I tell him that his body would be powerful enough to survive the poison already and how he is unnecessarily putting his life at risk? Nah, gonna save that one."

      Looking at Jake drink down the sludge, his own hesitation seemed like a joke in comparison. He feared the unknown, while his one blessed mortal faced death with courage and a bit of foolhardiness.

      "I guess I should stop stalling."

      With those words, he disappeared from the desolate realm.

      A ripple went through the multiverse as he passed the veil. An aura that hadn’t appeared for eras washed across existence, only detectable to the most powerful of gods. Some had already felt the movements of karma when he granted his True Blessing, but now there was no doubt.

      The Malefic Viper had returned.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two mighty giants stood on the metaphorical battlefield, one representing life, the other death, equally matched as they each tried to fell the other. Their fight had allowed them both to grow, but at the same time, had whittled away their strength. The end was near.

      Yet, at that very moment, the third, forgotten, entity struck. A mighty arrow of life surged forward, utterly destroying the avatar of death. The giant of life took this chance to leap on the fallen avatar but was only met by the consuming grasp of the hunter. It had no recourse, as it was too weak from the long battle.

      The war of life and death had finally come to a close. It had only been a bit less than an hour; however, the pain had been utterly consuming, and Jake felt delirious despite his body now slowly healing. Yet he felt triumphant. He had won, all the poison now either firmly nestled harmlessly away in his body or wholly eliminated.

      Jake suddenly heaved in a breath as his throat finally finished healing, and he could once more draw in air. The experience had also inadvertently taught him that he didn’t really need to breathe much anymore. Not that it made the inability to breathe any less hard to get used to.

      He stayed on the ground for several minutes as he became aware of his surroundings, noticing he was still in the dungeon. His head was a mess, and he couldn’t move a single finger. The pain had subsided significantly, but it still hurt as his body kept healing. Whatever vestige of poison remained in his system was pretty much gone by now, and his natural resistance would handle the rest.

      His mind started clearing up, and as it did, he couldn’t help laughing. Or at least he tried, but ended up just gurgling out blood instead. After spitting out a lungful of blood and grime, his attempted laughter did go through, though.

      He had lived. His foolish gambit had worked. Honestly, he did feel a bit like an idiot currently. Based on the power of the poison, a single well-made, inferior-rarity antidote would likely have cured him or at least suppressed the effects enough for his body to handle the rest. Maybe his body could have taken it even without any external help.

      His own little concoction had only amplified the flareup and turned it into the nightmarishly potent poison that nearly took his life. Not that any of it mattered now. He had won, after all. And with his victory came a slew of system messages.

      
        
        You have assimilated a potent source of vitality.

        +1 Vitality

      

        

      
        You have assimilated a potent source of vitality.

        +2 Vitality

      

        

      
        You have assimilated a potent source of vitality.

        +1 Vitality

      

        

      
        You have assimilated a potent source of vitality.

        +1 Vitality

      

      

      …

      It went on for a bit, and Jake could see that it had periodically given him stats after the initial intense burst.

      In the end, he had ended up getting a total of 31 Vitality. The energy naturally came from the Argentum Vitae mushrooms, which would have granted him 10 Vitality if he’d just eaten them straight up. Fewer stats, but it wouldn’t have required him to nearly die.

      With the poison cured, he had naturally also passed the trial.

      
        
        Dungeon Challenge:

      

        

      
        Cured yourself of poison 1/1

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have successfully cleared the tutorial Challenge Dungeon!

      

        

      
        Rewards given are based on performance during all trials.

      

        

      
        Dungeon shutting down in 3:57:11

      

      

      Looking through the message logs, he found he had completed the dungeon a bit over two hours ago. It had taken him only a couple of hours for his body to heal enough for him to regain proper consciousness. Not that he was entirely healed yet, as he couldn’t really move his body. Like, at all.

      As for rewards, he had gotten not just one but two titles. However, these were more in line with his initial Forerunner of the New World, compared to Bloodline Patriarch, or his quite overpowered Holder of a True Primordial’s Blessing.

      
        
        [Dungeoneer I] – Successfully clear a Dungeon suitable for your level. +1 all stats.

      

        

      
        [Dungeon Pioneer I] – Be the first to clear a dungeon suitable for your level. +3 all stats.

      

      

      The stat points were fine and all, but most important was the number 1 in both of them, in his honest opinion. This clearly indicated that these titles were not just one-offs but would likely grow for every dungeon he did.

      Finding nothing else of note in his notification window, he closed it and just lay there. His Sphere of Perception made him aware of his surroundings, and he noted the bottles of health potions inside one of the cabinets. With nothing better to do, he began weaving a small string of mana to try and drag one of them to him like he had been practicing.

      So far, the heaviest he had lifted using only pure mana was a pen. So a bottle, even a tiny bottle, still took quite the effort. First, he had to open the cabinet to get the potion, cursing himself for even closing it to begin with. Why did he need to close cabinets? Or doors, for that matter? Not like anyone else was going to wander in and scold his lack of etiquette.

      The process of opening the cabinet was a real struggle, not that Jake in any way minded it. He was alive. And he was feeling great. Well, aside from the whole body-being-paralyzed part. Looking at his health points, they were at a measly 700 out of nearly 3000, and this was after they had regenerated quite a bit. He had likely been below 200, perhaps even below 100.

      Health points, also known as vital energy, functioned as the fuel that healed the body and kept a living being alive. Undead creatures famously didn’t possess any health points but instead had an energy of death that kept them un-dead.

      This meant that the natural healing of the body consumed health points. When one took damage, an initial portion of health was consumed, with another part used to heal the wound afterward. As long as health points remained, so did the life of the being who possessed it.

      But being “alive” is a rather broad term. If the poison had consumed Jake’s brain, it didn’t mean that all his health points would’ve instantly disappeared. He would’ve remained alive, and his health points would’ve kept healing his brain. If the poison was then cured, his vitality winning the bout and his brain healed, no permanent damage would be sustained.

      The problem was that the brain was still the organ that served as the director of consciousness. The mind existed within the soul, but it couldn’t do anything or even be aware of itself without the brain. Memories, personality, and what makes you you, existed disjointed from the physical body. Many beings in the multiverse didn’t even necessarily possess a brain or a set physical form; some only had an intangible spirit form. At least that was what all the books Jake had read on the topic said.

      For humans, at least at his current rank, losing the brain would mean losing all semblance of control and consciousness until it regenerated once more. If Jake had lost access to this control, he would no longer be able to affect the two opposing forces at all. He would be unable to fight on the metaphorical battlefield, which was why he’d struggled so hard to defend his brain during the assault.

      Jake had no idea if this weakness was amendable, but guessed that there were skills that allowed a human to still act despite having no brain. Perhaps it would naturally happen with an evolution in the future.

      And speaking of health, Jake’s epic quest for acquiring a health potion had reached a critical stage. He had managed to budge the cabinet’s door slightly, a major win in his book.

      After a few more minutes, as he was finally getting close to fully opening the cabinet, he felt a bit of his mobility return. At first he could move his fingers, then his hand, then arm, and soon he managed to sit himself up.

      It turned out, the whole quest for the health potions had been a waste of time. Dragging himself off the floor, Jake still felt weak throughout. With difficulty, he opened the cabinet and took out a healing potion.

      He felt a bit better after drinking it, but getting back to top shape would still take a while. Overdrawn vitality was not so easily overcome. From what he had read, the weakness typically disappeared when the health pool was once more maxed out, and he still had about half to go for that.

      As he walked out of the laboratory, his Sphere of Perception picked up something new.

      He had spent thirty days in the dungeon, and with his sphere always active, he had every single minute detail memorized. But in the room where he had initially gotten his profession, two lockboxes now sat on the shrine within.

      He didn’t hesitate to enter the room and check them out. One of the boxes was rather large, while the other one small. Both were jeweled, and as he approached them to use Identify, he was pleasantly surprised.

      
        
        [Challenge Dungeon Lockbox (Rare)] – A system-created magical lockbox enchanted with the ability to block off all types of attempts to peek inside before opening. Awarded for passing the Challenge Dungeon.

      

      

      The bigger box had a rare rarity. Opening it, Jake saw a pair of boots.

      They looked old and well worn. Both looked to be made of leather that had once been brown but was now a dull gray color. Small scratches and minor imperfections marred their surface, and the soles looked like they had accompanied their last wearer for countless steps. In all honesty, they looked far worse than his slick leather bracers.

      Using Identify on the old boots, however, he was not disappointed.

      
        
        [Boots of the Wandering Alchemist (Rare)] – Boots once offered to an alchemist before setting out on a journey to experience the world outside. Despite being made of simple leather, the Records of the alchemist have left a deep mark on this item, allowing it to transcend many ranks. Enchantments: +20 Endurance, +15 Agility. Reduces stamina expenditure from all movement-related skills by a small amount. Increases sensitivity toward earthbound plants.

      

        

      
        Requirements: Lvl 25+ in any humanoid race.

      

      

      They rewarded 35 total stat points and two passive effects. The reduced stamina expenditure was useless to Jake currently as he didn’t have any movement-related skills, but he was sure it would show its worth down the line. It would be bizarre if he didn’t get any movement skills from his Archer class.

      The increased sensitivity would likely also be useful, he assumed. Without any hesitation, he put on the boots. He hadn’t been wearing anything beforehand, since his old shoes had been entirely devoured by acid around a month ago. It felt great to finally have something on his feet, and the boots themselves felt amazingly comfortable.

      The comfortable feeling only increased as he injected mana into them and felt the familiar feeling of his stats improving.

      Feeling great in his new boots, he turned to the other, smaller lockbox and was once more pleasantly surprised.

      
        
        [Challenge Dungeon Lockbox (Epic)] – A system-created magical lockbox enchanted with the ability to block off all types of attempts to peek inside before opening. Awarded for passing the Challenge Dungeon with excellent performance.

      

      

      He’d had his doubts if the system would reward him for taking a more difficult path than necessary to succeed, and it turned out it did. Barely able to hold himself back, he opened the lockbox and looked inside.

      A very expensive-looking necklace lay within. The entire thing was made of what seemed like silver or perhaps even platinum. A green gem beautifully adorned the chain. With great anticipation, he used Identify on the stunning work of art before him.

      
        
        [Prodigious Alchemist’s Necklace of Holding (Epic)] – An amulet awarded to a prodigious young alchemist upon completion of a trial. An ornate creation of high craftsmanship made of metal attuned to the space affinity, holding a spacegem in place. Allows the user to store items in a small pocket dimension found within the gem. Due to the nature of the gemstone used, living, non-sentient entities can be stored without harmful side effects in temporal suspension. Enchantments: Alchemist’s Spatial Storage. +25 Wisdom.

      

        

      
        Requirements: Soulbound

      

      

      Jake cracked a big smile as he read it. The good old trope of the item box. And his item box was even the type that could store living items. The 25 Wisdom was also more than welcome. The bonus of storing living entities was naturally to allow plants to be stored, and a lot of plant life went bad not long after being picked, so keeping them alive through temporal suspension seemed almost like a must-have.

      He was a bit worried about the Soulbound requirement, as he wasn’t quite sure what that meant. Though he doubted he would be unable to use it unless this was a massive prank by the system. If he had to guess, he would say it just meant that it was bound to him.

      Picking up the necklace, he put it around his neck before injecting mana into it. With it came the feeling of his Wisdom increasing, but it was accompanied by something else—knowledge of how to operate the spatial storage.

      In his mind, he had a mental image of a room. The room had no source of light but was pretty extensive. How big exactly, he couldn’t quite comprehend. The lack of any point of reference made it even more difficult, as the room was completely empty.

      Looking at the timer for the Challenge Dungeon shutting down, he still had two and a half hours left. Quickly, he went to the library and started storing books. At first, he did it individually, but soon he was scooping up bookshelves at a time. After keeping all the bookshelves, he even grabbed the desk, chair, pens, and pretty much everything he could get his hands on.

      In the spatial storage, he found that the items had barely taken up any space. Quickly, he went to the bedroom and threw it all into the spatial storage too. Bed, dresser, another small table—everything went in.

      Next, he stopped by the laboratory, but here he met his first difficulty. A lot of the instruments were fastened to the wall and floor. Luckily, the mixing bowl, the most essential tool, was able to be brought along. The small burner, however, was fixed. It seemed like he had to either find a new one or use his Alchemical Flame skill instead.

      A bunch of the other instruments, like the mortar and pestle, he also brought along. Next, he started storing the potions and poisons he had made over the last month. In reality, most of them had been created only over the last week, as he had to empty out a lot of the bottles periodically to recycle them.

      Luckily, the cabinets storing the bottles were freestanding, allowing him to grab them whole and toss them into the storage. Looking at the barrels of purified water, he kept the full one and picked up the other as he headed toward the garden.

      Carrying it to the garden, he filled it with purified water before he threw it too into the storage. Looking at all the plants, he cracked his knuckles. Leave nothing behind.
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            Broken

          

        

      

    

    
      Many herbs were still in the garden and cave. After all, Jake had never made anything above inferior rarity in potions and still had all the common-rarity ingredients left entirely untouched. With the spatial storage able to store plants, he needed a way to get them into it.

      He quickly discovered he couldn’t just will them to enter it. Sadly, the spatial storage couldn’t just tear them out of the ground.

      So the next one and a half hours went by as he dug them up by hand. He also went by the cave afterward and collected all of the mushrooms and moss.

      It didn’t take him long to gather everything—his improved physical stats were finally being used constructively.

      With less than half an hour left in the dungeon, he did the only logical thing he could think of and took a shower. He didn’t know when he would next get access to a nice bathroom, something to be made use of as much as possible while he still could.

      After cleaning up and putting on his clothes once more, he went to the garden and waited for the time to end. Looking at his reflection in the pond, he saw the minor changes the evolutions had brought about.

      It had made him a bit more handsome, if he had to say so himself. His features were all a bit sharper. He’d initially been a bit on the short side but had grown a couple of centimeters too, from the looks of it. His fashion sense did ruin his improved looks a bit, though. The brown cloak, leather bracers, and old worn boots were standing out like a sore thumb.

      He looked a bit funny, admittedly. If one looked below the cloak, they would find some old linen clothes he had found in the bedroom dresser. His old clothes had been wholly ruined a long time ago.

      As his thoughts wandered, time ticked on, and with a final look at his reflection, he disappeared from the dungeon.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Caroline exited the cabin with Richard after reporting what she had just learned. Casper had made himself known once more.

      Two weeks ago, he had wandered out of the camp in the middle of the night. Their expectations had been broken, as he’d just vanished without a trace. No one had heard or seen anything from him before today, making them believe that he was actually dead.

      He wasn’t. He had contacted them through a stake outside their base… addressed to William.

      Casper hadn’t headed toward the enemy camp… Instead, he had gone back. Back to where they had entered the tutorial initially. And now, she and Richard were thinking of what to do.

      A small sphere was around them, blocking out all sound as they walked through the camp.

      "Just send William…” Caroline said. “Wouldn’t it be better just to kill him already?"

      "Casper or William?" Richard asked.

      "William, of course. Casper hasn’t done anything for two weeks… We can have him return." She spoke almost pleadingly. Jacob had been in a slump emotionally ever since Casper disappeared… and guilt had been gnawing at her too.

      "… Fine," Richard conceded. Even if William dies, I can figure something else out. The only positive thing one could say about William was how little he had done for the last two weeks. He had only been hunting beasts, really, and spent the majority of his time with The Smith.

      However, despite all that Richard tried, people had begun to question too many things. He was also relatively sure Jacob knew that the kid was way off. He had wanted to get rid of William and Hayden already, but sadly, no opportunity had presented itself.

      Now, with Casper calling out William directly, too many had begun connecting the dots. Richard was unsure of what to do. If he acted like he didn’t know anything, he would appear incompetent. So he went with the most straightforward solution of hopefully just having the two kill each other.

      Can I still use this to lure Hayden out? he thought as he began to gather his hunting party with Caroline. Not to go after William… They had to keep leveling themselves too.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Casper sat on the ground, meditating.

      He knew he was coming. The narcissistic bastard wouldn’t be able to resist.

      For the last day, he had prepared the clearing. Everything was ready for the ritual. He just needed that one final piece.

      His last two weeks had been… eventful. It had all started when she died.

      Her name had been Lyra. His shining star in this hellhole. He had fallen head over heels for her instantly. They had begun a relationship that never had time to truly flourish. He had been too cowardly, and their time too short. She had been murdered.

      Hatred overtook him. He didn’t care about some war; he didn’t care about the other faction leader, claiming that his son had died. He was past caring.

      So he made traps, traps to slay the beasts in human skin roaming through the forest. It was his personal mission to thin out the herd as much as possible before he joined her. Casper had no naïve hope of surviving the forest. He knew it would be his final resting place, and he would lie down here gladly to rest eternally beside Lyra.

      Yet, at that moment, as he was weeping alone, he heard a whisper—a call from the forest. One he followed.

      There he found a door leading to a Challenge Dungeon. The dungeon hadn't contained any challenge. It was just an island with a single tower on it, surrounded by a black sea. Not of water, but a black sludge that Casper hadn't dared to touch.

      Within the tower, he’d met him. Or at least a part of him. And that being had offered him a deal, one he couldn’t refuse. It had helped prepare him, evolve as his race reached level 25. A level he still sat at now. He couldn’t progress further quite yet.

      Throughout the clearing in which he sat, hundreds of spikes of dark metal were embedded, each impaling the corpse of a beast. Runes ran down their surfaces.

      Casper felt a jolt as he opened his eyes, aware once more. He looked up and saw the blue-eyed, blonde teenager of his former camp staring back at him. William.

      "Hello, oh master of traps and deceit," the teenager said as he did an exaggerated bow toward Casper. He had a playful look in his eyes and a friendly smile on his lips. Yet he was staying pretty far away, not daring to enter the clearing entirely.

      "You actually came," Casper said, a part of him a bit surprised despite his words.

      "It is a free tutorial, mate; ain’t nobody telling me where I can and can’t go," William answered with a laugh, clearly mocking Casper.

      "No, but you follow their whims nevertheless," Casper mocked back. "So, why have you come, William?"

      William completely ignored the first part and responded to the second. "I am just curious why you asked for me; I don’t recall us having any beef?"

      "Stop being willfully ignorant already,” Casper said, a bit annoyed. “Your attempt at starting a war is clear as day to anyone not constantly stuck inside the camp. Richard knows. Half of his men know. So just stop this silly farce and speak as your true self for once.”

      The young teenager's demeanor changed as he looked back, his smile remaining, but his eyes going cold. "Fine. Let’s talk. But I go first… What the hell is your plan out here? Your plan with recklessly trying to hunt down Hayden and his men for days and then just disappearing in the middle of it?"

      "I wanted revenge, you bloody moron, for what they did to her. I know you didn’t directly kill her, but you still fucking caused it!" Casper yelled before taking a deep breath to calm himself down once more.

      William looked at him, obviously a bit bewildered at the outburst.

      "Gonna be honest, I don’t get why they go so much overboard when killing, and I think torture is quite dumb. But isn’t it equally illogical to react to it like you are? You risked your life needlessly by going closer and closer to their base instead of just going for the easier beasts. Don’t you care about tutorial points or experience at all?"

      William didn’t ask to provoke. He was honestly curious. He didn’t understand it. He had been lost on why the reaction had been so violent from Hayden to begin with. He had lost his son, an essential asset for sure, but why the response?

      Casper looked a bit at the youth before he answered with a question of his own, one he already knew the answer to. "Have you ever lost someone you loved?"

      "Let’s say I have. Why would that make me seek revenge to the level of forsaking all logic like you?" William was a bit confused by the question. He had quite honestly always been a bit stumped when it came to the term “love.” It seemed like a somewhat undefined emotion, and he was very unsure how exactly it worked.

      "If you love someone, they become important parts of your world. If you love someone enough, they become your entire world. Then, if someone takes away that world, wouldn’t you want to take theirs in return?" Casper was unable to hide his emotions. He hated himself for not realizing how much Lyra had meant to him. They had only spent a week together… He knew it wasn’t logical, but he couldn’t let it go.

      "But will taking their world away give yours back? If it doesn’t… Wouldn’t it be better to try and construct a new world? Though it does seem a bit stupid to invest so much in something that you lose everything by losing it." William could kind of understand the analogy, but he still wasn’t entirely sure.

      "You wouldn’t understand, William. Love is an emotion far too complex for one such as you to comprehend." He was purposely trying to rile the young man up. Petty revenge, if you will.

      "Define love?" the youth asked, a bit annoyed.

      "You won't ever get it, William. You won't ever understand the feeling of losing someone. Truly losing someone." Casper smiled at the youth. "And that is your biggest weakness."

      "What the fuck are you on about?" William sneered. A weakness? What was this moron on about?

      "You are broken—even more than I am. You believe emotions are a weakness… when your inability to feel is the true weakness." Casper stood up.

      "If they are so important, then why don’t you explain them?” the young caster said, preparing to strike. "Make them actually make sense for once? Because from what I’ve seen, the only thing emotions bring with them is stupidity."

      "I am not going to waste my time engaging in futility." Casper chuckled.

      William, now well and truly pissed off, went back to a tried and tested method. Threats.

      "If you do as I say, I promise not to kill you. You know what I am capable of."

      Shaking his head, Casper could only sigh. "William, that threat only works if the person you are threatening cares about living. Oh, also… I’m stronger."

      As the words left his mouth, they both made their move. Daggers flew out from William as he simultaneously summoned his wall to protect himself against any attacks. Internally, he’d already summoned up the energy to create his disc.

      Casper, on the other hand, just spread out his hands… and the forest hummed. All of the spikes around him began to glow with a ghastly light as tendrils of shadows extended from each of them, gathering in a giant sphere of darkness floating above his head.

      The daggers didn’t even get halfway before they fell to the ground harmlessly, the mana within gone, his control of them lost. William’s wall also disintegrated as the mana holding it together was overwhelmed. The energy he was building up to summon his disc was utterly suppressed by the mighty aura of the dark sphere.

      "Wha—" William yelled out as he froze up.

      "Resentment, William. The resentment of the fallen. Pure emotion turned to power, a curse left by beasts and men alike." Casper looked up at the sphere.

      He wasn’t controlling it. He couldn’t. It was power far above what he could wield… the result of the magic circle taught to him.

      "This is what you call weakness,” he went on. “Look at you. How weak and insignificant you are. Observe the kind of power you are too broken to even attempt to grasp."

      William could only stand there, wide-eyed, his mouth quivering. "Pl… Don’t kill me! I didn’t kill—I won—"

      "Oh, I am not going to kill you. It would be pointless anyway. Another has already claimed you. Neither my teacher nor I have an interest in attracting unnecessary conflict. No, you are a witness." Casper smiled.

      From below his cloak, he took out a spike. The same kind he had made countless traps with and used to kill dozens of humans. On it was a script more complex than any of the ones around him.

      "Goodbye, William. I shall take my leave from this accursed place first. May we never meet again.” Then he impaled his own heart. The dark runes spread from the spike into his own body.

      The sphere above reacted to his death, finally finding something to inhabit. The energy of resentment dove down and bore into his body through every orifice as he slowly began decaying. William just looked on, horrified and confused.

      Moments later, with all the energy now within the dead archer, the runes transferred from the spike lit up. The mana of death began spreading from the body—which was when the final part activated.

      An amulet, formerly hidden, activated. And with that, Casper disappeared from the tutorial.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "He did well," the being said as he nodded in satisfaction.

      "Adequate," a female voice concurred.

      "Our Patron gave express orders, after all," a third chimed in.

      They had been observing a seer-stone moments earlier as they saw Casper disappear. A powerful magic circle before them had activated at the same time. Immense amounts of mana were mobilized as a figure appeared standing in the middle of the circle.

      "It’s done," the newcomer spoke as he walked forward, bowing to the three of them.

      He had done everything as told. He didn’t necessarily know why he had to do all the things he had done. It was just a part of the pact he had made. William had been led to the intended spot, and he had witnessed what he had to witness.

      "Well done, Casper—the Patron is satisfied with your performance," the first figure said with unabated envy in his voice as he motioned with his skeletal hand for the young undead to rise. "And welcome to your afterlife."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 39

          

          

      

    

    







            Powershot

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake cursed under his breath as he walked through the narrow cave. He had totally forgotten the shitty location of the Challenge Dungeon. At least he could walk out a lot faster than he had gotten in.

      He was also happy to finally get his weapons back. He had missed his bow. It would have been a great stress-reliever in the dungeon to do some target practice. The quiver had naturally also come back with the bow.

      One of the two daggers he had was now redundant after having gotten the Dagger of Bloodletting. It was common rarity, and despite being made of bone, it was far sharper and far more durable than his steel knives. And that was ignoring the enchantment to make things bleed more.

      Another absolute positive was how damn comfortable his new boots were. It was utterly illogical how some old, worn leather boots could feel like walking on clouds while simultaneously getting your feet massaged. He feared that he would never be able to go back to regular footwear.

      The winding tunnel took him only half an hour to go through this time, though he purposely ignored all the blue mushrooms in his path. He had had enough of those for now, and with his bow in hand, he felt himself become slightly restless. He hadn’t fought anything for thirty days after just getting a taste of it.

      He had briefly considered seeking out his colleagues. But he was afraid that he was not powerful enough. He had minimal information and no idea what kind of growth all the other survivors had gone through.

      Professions were inherently not combat-focused, while classes were. Jake’s class being at only level 9 meant that he had fewer combat skills. His Strength, Agility, and Endurance—the stats that also happened to be the most important, along with Perception, for archers—were his three lowest stats by quite a bit too.

      Reaching the end of the cavern, he once more found himself at the foot of the hill. He couldn’t help but take a deep breath as he looked around and took in everything within his Sphere of Perception. He had been confined for a month, either in small halls or the cave and garden. While the garden was spacious, it was nothing compared to the vast forest.

      His sphere instantly picked up something that put a smile on his face. A small group of deer was on the hill above him. They were a bit larger than he remembered, but based on the one evolved stag among them, it seemed like the same group he had chosen to avoid before entering the dungeon. Must be fate, he joked to himself.

      There were five of them: one stag and four deer.

      Making his way up the hill, he could only describe his feelings as childish anticipation. He had grown stronger in so many ways, his stats increasing manifold, and yet he had no outlet in the dungeon. He had nothing to test himself against.

      He was more powerful than he had ever been now, and he had far more methods than ever before. At the top of the hill, he finally saw the beasts. The stag’s antlers were glowing a faint white light, while both the deer and stag had rune-like motifs covering their hides. They weren’t even trying to hide that the beasts were magical in some way or another.

      Using Identify on the stag, he was happy that the now upgraded skill showed the beast’s name and level.

      
        
        [Lucenti Stag – lvl 24]

      

      

      Identifying the other ones, he found them all in the low 20s, the weakest only 19.

      
        
        [Lucenti Deer – lvl 19]

      

      

      Despite their levels being literally twice that of his class, he felt not a shred of threat from them. This meant that he, with no hesitation, took out his bow while at the same time taking out a hemotoxin of inferior quality that he had stored in the necklace.

      He dipped five arrows in the concoction, one for each beast. He had absolute confidence in winning, but not in killing them quickly without the use of poison. He still remembered his rather horrible damage output from before he entered, and even with the overall stat growth, it likely still sucked.

      But a poison would make up for that. The hemotoxin would increase the bleeding from any wounds Jake made and, of course, deal damage in general. Toxins were most commonly cured by merely having your vital energy overpower and wash it out.

      This naturally consumed health points. Some intelligent beings would simply allow a poison like a hemotoxin to remain in their system until it naturally dissipated, as its effect was relatively harmless as long as you didn’t take any hits.

      The beasts, however, had proven themselves to be anything but intelligent. They seemed to function off pure aggression and instinct. And trying to get rid of the poison in your system seemed like a somewhat instinctual thing to Jake. He would know; his instincts were quite something, if his Bloodline ability was to be believed.

      The only slight annoyance with using poisons was the fact that the poison had to stay in its bottle or it would lose its potency fast. Unlike normal pre-system poisons, the mana within concocted poisons would become ineffective within ten minutes or so of leaving the bottle. His Malefic Viper's Poison did extend that duration, allowing it to stay toxic for up to half an hour, so that did help quite a lot.

      He also couldn't just soak an arrow in poison and then put it in his storage. As the arrows were conjured, they couldn't be stored, or they would just turn to mana whenever he tried. Not that it would have helped anyway, as the “duration” of the poison still decreased despite the temporal suspension in the necklace. He tried it with a dagger by coating it in poison, but when he took it out an hour later, all the potency in the poison was gone.

      Having his arrows prepared, he nocked the first poisoned one and aimed at the stag. The arrow was loosed with great speed and power as it flew true and hit the stag in the neck, only penetrating with the arrowhead—more than enough to deliver the poison, though.

      Momentarily stumbling, the stag, and the rest of its group, for that matter, were obviously taken by surprise. None of the deer had any chance to react before another arrow hit one of them, followed by another and then another.

      Jake shot faster and more accurately than ever before; he hit the last deer just as they had located him and started charging. Deep trails of blood were left after every beast, and Jake was happy to continue peppering them with wounds as they approached.

      Only three beasts managed to reach him as Jake had successfully hit the stag in one of its legs, nearly severing it. A second deer was stuck in the eye and was now lying and spasming on the ground, likely only waiting to bleed out. Which left Jake with only three beasts to deal with in melee, since the stag very probably wasn’t getting back up.

      The other three beasts finally made it into melee range, all dropping buckets of blood from their wounds. Jake took out two daggers, one of bone and one of steel. Just as they got close, they all exploded with light, burning Jake's skin and blinding him. Not that it mattered much, as he didn't really need his eyesight that much.

      Dodging the initial charge, he swiped the bloodletting dagger across one of the deer, leaving a long gash that spilled blood like a waterfall. The second deer was not much luckier; it was granted several stabs with his other dagger. The third one, he simply allowed to ram into him as he wrestled it to the ground.

      His danger perception had barely reacted, making him willingly take the risk of fighting it in close combat. With the four others down for the count, he didn’t see much threat from a logical standpoint. Something that was a mistake, as he failed to dodge a beam fired as a last-ditch effort by the stag in its dying moments.

      The beam left a nasty burn wound, almost like a high-powered laser. Yet despite Jake assessing the wound as “nasty,” it didn’t affect much and already started healing itself mere moments after it was inflicted.

      As for the beast pinning him down, he raised his hand and placed it on the neck of the creature, digging his fingers into its hide, then used Touch of the Malefic Viper on full power, throwing away all subtlety the skill allowed. Instantly the effects were made clear. The flesh his hand touched started rotting, showing clear signs of necrosis, as the deer let out a whimper before it collapsed.

      Jake got back up and noticed the rest of the beasts either dead or in their final moments. Taking the dagger, he made a quick round and finished the rest of them off.

      He had felt the levels more than once throughout the battle and knew it had been a fruitful hunt. Quite honestly, him being level 9 at the beginning was just sad in a way. His stats were clearly not that of a level 9 Archer at all.

      Opening his status window, he saw the kill notifications for the first time in a month. It felt incredibly satisfying. One could argue it was a bit sad that the first living things he met he had killed. Discounting the Malefic Viper himself, of course. Snake-gods didn’t count.

      
        
        *You have slain [Lucenti Stag – lvl 24] – Experience earned. 4000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Lucenti Deer – lvl 20] – Experience earned. 3000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Lucenti Deer – lvl 19] – Experience earned. 2750 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Lucenti Deer – lvl 21] – Experience earned. 3250 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Lucenti Deer – lvl 22] – Experience earned. 3500 TP earned*

      

      

      And as for levels, he had gotten quite a bit in that department too.

      
        
        *’DING!’ Class: [Archer] has reached level 10 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

      

      
        
        …

      

      

      
        
        *’DING!’ Class: [Archer] has reached level 13 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (E)] has reached level 27 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (E)] has reached level 28 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

      

      Four levels from a single fight lasting only a few minutes. The bonus experience from killing higher-leveled enemies sure did its work. While the kill notifications didn’t explicitly state that he got any bonus experience, he clearly did. If he had to guess, then classes and professions had separate experience meters?

      The race levels were, however, where the real value lay. Whenever Jake got a level in his class, he got a measly 5 stat points and 1 Free Point. On the other hand, his race levels gave 2 in all stats, or 18 in total, and 5 Free Points. So, a total difference of 6 and 23 stat points per level. Nearly four times.

      Of course, his profession was also quite ridiculous, with it providing 15 stat points and 5 Free Points, or 20 in total. But one had to remember that was evolved and a variant. Plus, it took two levels in either profession or class to get a single race level. It had at least been consistently that way so far.

      Passing level 10 in his class naturally also meant something else.

      
        
        *Archer class skills available*

      

      

      Jake knew he had to mentally prepare himself after getting skills from his profession. He couldn’t expect a random rare or even epic skill from a basic starting class, after all. So, with little expectations, he went through the list, the first one being about as basic as he expected.

      
        
        [Twin Arrow (Common)] – The Archer’s arrows are never-ending; a single arrow becomes two. Allows the Archer to shoot an arrow that splits into two during its flight. Adds a minor bonus to the effect of Agility and Strength when using Twin Arrow.

      

      

      This one was very fantasy-esque. It had several useful applications; the sneak attack component alone would be great. Oh, you thought one arrow was heading your way? Sorry, it was two. But the thing he was most concerned about was how exactly a splitting arrow would work with his poisons. Would both have it? None of them have it? Or only the “original” one? Or did the skill just conjure new arrows entirely? He just felt there were so many unknowns. If it didn’t work with his poisons, he didn’t care.

      If it merely divided the poison between the two split arrows, it would be worse than not splitting at all. It was far better to deliver one strong dose to one area than two weaker doses in two regions. The former was far harder to heal and get rid of.

      With him having more concerns than excitement for the skill, he moved on.

      
        
        [Bow Bash (Common)] – Who says the bow can only be used at range? Allows the Archer to bash with his bow, knocking back the target. Increases the bow’s durability and gives a minor bonus to the effect of Strength when using Bow Bash.

      

      

      This skill was way more straightforward. Just a skill that allowed him to hit people with his bow better. The purpose of the skill seemed to be keeping his enemies at a distance. The skill would indeed be useful, but Jake wasn’t exactly getting excited over reading it. Moving on, he hoped for something better.

      
        
        [Bouncing Arrow (Common)] – The Archer has many tricks hidden in their quiver. Allows the Archer to shoot an arrow that bounces off the first object it hits. Adds a minor bonus to the effect of Agility and Strength when using Bouncing Arrow.

      

      

      This one was just gimmicky as hell. It seemed fun and interesting, but he had some serious questions as to the usefulness. He reckoned it was the kind of trick that would work once against an enemy and then be utterly ineffective from that point onwards. And if one had already seen the trick before, they wouldn’t be tricked by it as easily the next time. Again, another disappointing skill in his honest opinion.

      
        
        [Active Camouflage (Uncommon)] – Sometimes, mere stealth is not enough, but one must hide their very being. Focus your mana and attune your presence to your surroundings, allowing you to stay hidden far more effectively when standing completely still. Adds a small bonus to the effect of Wisdom when successfully remaining hidden.

      

      

      This skill was a bit more exciting. Jake assumed it would allow him to hide from methods of detection other than the five senses, likely even allowing him to avoid detection from magical perception skills. Would it work against my Sphere of Perception? he couldn’t help but wonder.

      Another interesting point was that it used mana and scaled with Wisdom. All his other skills in the archery class scaled with Strength, Agility, and sometimes Perception. The resource used when activating the skills—or well, skill, as he only had Archer’s Eye so far—had been stamina and not mana. This one was also of a higher rarity, so was certainly a contender. As for the last skill, it too was of uncommon rarity.

      
        
        [Powershot (Uncommon)] – An Archer with time to line up the perfect shot can be the deadliest foe. Allows the Archer to charge up a shot, increasing the power based on time charged. The longer the shot is held, the greater the stamina expenditure. Adds a small bonus to the effect of Agility and Strength when using Powershot.

      

      

      This skill was relatively simple—channel and charge up a devastating shot. Jake thought of the application of the skill, as he had done with all the others. It would sure be useful as an opener since he would have plenty of time to charge up the shot.

      One thing he had contemplated was also the possibility of the power behind his arrows not being high enough to penetrate the outer skin, or perhaps even natural armor of an enemy. For example, the big boars had a rough hide protecting them, and Jake remembered barely being able to penetrate it.

      Beasts such as reptiles often had natural armor too. Heck, the Malefic Viper was a snake, and even his current form had scales covering the entire body. Jake would be incredibly surprised if said scales didn’t offer a lot of defense.

      If he thought of other humans, it would also be useful. The prior skills seemed to revolve around trickery and hiding, two things beneficial against humans but not very useful against beasts currently. Beasts, at the moment, had horrible perception of enemies in their surroundings and were far too easy to sneak up on. Trickery was also wholly unnecessary as the beasts did little more than just charge and use whatever innate abilities they possessed.

      Powershot, on the other hand, would allow him to possibly take down one beast far quicker, hence making the fight easier.

      On the negative side, the skill was channeled and likely took time to use properly. Chances were, Jake would only ever get one good shot off in a fight, possibly two if he somehow managed to open a lot of distance between him and his foe.

      Overall, he was a bit disappointed by the skills offered. Then again, he had been a bit spoiled by the Malefic Viper skills.

      Jake had no intention of going after humans at that moment. Never, if he could avoid it. Jake didn’t like fighting people, and the challenges he sought after could as easily be found against beasts. So he picked the skill he deemed the most effective against those: Powershot.

      Ultimately, the skill would allow him to take down powerful foes easier, and currently, he saw it as the most useful.

      
        
        *New skill gained*:

      

        

      
        [Powershot (Uncommon)] – An Archer with time to line up the perfect shot can be the deadliest foe. Allows the Archer to charge up a shot, increasing the power based on time charged. The longer the shot is held, the greater the stamina expenditure. Adds a small bonus to the effect of Agility and Strength when using Powershot.

      

      

      And with that settled, it was time to get some more levels under his belt.

      As he was preparing to move, he felt something not that far away from him. It was still a few kilometers, but the feeling was… powerful. He couldn’t quite describe it, but it felt like a huge mass of energy had gathered there, drained from where he was and everywhere around him. Maybe… maybe even from the entire tutorial area.

      No matter the case, he had to investigate. Hopefully, he could find something worth fighting there.
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            Defect & Meeting

          

        

      

    

    
      William looked at the now pitch-black clearing where Casper had disappeared from earlier. He had been standing there for minutes now. William didn’t get it. But more infuriating than that was that he didn’t understand why he didn’t get it.

      That power was something William wanted… He needed it. But he couldn’t even begin to understand what it was. No clue remained either, as all of the spikes and the corpses of the beasts they’d impaled were gone.

      Casper had claimed it was some kind of emotional power… resentment. William understood being mad at someone, but how could that possibly be so tangible? His claim of doing everything and reaching the power he had due to love was also… ridiculous. Illogical.

      He had never gotten it. Love was a weird, ethereal word not commonly found in his internal dictionary. He knew that his parents had claimed to love him. But if love was such an all-consuming feeling as the trapper claimed, why had the parents who claimed to love him chosen to abandon him?

      Why did people think he was broken?

      William had always thought himself a smart kid. He had been quiet, controlled, and done as he was told. His schoolyears had been straightforward and easy. He’d never had any friends, and he did recall seeing “specialists” who’d concluded that he just had a hard time understanding empathy. Putting him on some spectrum, something that allowed him to avoid much suspicion later on in life.

      At only eleven years old, he had found an old book, looked up the word “love,” and tried to do as it said. Do to others as you want them to do unto you, which meant that the next many years were fine. He was a well-behaved child and never did any wrong. The problems only started arriving when his brother was born.

      He remembered his parents being happy, having fulfilled their biological quota of two children to carry on the bloodline. He also remembered them being sad when they discovered that the child had a defect. A product that Darwinism would have claimed if nature was to run its course without the interference of society.

      William was twelve when the kid was born, and he would never forget the difficulties it brought. His mother had to quit working, and all semblance of free time and family outings stopped. William may have had his issues, but he still enjoyed what other children did and sorely missed going to amusement parks and the zoo.

      As the years passed, the problems continued, and William tried just to do his own thing. His parents had forgotten their otherwise “troubled” teenager, being far too busy with his little brother, who required constant care.

      Then, and even now, William never understood why they’d kept the child. They’d known even before the birth that it wouldn’t come out whole. It would never amount to anything; it was a failed attempt. In all other areas, you were told that if a product turned out terribly, you just throw it out and start over or move on to more important matters. But his parents had used the ever-ethereal argument of love to bring the child into the world.

      Once more, William didn’t care. As long as he did nothing illegal, his parents didn’t care either. Back then, William had big plans. He’d enjoyed studying, he’d liked to learn, and he’d found great pleasure in learning about other humans, most of all. He’d learned how they worked and how he was supposed to act around them. But more importantly, how to make them act as you wanted.

      His plans were grand. He still remembered the day he found out he had gotten into the best university in his area. He remembered the genuine joy he had felt. But he also remembered his parents’ slightly reluctant attitude to his happiness.

      It turned out that having a child requiring a person to care for it every hour of the day, combined with a lot of medicine, is expensive. They never told William, but he discovered it himself as he heard his parents whisper in the middle of the night. They were about to go into debt. William would have to move to go to the university… He would need money—money they didn’t have.

      William did not take the news well that his plans for the future wouldn’t become a reality. The child, his so-called brother, was making that impossible. So William did as he had read in that book so many years ago. He did unto others what he wished they would do to him. He helped them.

      He knew the law. He knew that the child, now five years old, was still wheelchair-bound, and quite frankly, at risk of dying to any unexpected danger. It wouldn’t be suspicious if it happened.

      A device was used to allow the child to breathe during the night. The thing they called his brother was so defective, it couldn’t even do that without help. The night was also the only time the child was left alone for just a bit of time. Still regular check-ins every hour, but alone in between.

      William snuck in that night. Having just turned eighteen, he got to work. He considered bringing it up to his parents, but he knew no legal defense was better than not having done anything illegal. With that in mind, he decided to do it alone.

      Switching off the alarm was easy enough. Guides to those devices were on the internet if one looked hard enough. Next, he did the most straightforward thing and simply twisted one of the tubes delivering oxygen, stopping the flow. And with that, he went back to bed and slept like a baby. He had done a good deed, after all.

      It was a pure win-win situation. His parents would be freed from a burden, their economic situation would improve, and with that, his plans of higher education made possible. He saw nothing getting in the way but a possible legal investigation, but he had made sure to make the twisted tube look like it happened on accident. So, if anything, it would be some unrelated caretaker getting in trouble, as she had been the last one to operate the machine and was responsible for keeping watch.

      He was awoken an hour later by shouting and screaming as the caretaker panicked, and his mother was even worse off. His father had been at work, as he was working nearly every waking moment to make ends meet.

      William had succeeded. His brother had slept in, never having even woken up. And now he would never wake up ever again. William was proud of himself. After the panic and mourning, an investigation was made, and it was ultimately deemed an accident.

      Throughout the entire process, he had never once been suspected. He had only been questioned once, and he’d just claimed that he was sleeping the whole time.

      But to William's surprise, things didn’t immediately improve. Despite having removed the burden, his parents didn’t get newfound freedom, and the focus of their family didn’t go to making sure his university plans were fulfilled. Instead, it became endless mourning, and his mother even deliriously wanting to sue both the caretaker and the company that made the machine due to the alarm failing.

      William didn’t get why they were so reluctant just to move on. Why they had to act as they did. When the movements to sue got closer and William discovered that the legal proceedings would put the family even further in debt, for what even he could see was a pointless legal battle, he decided to finally come clean. There was a bit of a risk that an investigation would get reopened, but the risk was worth it.

      Their response had been far from what he expected. He knew they would be angry—lying and acting deceitful was not okay, after all—but the reaction was way out of proportion. He tried to explain; he tried to reason; his logic had been flawless. He had acted entirely rational throughout it all.

      His father yelled more than ever; his mother broke down crying. After that, he had been sent to his grandparents’ place. He was forced to talk to shrinks, therapists, and many other so-called “experts.”

      He was sent into programs, homes, and in the end, a fucking closed facility. His parents never told anyone what he had done, and yet they locked him up like he had been the one to ruin their lives. Like he had been the burden.

      He was pumped full of drugs, his logic dying, and from then, it all turned into a blur with only moments of clearness. One and a half years he spent living like that. Even now, his memories of the time were shrouded, like a cloud of mist was obstructing his mind.

      He only had a single one with a clear head of those many months as he managed to fool some new hire that he was getting. That he understood what they wanted. That he understood the emotions that they all found oh so important. But he could only fake it for so long until a more experienced employee caught on, and he had no peace after that.

      The system saved him. It freed him. Not just physically. It freed his mind.

      Here, in the tutorial, he had time to think. He had time to do as he’d always wanted. He would manipulate, exploit, and do everything possible to win. He had viewed his inability to understand these emotions as a perk for the past month, not a fault.

      But today, Casper had made a small crack in that belief. Was he missing something? Was he… broken? No, impossible.

      There wasn’t anything to fix. It was a strength, his strength. He had been called “mentally ill” before; it wasn’t new. Casper was just an outlier. William had brilliantly fooled Richard, Caroline, Jacob, everyone! Not a soul suspected him. He was perfect.

      William only saw the world as consisting of two kinds of people. Those useful to him reaching his goals, and those not. If someone didn’t hold value for him, there was only the value he would get from harvesting their tutorial points and the experience they offered.

      The system itself agreed with his reasoning. It only confirmed his thoughts. He was rewarded for every kill. Not punished like the old world. Rules didn’t apply to the strong. And William… William was strong.

      He firmly believed that. He was finally untethered. No laws, no parents, no vague moral obligations to anything. The only one he had to please was himself. His only limiter was the extent of his own power. So he would do anything to obtain more power.

      William, lost in thought, found that he had wandered quite a distance. A bit closer to the camp, but not in a straight line. He did see some beasts, but all were below 25, so he was still in the outer area for sure.

      As he turned to the camp's direction, he spotted something out of the corner of his eye—a single individual walking through the shrubbery. It was a man, judging from the build, and he was wearing an upgraded common-rank archer cloak, but he saw no bow in sight. Nothing else about him was of interest, as the cloak concealed his entire body.

      William considered attacking, but something made him pause. There was a presence to the man. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but through all the evolutions and levels, a certain innate sense had been unlocked. And that sense was currently making him aware that the man wasn’t simple.

      William used Identify on the man. He knew he was terrible at remembering to use it, as he hadn't even bothered to use it on Casper before. Or anyone really. Something to improve, he told himself. But when he got the response, his eyes widened.

      
        
        [?]

      

      

      It was just… nothing. No feedback at all. A single question mark was all William got. After he had gotten the Identify skill to common rarity, it had told him the race and level of everyone… but now it didn’t work.

      One would typically take that as a sign to avoid combat, but William saw it as the exact opposite. This was a perfect opportunity. Casper was an anomaly, he reminded himself. This lone person in front of him appeared strong. He was alone. William would make him the case study of why he wasn’t wrong.

      "Hello there!" he said with a huge smile, completely back in his faux persona. "Haven’t seen anyone else for a while out here. What you up to all alone with how things are?"

      William tried hard to make the man let down his guard. The man he presumed to be an archer took off his hood too, and William got a good look at the man. Brown hair, forgettable face, utterly dull. The only thing that made him stand out was his eyes. His gaze was sharp, focused.

      The teenager had met a lot of people out in the wild. He had seen a wide range of emotions: fear, curiosity, caution, anger, and even happiness and relief at some points. But the eyes of the man held none of those. He couldn’t quite place his finger on what his gaze held, but William didn’t like it.

      He had never tried that before, and it put him slightly off his game. As he was wondering how to proceed, the man answered.

      "Good question. Just got here myself. Been a bit busy in an oversized cave for a while. Or would calling it an ancient temple be more accurate?" He shrugged before asking, "You heard of any gatherings of survivors around here? A camp or something like that?"

      William looked a bit bewildered at the man. The first part was nonsense. He had been in a temple? The young caster had been many places, and he hadn’t seen even the shadow of something that one could describe as a temple. The latter part was also confusing. How could he not know of any gatherings of survivors? The two bases hadn’t exactly been subtle with their hardcore recruitment.

      "Eh, yeah, we got some bases," William answered, seeing an opportunity. "I am a part of one of them myself, actually. I can bring you to it, if you like? It is a bit far, and it is easy to get lost in the forest, after all."

      "Hm… what’s the name of the leader of the camp? Or notable people? And you mentioned bases, as in more than one? Just take me as someone absolutely clueless to the situation currently in the tutorial. Because I am.” He’d dodged the offer of the escort with his own questions.

      "Sure thing! We got two bases, one run by a dude named Hayden and another run by another bloke named Richard. Both are a bit bonkers, and a big war is kinda going on. As for notable people… we got a good smith named Mr. Smith? Or well, some call him The Smith. Anyway, he is excellent, and I am sure he could help fix up your stuff.”

      He was trying hard to sell his camp—not that he had any intention of the archer ever making it there in one piece. But if they traveled there together, there were bound to be opportunities.

      The archer stood a while, contemplating. William’s brain was working at high speed, trying to see every possible scenario. He wanted to avoid a straight-up fight if possible, as a direct confrontation with an enemy of unknown power seemed like a bad idea.

      Finally, the archer responded, "Sure, I guess you can take me there. Meanwhile, tell me of the other members of your camp. Perhaps I know some of them."

      With delight, William smiled and cheered internally. The sucker seemed oblivious to his intentions, on the surface at least. He hadn’t spotted any openings yet, but the teenager seriously doubted that anyone could stay completely vigilant at all times. The way back to base was far. Especially far, considering William wasn’t going to take him in the direction of the camp at all.

      "Of course! My name is William, by the way. A caster, as you can likely see by the robe. It’s a bit far, and my physical stats are a bit bad with my class and all, so it may take a while. But I will have plenty of time to answer any and all questions you may have."

      William put on the attitude of a true used-car salesman. He also used the age-old trick of downplaying yourself, inevitably making the other party feel superior, making them more likely to relax.

      "Well, nice to meet you, William. Now, on to the other members of your camp…"

      A bit annoyed that the other party refused to even give his own name, William simply endured as he happily started yapping away about his base's outstanding members.

      It was going to be a long trip back.
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      Jake walked beside the teenage caster as he happily chatted away. Jake had been taken aback by learning about two massive camps that, combined, held nearly all the remaining survivors in them. He had come here looking for the source of mana before, but instead, he’d found a caster, and from his aura, it didn’t feel like it was him. Oh well, this is fine too.

      The archer was able to remain relatively relaxed as he walked. He had naturally inspected the young man when they first met.

      
        
        [Human – lvl 24]

      

      

      He was happy to see that it now finally worked on humans. It only showed race level, giving Jake no idea about the teenager's class or profession details. He knew he was a caster based solely on his clothes.

      Jake didn’t feel like sharing any personal information either, despite the other party's subtle, and not so subtle, probes. The caster called himself William, or Will for short. He had stressed the last part quite a bit. Being friendly was all well and good, but Jake seriously didn’t like the guy. He was far too chippy and animated to appear genuine.

      All of that was naturally ignoring the fact that William was likely going to try something. He wasn’t sure what, but he had a feeling. If he had to make a guess, Jake would guess a classic ambush, or maybe he would just try to backstab him at some random point?

      Jake wasn’t afraid, though. He was low-key looking forward to it. With the kid being a well of information, he saw no reason not to travel together for a bit. It would also allow him to better understand the level of power other survivors possessed. Even if Jake couldn’t win, he was confident in escaping with his high Vitality and Toughness.

      They walked a while, the teenager still talking and Jake giving brief answers. His Sphere of Perception, as always, made him passively aware of his surroundings. He was still half-expecting an ambush to be somewhere, but no matter how long they walked, he saw nothing.

      Suddenly, William stopped and knelt, motioning Jake to do the same. Perfectly aware that nothing was in the area, Jake nevertheless played along. This is silly.

      "Did you spot that?" the teenager said as he pointed down the small hill they were approaching. “I have a skill that allows me to see hidden concentrations of mana, and there is a big ambush just up ahead. They haven’t spotted us yet, but I am unsure how many there are.”

      "What do you want me to do?" Jake asked, trying to act as seriously as he could. His sphere still didn’t pick up quack. While he wasn’t going to rule out people being able to hide from it, there sure as hell wasn't anyone close.

      "You are an archer, right? Can you maybe go up that hill we passed earlier and try and see if you can spot anything from up there? I know you guys got, like, super high Perception, right?" William motioned with his hands once more. "Don’t worry, I will keep watch here and help in case they try anything!"

      Jake nodded along as he listened. Cool story. Yet he followed the directions. Was he really going with that?

      Jake started slowly walking up the hill, going backward, trying to act as if he was still actually looking for an ambush. William had turned his back to Jake, as he seemingly focused hard to keep an eye on things.

      After a few meters, Jake turned his back to William, and the moment he did, a barrage of daggers flew soundlessly out from beneath the caster’s robe. Jake couldn’t help but smirk internally as the expected attack came, but he quickly furrowed his brows a bit at the power and number of attacks.

      Fourteen daggers were coming. Without any hesitation, he jumped to the side, all the blades missing their initial attempt to skewer him. As he barely got a footing, the daggers turned in the air and swiftly came his way once more. When a bow appeared in Jake's hand with a quick motion, he dodged once more and returned an arrow toward the caster.

      William had turned toward Jake at this point, surprised that the archer had dodged his sneak attack. Even as he dodged the second and third blow, the archer seemed to have eyes on his back. The counterattack was quickly blocked by William, as he was once again surprised.

      What surprised him this time was not the power, but the lack of it. The arrow had been weak. He doubted the attack was from someone with even 100 Strength, something pretty much all physical fighters had—especially one an even higher level than himself.

      The arrow thus easily got blocked by his iron wall as he continued to manipulate the daggers. This was by far the most slippery foe William had ever faced. He wasn’t as fast as others he had met, but he seemed to be perfectly aware of all the attacks aimed at him.

      The arrows continued as he blocked again and again. It felt like a waste of time, but the archer just kept shooting. Not wanting to lose momentum, William started deploying walls of iron to try and trap the archer, but he kept weaving in and out, never having more than one side blocked at a time.

      He wanted to throw a disc, but the arrows made it hard to focus. He couldn’t lessen his control too much on the daggers or the walls either. It was beginning to annoy William, and he was starting to get impatient.

      Jake was, in his own mind, relatively relaxed throughout all this. He felt in control, and he felt the kinetic energy of the daggers lower than expected. The walls were a bit of a problem, but he reckoned the other party was draining mana fast.

      Another thing he quickly noticed was the control of the daggers worsening as he moved further away. With a plan in mind, Jake kept retreating more and more as the caster started chasing him. The wall of iron always floated in front of him, making Jake only able to see that. With his eyes, that is.

      As he managed to jump a reasonable distance back, he felt the caster somehow slide himself forward, almost as if he was flying. No, he was controlling his own body like he controlled the daggers.

      Jake took this chance to stop retreating, deposit the bow in the necklace, and charge toward the caster. Dagger of Bloodletting in hand, he managed to close half the distance as the daggers caught up to him from behind.

      Taking a gamble, he chose to betray expectations as he allowed five daggers to hit him in the back, penetrating into his flesh. However, his movements were unaffected as he vaulted over the wall of iron, swiping down with his dagger.

      William was surprised by Jake's gamble. He scrambled to activate mana barrier, one of his starting skills. The barrier barely did anything as the dagger came down. William did manage to slide himself backward slightly, only taking a minor cut to his forearm.

      Smirking, he had the daggers resume their assault at full power, forcing the archer on the defensive once more. In William's eyes, Jake had taken far more damage from the daggers in his back than the minor cut he had inflicted. Of course, he didn’t know about Jake’s ridiculous Vitality. And he hadn’t noticed the blood already on the dagger before it cut him.

      He only noticed as he started getting slightly dizzy, losing control for a moment and allowing the archer to close in a bit more. William, in panic, looked to his arm and saw the wound, now black and festering.

      What the fuck? he yelled in his mind, now genuinely panicking. He had experienced poisoning from the evolved badgers before, but this felt way worse. To make matters even more horrifying, the archer was nearly upon him once more.

      When the archer was only a couple of meters away, William made his final gambit. No longer aiming to necessarily kill his enemy anymore, all he thought of was to escape. Even if he won, the poison would simply consume him anyway.

      The final card William had up his sleeve was called Flashing Steel—the newest skill in his repertoire. His entire body lit up with a bright light reminiscent of a flashbang as small pieces of scrap metals exploded out of him. The whole area around him exploded and formed a small crater.

      Jake was already too close, and even with his danger sense, he was taken entirely by surprise. He managed only to raise his hands as the metal hit him. The metal's momentum shot him backward tens of meters before he finally hit a tree, unfortunately only pushing the daggers in his back further in. It was like he had just been hit by a super-powerful frag grenade at close range.

      The final thing he saw before the caster left his sphere was William himself flying backward, manipulating his own body once more. Jake quickly lost track as he saw the caster disappear into the trees.

      Pushing himself off the tree he had smashed into, he groaned and tried to reach for the daggers sticking out of his back. They hurt like hell, but his bodily strength was not comparable to an average human’s anymore. Ripping the daggers out took a while because some of them were tricky to reach, but he got it done in a few minutes.

      His frontside was perhaps even worse than his back. The scrap metal that William had blasted him with at the end had quite the power behind it. Luckily, his cloak had absorbed a lot of the impact, leaving it in tatters. He really hoped the Self-Repair enchantment still worked despite the extensive damage.

      Sitting on the ground and breathing heavily, Jake meditated as he thought back on the fight. He had underestimated the other party. He had seemed carefree and inexperienced during their walk, but the caster had been ruthless and calculating in the battle. The control of his abilities had been impressive.

      Jake had only met one survivor so far, but his plans of approaching his colleagues just yet were already questionable. He didn’t have any clue as to William's relative power compared to everyone else. He knew that the teenager was a part of Richard’s base, which led Jake to believe that Richard had to at least be stronger.

      Lack of information was a great weakness for him currently. What if William was just an example of a regular member of Richard’s base? He had confidence in facing one caster of that level, maybe even two if he got the jump, but anything more and he would surely be on the losing side. Even then… he had only won because of his poison. If the caster had known about it already, Jake wasn’t one hundred percent sure things would have gone as well as they did.

      William had, during their conversation, been very careful to reveal nothing about the powers of others. He had, however, mentioned that both bases combined had numbers in the hundreds. If facing just one other survivor had ended up with him losing nearly a third of his health, facing any random small squad would likely be fatal.

      Worst of all, while Jake had won, he had likely failed to kill the opponent. He used the word likely as there was still a chance the caster wouldn’t make it. Before his charge, Jake had used Blood of the Malefic Viper to soak his dagger in his toxic blood, effectively poisoning the enemy. He would need a healer for sure, as Jake doubted the kid had high enough defensive stats to battle it himself. That, or he would need a potion.

      Which was another thing Jake didn’t know about. Did they have any alchemists? If they did, could they make any detoxification potions? Smiths, tailors, and builders had all been mentioned, so them having professions was indisputable. It was also very believable that they would keep any knowledge of alchemy hidden from outside sources, along with other powerful profession types.

      All of this ultimately led to Jake being very hesitant in trying to seek out his former colleagues. He had parted with Richard by killing a bunch of his men, so he had serious doubts that the guy would just welcome him with open arms.

      No, for now, he needed power. Power to be able to seek them out with his head held high, and at least the confidence to escape if things went sideways. So he decided to hunt. His class was only level 13, and he could efficiently kill level 20+ beasts for some quick levels. His colleagues would have to wait for now.

      After meditating a while, he took out a health potion and drank it. It filled his pool back up quite a bit, his body visibly healing. I need to get stronger.

      Turning toward the depths of the forest once more, he started searching for new prey. It was power-leveling time!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Caroline looked at the gloves in her hand as she smiled proudly at her creations. They were only inferior rarity and didn’t offer any stats or anything. But it did give her plenty of experience to her profession.

      "Oh, those are nice. Made for a certain someone, eh?"

      Turning her head, she saw Joanna taking a seat, the premier tailor and the one who had taught her a lot of the techniques she currently used.

      Caroline jokingly hit Joanna on the shoulder, reprimanding her. "Stop it… I just thought he needed some gloves, you know?"

      She laughed. “Don’t get me wrong, I am supporting you one hundred percent! You and Jacob are so cute together; it reminds me of when I first met Mike…" Her bright smile dropped toward the end.

      "Joanna, we don’t know what happened to everyone else," Caroline said, laying a hand on her friend's shoulder. "I am sure he is just in another tutorial, and I am just as sure that he is fine. Mike was always a tough guy; he can take care of himself."

      Smiling, Joanna snuggled up to her young former colleague. "You are such a sweetheart. No wonder Jacob couldn’t keep his hands off you. Speaking of Jacob, have you guys talked to—"

      But before she could answer, an archer stormed over to them, yelling loudly, "Is Caroline here!? Come quickly, we got an emergency! Richard is asking for you ASAP!"

      Without any hesitation, Caroline got up and ran after the archer. Around the gate to enter their camp, she saw dozens standing around, a few of Richard’s men keeping them away.

      As she got to the gate, she saw one of the other healers sweating as he tried to heal a caster on the ground. When she saw that the wounded person was William, she was taken aback. One of his arms was entirely black, and protruding veins were visible, extending from his shoulder onto his chest. Instantly, she knew that he had been poisoned by something powerful.

      Richard stood at the side, throwing her a glance. She looked questioningly back at him. When he nodded, she got to work.

      Focusing, she started casting a curing spell, as she allowed the other healer to continue trying to keep the young man stable. The poison was strong. Very strong. And to make it worse, it even had magical properties, making it only harder to cure.

      But Caroline was not the strongest healer in their base, possibly the entire tutorial, for nothing. She flooded the teenager with a pulse of mana, washing away some of the toxins. A couple of powerful pulses later, the black color had started fading slightly. With a final push, she managed to dispel every trace of poison within the teenager.

      William himself was unconscious as she and the other healer managed to finally fully heal him. Caroline felt that he only had one wound on his body, a small cut on his arm. If they hadn’t healed him, he would have died without a doubt. A significant weakness of casters was not getting any defensive stats from their classes, and from the looks of it, William really had terrible physical stats.

      From her assessment, a warrior like Richard, especially with his class evolution, would be able to fight the poison himself, solely due to his higher Toughness and health pool.

      William, now healed, still hadn’t woken up. From what Caroline felt as she flooded his body, both his health pool and mana pool were pretty much empty. She didn’t know their values, but she could get a rough estimate that he was low.

      After making sure William was fine, the next task was to find out what exactly had happened. She put up the barrier around them with a wave of her hand, only her, the archer, and Richard within.

      "What happened?" she asked.

      The archer, who was, in fact, the scout who had been following William, shook his head.

      "I don’t know. I was following the little psycho as always when I failed to notice a trap. I don’t know what the hell it was, but I was stuck there for hours. It didn’t even do anything; I was just stuck… until suddenly I saw him fly over me, and the second he did, the magic binding me was dispelled too… It was fucking weird."

      "So, it’s Casper?" Richard said, frowning.

      "No.” Caroline shook her head. "This isn’t the same type of attack as his at all. He is focused on curses, dark mana. This was poison. Moreover, the cut on his arm was made with a weapon for sure. This isn’t a beast either."

      "An accomplice, then… or an entirely new player. This isn’t Hayden. Casper would never work with him, and if Hayden had poison this strong, he would have used it before. Shit, this is all getting needlessly complicated.” Richard sighed with annoyance.

      "What’s the plan?" the scout asked. "Make the kid wake up, get info, and finish him off?"

      "We could, but I have a better idea," the former heavy warrior said. "For now, get him in one of the cabins."

      The entire situation was a shitshow, and everyone was aware of it.

      Someone or something had potent poison, and Caroline was the only healer who could cure it. The other healer could heal through it, perhaps giving the person a chance to rely on their own stats to survive before they ran out of mana. But it wasn’t a reliable method at all.

      The matter of William nearly dying spread throughout the camp like a wildfire. William was viewed favorably by most in their base, especially the crafters. The Smith, without a doubt, favored him the most of everyone

      None of them really knew about the kid, from Richard’s understanding. They only knew the persona he had cultivated while within the camp. Which meant a lot of people had gathered around his cabin, asking worried questions. Even if they wanted the teenager dead, it would be incredibly difficult. Plan C, then, he thought.

      Jacob had also gathered outside with the others. While he was undoubtedly worried about William, he was more concerned with Casper. It wasn’t a secret that the trapper had called William out, and now the caster was nearly dead… He could only fear the worst. Either he had tried to kill William, or he was a victim himself… Damn it.

      Taking a deep breath, he looked toward the sky, the artificial sun hanging above. Even if everything was bad… he couldn’t be the one to break. He knew others relied on him. Jacob had a responsibility. He refused to let others lose hope, so he would grasp for anything he could. Because at times, he felt like hope was all he had going for him.
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      Jake held the bowstring as he felt his stamina slowly drain. When he finally let go, the arrow literally exploded forth from the bow and smashed into the ostrich. The arrow itself broke into splinters upon impact due to the massive power behind it. Not that the ostrich fared any better.

      The arrow had hit it on its neck, effectively blowing its head off. Jake could only smile at the tremendous power of his new Powershot skill. The stamina drain was quite insane when he made shots like he just did, but it was still oh so satisfying to do.

      The skill had many drawbacks, though. First of all, you had to stand nearly entirely still while channeling the shot. You could make minor movements by turning your upper body, but taking a step would “drain” a bit of the charged-up energy and force you to sometimes start over entirely, which wouldn’t be so bad if it wasn’t for the second big drawback.

      It was a very slow skill to use. It took several seconds to charge a shot that did just half-decent damage, while it could easily take close to ten seconds to fire a shot like Jake just had. The skill’s power increased exponentially as he charged, but so did the stamina drain and the general drain on his body.

      Funnily enough, his high defensive stats turned out to be very useful with the skill. He could imagine if he’d tried to use the skill after simply leveling to 10 in his class a month ago. He wouldn’t even be able to charge the shot for five seconds without his arm giving out.

      Earlier in the day, he had tried to do the maximum charge he could. He’d held it for twelve seconds before his arm simply gave out, its veins bursting and half his arm getting covered in blood. It had also given him a very sore shoulder and upper body. However, this did show the skill’s potential, as the arrow hit a tree and carved a fist-sized hole into it. The wooden arrow was borderline disintegrated upon impact, completely splintered in all directions.

      If he had been able to use that skill against the metal-manipulating caster, he would have been able to pierce straight through that wall of iron, or at least have the kinetic force behind the impact be strong enough to send the wall smashing back into him. Too bad the guy didn’t allow him to stand still and charge a shot for over ten seconds. Quite rude, actually.

      Checking his notifications, he noted that he had put another level under his belt.

      
        
        *You have slain [Velocta Ostrich – lvl 24] – Experience Earned. 4000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Archer] has reached level 19 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

      

      The leveling was getting quite a bit slower now, and that was disregarding the difficulty in finding beasts. He had yet to see a single one above level 25 so far, but he had also purposely avoided heading further into the forest.

      It had been around two days since he met the caster who called himself William. He knew the caster still had to be alive, as he had never gotten any notification for the kill. He wanted to avoid other people for now, since he still deemed it too risky to meet others. A squad of Williams would very likely result in certain death.

      So he leveled. His plan currently was to get to at least level 25 before making contact. It all depended on how long his leveling would take, but for now, he had time. Looking at the tutorial panel, he noted that less than a month was remaining.

      
        
        Tutorial Panel

        Duration: 29 days & 23:17:03

        Total Survivors Remaining: 389/1200

      

      

      He said less than a month, but it was still nearly an entire month—plenty of time for a lot to happen. A month in the dungeon had resulted in him getting a profession, leveling it 44 times, evolving it once, and even evolving his race twice. Oh yeah, and he’d met a god.

      Jake was still worried about his colleagues, but if they had lived to now, he saw no reason to rush to their side. If they hadn’t survived… he would process that if the time came.

      The levels had naturally also come with a skill at level 15. Jake had honestly been expecting nothing, and had thought of going with the basic tracking skill he passed up at level 5 over a month ago, the logic behind it being to try and use it to locate his colleagues when the time came.

      He also considered getting basic dual-wielding briefly. Jake preferred using a weapon in each hand a lot more than just a single dagger. So when he finally leveled and saw the choices, he went with a new option that was a welcome addition for sure.

      
        
        [Basic Twin-Fang Style (Uncommon)] – The Twin-Fang Style is an ancient dual-wielding fighting technique. Fighters of this style prefer shorter weapons and do not shy away from using afflictions to take down their foe. Unlocks basic proficiency in the Twin-Fang Style and adds a minuscule bonus to the effect of Agility and Strength when using a fitting melee weapon. Grants an increased bonus while wielding melee weapons of bone.

      

      

      It was essentially a kind of dual-wielding specialization. How Jake had unlocked it, he didn’t know. Maybe it had something to do with the Dagger of Bloodletting being made of bone, but it also mentioned the use of afflictions, which was very closely aligned with his profession.

      Of course, there also was the whole Malefic Viper angle to consider, fangs being easily associated with vipers and all. Not that it mattered much in the end; he was just happy with the skill.

      As with other skills of its nature, it came with a lot of instinctive knowledge. But compared to an inferior-rarity skill, this one also came with more “true” knowledge. Like he had been thrown a guidebook into his memory, but he still had to learn and practice it himself, which he had spent a while doing whenever he had time. Yet he found that he barely used what it taught. He only used it to improve his existent style, if you could even call it that. Currently, he just acted based on instinct when fighting, relying on making split-second decisions over anything else.

      Speaking of other skills he’d been offered, they were all rather basic. One of them even gave a small passive danger sense, which he found kind of funny, considering he already had one through his Bloodline. He did consider picking it up to see what would happen, but skipped over it.

      Having obtained another skill requiring practice did give him more to do while not hunting. He was already practicing his mana techniques whenever possible, so having a physical exercise was actually pretty nice.

      His mana manipulation was improving steadily. He had gotten some inspiration from his spatial storage necklace and learned how to use mana better intuitively. Using items, however, wasn’t close to the same as having to manipulate the mana yourself. It was as if the system pretty much did everything for you. You just had to think about what you wanted.

      On the topic of items, he had tried hard to locate more lockboxes but had ended up with not even a single common-rarity item or token. The area seemed to have been entirely scoured by other survivors, which was likely also the reason why nearly no beasts remained. He remembered before the dungeon that if one looked for beasts, you found them within minutes. Now he was happy if he saw two small groups within an hour.

      Jake knew this meant he would have to move inward soon. He hoped to get a skill, either increasing his speed or his defenses at 20. Beasts were naturally not his concern; in fact, he hoped to meet beasts stronger than himself, as those below 25 were a bit boring.

      Walking through the forest, Jake still enjoyed the atmosphere, something he doubted most did, considering that some war was apparently going on. But he liked it. Perhaps the confinement of the dungeon was still at the forefront of his mind, but he loved how open it was. The weird “immortal birds of ambiance” even appeared endearing now. Yeah, those were still a thing, somehow dodging every single arrow effortlessly. He couldn’t even use Identify on them.

      As an extension of that, if he had to mention one thing he hated about the new world and the tutorial more than anything, it was the lack of information. Jake liked to know things. While instinct was good most of the time, that didn’t mean knowledge wasn’t just as important.

      So not knowing anything was annoying him endlessly. Not knowing how his parents were or if they were even alive, the state of his other family members, how the world was currently looking outside… what would happen to all the animals on Earth. All of this was disregarding his general lack of knowledge about the system and the tutorial itself.

      Furthermore, he was fully aware that he knew far more than most. Heck, he was still carrying an entire library’s worth of books around with him. He hadn’t really had the time or desire to read since leaving the dungeon, but at least he had the option.

      Everyone else had to be far more in the dark than himself. Unless Jake had missed another massive happening besides the whole faction war going on, they should all be utterly clueless as to how pretty much everything worked. Which kind of made Jake think that for a tutorial, this place sure sucked at teaching them anything.

      Though despite that, Jake still thought he was doing pretty well. A bit less well after meeting that William fellow, he thought he was pretty strong on average. Looking at this status, it sure also amplified that thought.

      
        
        Status

        Name: Jake Thayne

        Race: [Human (E) – lvl 31]

        Class: [Archer – lvl 19]

        Profession: [Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper – lvl 44]

        Health Points (HP): 2986/3100

        Mana Points (MP): 3248/3680

        Stamina: 694/1040

        Stats

        Strength: 105

        Agility: 126

        Endurance: 104

        Vitality: 310

        Toughness: 157

        Wisdom: 368

        Intelligence: 107

        Perception: 247

        Willpower: 180

        Free Points: 0

      

        

      
        Titles: [Forerunner of the New World], [Bloodline Patriarch], [Holder of a Primordial’s True Blessing], [Dungeoneer I], [Dungeon Pioneer I]

        Class Skills: [Basic One-Handed Weapon (Inferior], [Basic Stealth (Inferior)], [Advanced Archery (Common)], [Archer’s Eye (Common)], [Powershot (Uncommon)], [Basic Twin-Fang Style (Uncommon)]

        Profession Skills: [Herbology (Common)], [Brew Potion (Common)], [Concoct Poison (Common)], [Alchemist’s Purification (Common)], [Alchemical Flame (Common)], [Toxicology (Uncommon)], [Cultivate Toxin (Uncommon)], [Malefic Viper’s Poison (Rare)], [Palate of the Malefic Viper (Rare)], [Touch of the Malefic Viper (Rare)], [Sense of the Malefic Viper (Rare)], [Blood of the Malefic Viper (Epic)]

        Blessing: [True Blessing of the Malefic Viper (Blessing - True)]

        Race Skills: [Endless Tongues of the Myriad Races (Unique)], [Identify (Common)], [Meditate (Common)], [Shroud of the Primordial (Divine)]

        Bloodline: [Bloodline of the Primal Hunter (Bloodline Ability - Unique)]

      

      

      His stats had experienced significant growth, especially his Agility and Strength, now both being above 100. He had decided to put all his Free Points into Strength and Agility, trying to get them to an acceptable level. It was a bit sad that Wisdom, his highest stat by quite a bit, did nothing for him in direct combat. He had his Touch of the Malefic Viper, but he only used that in emergencies, as he prioritized using his daggers and bow for now.

      He had also collected quite an amount of tutorial points.

      
        
        TP Collected: 313,920

      

      

      He called it quite the number, but compared to most everyone in the tutorial, it likely sucked. Which, by the way, was another bullet point on his list of information he would really like to have. What the hell were tutorial points even used for? This was a frustration he very much believed he shared with a lot of others in the tutorial.

      He also made a mental note that he had yet to sleep since he left the dungeon. He had made it a habit only to meditate to restore stamina and mana, partly due to the weakness that came from sleeping. It did take him quite a while to mentally filter out the constant feedback from his sphere when he just wanted to rest his head. Yet, at the same time, he didn’t want to completely cut off the outside world, leaving himself vulnerable.

      Instead, he had somehow managed to relegate the sphere solely to his instinct. It was still active, and he had been woken up from his meditation once when a lone beast came close. His sphere had also reached a radius of around fifteen or sixteen meters by now. It was far more potent closer to him than further away.

      Most growth, however, had been found in his ability to also feel the mana. After his first level 10 evolution, he had been able to vaguely feel something, while now it was nearly second nature for him to detect it.

      After sitting down and meditating for a few hours, both his mana and stamina were fully restored, and his health points had also managed to regenerate passively.

      One peculiarity Jake had noticed with how health worked was the interaction between Toughness, Vitality, and—to a lesser extent—Endurance. While Vitality increased health and health regeneration, it didn’t mean that they increased one to one. Someone with 100 Vitality and 1000 health would take longer to regenerate from 1% HP than someone who only had 10 Vitality.

      Toughness made this process even slower. With higher Toughness, health got harder to lose as the body durability increased. But it also got harder to heal the now tougher body. Jake had also discovered that Endurance did make the body slightly more durable, but far from as much as Toughness. He wasn’t exactly sure how it made him more durable, but it clearly did something.

      Oh, another thing just got on the list of information that I very much hate not having, Jake thought. If the system would be so kind as to just send him a spreadsheet of how exactly stats worked, it would be fantastic.

      Shaking off the frustrating feelings, he got up, fully restored, and started hunting for prey once more. It was dark by now, but that didn’t really affect him at all. He doubted it really affected anyone by now, as most would have gotten significantly higher Perception just from race levels.

      However, the beasts were still docile during the night, making the fights more manageable, but harder to find. At least they sometimes made loud noises during the day.

      His sphere continuously scanned his surroundings as he walked and practiced levitating a pen above his hand. Levitating it was easy enough; the difficulty lay in keeping it tethered to his hand while he moved.

      After more than two hours, he finally came upon a beast, and as he Identified it, he could only smile.

      
        
        [Steeltusk Boar – lvl 28]

      

      

      The big piggy had gone from being an Irontusk to a Steeltusk Boar. Relatively linear evolution tree it had going on there.

      This was naturally the evolved version of the first level 10 beast he had ever fought. He felt a strange excitement when staring it down. This had been his first real challenge in the tutorial, and back then, he had faced it together with his entire group of colleagues. They had won after Jake emptied his full quiver in the beast… but not without taking significant damage to their group.

      He hoped Joanna had somehow managed to stay alive. Jake realized how much of a dick he had been back then, and not just to her, but pretty much everyone. He felt a lot of regret from how he’d handled things. Not from leaving them and going his own way, but how he’d left.

      Shaking his head, Jake dispelled the thoughts. He shouldn’t dwell on a past he couldn’t change. He could only move forward and attain more power. Only then could he reunite with them. And it wasn’t as if there was anything wrong with enjoying that process a bit…

      With a smile on his lips, he drew the bone dagger in one hand and a starting dagger for archers in the other. Perhaps this beast would finally give him an exciting fight…
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            Big Pig II: Steeltusk Edition

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake sauntered before the mighty beast. It easily towered over him, reaching the size of a small van. It hadn’t grown massively compared to its prior evolution, but Jake could feel the power hidden within its porky body. The boar was built like a tank, with a hide perhaps comparable to one.

      As he got closer, the beast seemed to wake from its stupor as it turned toward him, glaring. Perhaps the system was doing its magic since it was night, but it didn’t immediately attack. It just stared at him. He instinctively felt that if he moved just a couple of steps closer, the beast would charge with abandon.

      The logical move would be to take out his bow and use Powershot with the maximum charge to do massive damage or even kill it with a single attack, but where was the fun in that? Where was the challenge? He didn’t even use any poison either.

      Instead, he took a step forward and entered its range, and as predicted, the beast squealed as it made its way toward him, a charge he gladly met with his own. A bit stupid in retrospect, but he trusted in his powerful body.

      The result was as expected. The beast rammed into him, making him fly backward, but not before landing a good stab with the bone dagger on the snout of the big pig. This did little more than anger it further as it tried trampling him along with everything else in the surroundings.

      This time, he decided to dodge as he rolled to the side and started moving around the pig as if dancing. If he had learned one thing, it was that these things had horrible mobility. However, this was highly made up for by the hide on its side being near impenetrable to regular attacks.

      All of this was true, for the Irontusk Boar. But the evolved Steeltusk one had more tricks up its sleeve. As Jake moved to the side, the ground beneath him suddenly shifted, nearly making him lose his balance. Simultaneously, the earth itself seemed to help rotate the mighty boar, making it turn far faster than Jake had first calculated.

      Forced to move back due to the unforeseen circumstances, Jake was not distraught but happy. The stronger the beast, the more interesting the fight. He could kill the creature far faster and easier if he used poisons, giving him a reliable backup if his pure melee approach failed.

      But he would be damned if he didn’t even try. Training dual-wielding alone was all well and good, but it was nothing compared to the experience one would get in live combat.

      Which was the ultimate reason why he had chosen to engage in this dance of death. Totally nothing to do with having a bit of fun with the first beast above level 25.

      The moving ground made his dance difficult, his steps sometimes not finding the expected foothold, but he nevertheless managed to avoid the tusks time after time. He knew that even with his durable body, it would hurt like hell to get impaled.

      An issue that quickly materialized was the weakness of the starting knife he used. Against the formidable defenses of the boar, it couldn’t even leave a mark with his slashes. Only when he stabbed did he manage to barely leave a mark. Even the bone dagger only managed to make light cuts. The enchantment was doing work, though, making each of those small cuts bleed far more and for longer than usual.

      Minutes passed as Jake dodged and weaved, stabbed, and cut, while the beast furiously tried to pin him down and skewer him. As the damage to the creature increased, so did its fury and bloodlust. With little warning, the beast’s eyes suddenly started to emit a red glow, and the entire boar gave off a similar red aura.

      Jake felt his danger sense flare up as he raised his arms to block. With a squeal of fury, the boar turned its head and hit him with one of its tusks, sending him airborne for a few moments. However, the boar was far from done, as the very earth seemed to reach up and grab hold of him as the beast began a full-power charge straight at him.

      With no way to move, he tossed his two daggers into the air and prepared to meet the beast. Its size was both a strength and a weakness, as Jake managed to slide between the two tusks aiming at him and instead have the snout of the beast crash into him.

      He felt all air leave his lungs as he managed to grab hold of the boar, avoiding getting trampled beneath it. Using berserk movements, the beast tried to shake him off, but Jake kept hold and managed to somehow get up on its back.

      Through his sphere, he managed to locate the bone dagger and, with an unprecedented level of skill, weaved a string of mana that nudged the blade to fall toward his hand. He felt like a warrior from a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away as he caught the dagger and shanked it down into the back of the beast.

      The beast’s response was to throw itself to the side, attempting to squash him beneath it. Jake pulled himself up by the hide of the massive creature and avoided finding himself between the ground and a van-sized pig.

      He kept delivering stab after stab until, finally, he was forced to let go and jump off, as the beast started rolling around while at the same time manipulating the earth itself to try and get him off. The beast’s berserk state was still active, making it promptly stop rolling around and continue its reckless assault.

      Jake could, however, feel that the beast had started getting slower. Blood was everywhere by now—on the creature, the ground, and even himself. Dozens of bloody holes covered its hide, still oozing out blood.

      With the beast’s speed reduced, and Jake having adapted to the shifting ground, the fight had gotten significantly more straightforward. He dodged and jumped around the beast, landing cut after cut, as it increasingly grew desperate in its attempts to lock him down.

      After several minutes, the beast had only managed to inflict a couple of minor injuries on Jake, the worst one being a long gash on one of his shoulders. Jake called it a minor injury, though before the system, it would, without a doubt, have required a trip to the emergency room. But his high Vitality kept him in top shape, and he felt that his health was still in good condition.

      A few minutes later, the beast finally collapsed from its wounds, no longer able to muster any strength to fight back. The ground manipulation kept going even after the creature couldn’t move, as it continuously tried to hit Jake with pitifully weak attacks.

      Jake was starting to feel bad for it, and finally pulled out his bow and fired a Powershot into the head of the unmoving beast, ending its life instantly.

      
        
        *You have slain [Steeltusk Boar – lvl 28] – Experienced earned. 16,000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Archer] has reached level 20 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (E)] has reached level 32 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

      

      Despite the less than satisfying ending, Jake had still very much enjoyed the fight. There was just something about fighting a powerful enemy.

      Looking at his health points, he found them only having been reduced by a sixth. Far less than he had lost during the short exchange with the metal-manipulating caster, which showed that other humans indeed were the real danger of this tutorial.

      Despite him barely losing any health, his cloak once again didn’t avoid suffering catastrophic damage. Luckily, the Self-Repair enchantment had remained active even after being utterly ruined by William’s final attack, but now it was once more tattered.

      He had also discovered that if he injected mana into the cloak, the repair function would speed up significantly. It still took its time, though. Speaking of injecting mana into items, that was another important thing he had explored considerably over the last few days.

      Most materials could be made stronger by injecting mana into them. The primary reason why the trees were so strong was their ability to absorb the ambient mana. The same was true for nearly anything, even something completely nonliving. Stones, metals, even the properties of the air itself, changed and were amplified by mana.

      Without injecting mana into his bow, for example, it would without a doubt break when using Powershot. He was still in the early stages of practice, but he believed that it should be possible to also improve already-enchanted items somehow. Currently, he couldn’t inject any mana into his bone dagger. Despite not being enchanted, the normal archer dagger also rejected most of the mana he tried injecting.

      Of all his items, only the ones with Self-Repair and his bow accepted mana injection. He could use mana with his other things, like his spatial necklace, but that was not really injection per se. Mana injection was more like shooting electricity directly into a bar of metal to heat it up—and eventually make it melt, if too much was injected.

      However, for his necklace, it was like you injected that mana into a transformer, which then correctly applied the mana to fulfill the desired function, such as taking an item in or out of storage. As to how this metaphorical transformer worked… That was way above Jake’s paygrade.

      He was learning a lot about mana these days, but he was also very actively studying it. Before he met with the Malefic Viper, he had taken a lot of its properties for granted. He had seen it as just the system doing its thing and saw no further reason to question it. And even if he did question how things worked, he couldn’t do anything with the mana then.

      But now he actively questioned everything he could. He experimented happily with mana manipulation at all times, and his control had vastly improved without a doubt. His little trick of pulling the bone dagger to himself during the fight was more than proof of that. Also, it felt really awesome to do. Could he have just deposited it in his necklace and not thrown it into the air? Sure, he could’ve, but the other way was way cooler.

      The fact that no skill had appeared or been made available regarding mana manipulation was a bit weird to him, though. He could clearly levitate objects and do things akin to telekinesis, and yet no skills had come.

      Then again, he didn’t have a skill related to manipulating stamina or health points either. He had tried controlling those two sources of energy and found it way harder. He could kind of control his vital energy to focus on specific areas, as he had done during the final part of the Challenge Dungeon, but Jake couldn’t shape it as he could with mana.

      Stamina, on the other hand, was a dead end so far. He had theorized that he should be able to use it to enhance his own body somehow, as it was known as the inner energy. The fact that nearly all physical skills used stamina to function proved that stamina could significantly affect the body.

      Of course, it could just be the system doing system things. One energy could exhibit the properties of another, after all. In the end, stamina, health, and mana were all just different forms of energy. Not to say that one could necessarily combine all three to make something more powerful. In before that’s how you make divine energy or something like that, he joked to himself.

      Exiting his thoughts, he entered the system menus.

      
        
        *Archer class skills available*

      

      

      Checking the list, he found the usual suspects he had been offered at level 10. While some of them still appealed to him, especially the Active Camouflage skill, he chose to ignore them all for now. He had been offered two new skills of interest, though—both of them fell into the evasion type. The first skill was a bit weird.

      
        
        [Disengaging Shot (Common)] – An arrow may not only be shot to wound or kill, but also as a tool of escape. Allows the Archer to shoot an arrow that directs and amplifies all kinetic energy into a backward force. Must have a suitable weapon to use. Adds a minor bonus to the effect of Agility when dodging using Disengaging Shot.

      

      

      One immediate drawback was the fact that it required a bow and arrow. This, of course, limited the ability quite a lot. He couldn’t use it in melee with his daggers, and he couldn’t use it in split-second emergency situations as he would have to actually shoot an arrow to activate it.

      On the positive side, though, it would be godly when kiting. Depending on the stamina requirements, Jake would be able to use it continuously to quite literally blow himself around the battlefield. He couldn’t help but imagine himself trying to fly through the air by repeatedly shooting arrows toward the ground. That would sure as hell be cool… though likely very stupid-looking if even feasible.

      Moving on to the second skill, the first thing that struck him was the name.

      
        
        [Basic Shadow Vault of Umbra (Uncommon)] – The power of shadows is an often used tool for anyone looking to escape. Tapping in to the Records of Umbra, embrace the shadows for a brief moment, becoming ethereal. Allows the Archer to momentarily become one with the shadows. Can only be used in straight lines. Adds a small bonus to the effect of Agility and Wisdom when using Basic Shadow Vault of Umbra.

      

      

      The skill was somehow related to something or someone called Umbra. Thinking about it, he checked out his bracers.

      
        
        [Leather Bracers of the Novice Rogue (Uncommon)] – A pair of leather bracers made of fine leather, originally designed for new initiates in the Order of Umbra. Enchantments: Self-Repair. +5 Agility, +3 Strength. Increases the effectiveness of all stealth skills, further amplified while remaining hidden in the shadows.

      

        

      
        Requirements: Lvl 5+ in any class or humanoid race. Stealth-based skill.

      

      

      Had he somehow managed to acquire Records related to some entity named Umbra solely through using bracers holding the name?

      He understood why he’d gotten skills related to the Malefic Viper, as the profession was quite literally named after him. Could the mere act of having those bracers somehow influence him enough to open up entirely new skill options to him? He was honestly a bit taken aback at the prospect. He kind of assumed that Umbra was a god… Would it then be considered blasphemy to take the skill when he already had the Malefic Viper ones?

      Well… at least the Malefic Viper didn’t seem like the sort of person to care much about that, and the skill was looking very juicy. The fact that it made use of his high Wisdom was also a huge bonus. He also assumed the skill made use of both mana and stamina… but he couldn’t know before taking it.

      As a basic skill, it was also very appetizing. Basic implied plenty of room for improvement, AKA skill upgrades. Jake had improved his archery skill through being good at archery, so would he be able to improve that skill too by being good at… Shadow Vaulting?

      The description of Shadow Vault’s effects was also quite honestly very awesome-sounding. To become one with shadows and dodge around sounded very fantasy-like, but more importantly than that, it sounded pretty damn handy.

      Ultimately, the choice of skill was a no-brainer. One required a bow and was kind of gimmicky, and the other one literally allowed him to dodge like a shadow without any immediate drawbacks. With that in mind, he picked it.

      
        
        *Gained Skill*: [Basic Shadow Vault of Umbra (Uncommon)] – The power of shadows is an often used tool for anyone looking to escape. Tapping in to the Records of Umbra, embrace the shadows for a brief moment, becoming ethereal. Allows the Archer to momentarily become one with the shadows. Can only be used in straight lines. Adds a small bonus to the effect of Agility and Wisdom when using Basic Shadow Vault of Umbra.

      

      

      Jake instantly felt the knowledge stream into his mind. Vaguely, he also felt like the dark night became several shades darker as the information was implanted.

      A few seconds passed, and everything returned to normal, as Jake now had a vague idea of how the skill worked and how to activate it. Needless to say, it was testing time!
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            "Partners"

          

        

      

    

    
      William listened to the woman talk on and on about the importance of others. His parents were also there, both off to his side, a chair's width too far away for it to ever be considered close. His mother was still a mess, and his father stoic.

      His crying mother told of how hard it was, how it felt like she had lost both her sons. Something William naturally took offense to. How could you compare that defective product that they had called brother to him, a fully functional and overall excellent person?

      But he didn’t show it on his face, of course. He had never quite mastered the act of fake-crying, so he just looked down and pretended to be sad. He was sure it was fooling everyone, even the boar sleeping in the corner.

      The woman, a therapist, was the only one who knew what had truly happened, what he had done. William had accepted this, as from what he had read, she wasn’t required to report on past crimes committed, only suspected future ones.

      The fact that his parents insisted that he "didn’t know better" and "didn’t do it on purpose" likely also helped. Of course, he was more than happy to reinforce that misconception, or at least he had tried to, but the damn woman in front of him was sharp and had seen through his act.

      She also knew he wasn’t actually sad currently, but he had to play it off to his parents, at least, as they were the ones sitting on the giant cookie jars. And his therapist had given him good advice on how he should focus more on other people’s perception of his actions. He had to admit that a lot of her arguments had logical consistency, so he followed them.

      William saw the therapist as one of the few people he had ever grown to respect. She was smart and, without a doubt, the best manipulator he had ever seen. She could speak entirely differently with him, his parents, Richard sleeping on the recliner, and when he and his parents were together. It was terrific, and a great learning opportunity for him.

      His father, still stoic as ever, asked while petting the badger on his head, "So the medicine is working? We want to make sure everything is all right before we take any further steps."

      "Yes, they are helping greatly,” the therapist said. “We have even been able to lower the dosage recently as we are making great strides. I do also believe William has more tutorial points than Richard.” She smiled.

      William just sat there, listening, but was still a bit annoyed at the insinuation that he was somehow not complete. Yet he had to accept that to others, he perhaps did appear to lack something. He could make up for that by acting like he did have that something, but not always and not to everyone.

      "William, do you have anything to say?" she said as she turned to him.

      He had trained his response, and with as much faux sadness as possible, he stammered out, "I am sorry… I really didn’t know how much it would hurt everyone… I promise I will get better, and nothing like that will ever happen again."

      His mother teared up even more at that, and even his father slackened his worried facial expression slightly. If only he could’ve thrown some fake tears in and not been covered in blood, it would have been perfect.

      "And, William, what about that other thing we talked about?" the kind therapist said as she smiled at him once more.

      A bit confused, William wondered, What else? She rarely ever addressed him during these sessions to begin with, but what else did they talk about?

      No, this entire situation was wrong. What was going on? He looked questioningly at The Smith standing at his side, but he just shook his head, as confused as William himself.

      "You know what I mean, William. That other thing we talked about you lacking.” The smile on her face was now gone. A dark aura began spreading from her as a giant sphere of darkness ripped the ceiling apart. "We talked about how weak you are, William. How pathetic you are. So broken and weak… unable to ever truly grasp for power."

      As she finished, the door was kicked in, a cloaked man with a weapon rushing toward him. He couldn’t react before he was stabbed in the chest by the dagger of bone.

      The archer simply looked down at him as he fell to the floor, completely paralyzed. Those eyes stared at him like he was some defenseless critter. He couldn’t move; he couldn’t breathe. He felt life slowly seep out of his body as he lay there, absolutely powerless. His chest was rotting as the poison spread, the laughing face of Casper staring down at him mockingly from within the sphere of darkness above.

      He tried to scream as he sat up in a makeshift bed in a cabin. His heart was pounding, and cold sweat covered his entire body.

      Due to his scream, the door opened swiftly and the healer Caroline entered. William couldn’t help himself from shaking… He didn’t want anyone to see him right now. He felt weak.

      "William, how are you?" Caroline asked, but she looked and spoke to him differently than usual. Her voice wasn’t warm and friendly, but a bit cold.

      William did everything he could to calm himself down. He was too shaken to linger on Caroline’s changed demeanor. "Ye... yeah. I am fine. I am just tired, and I feel like shit."

      He closed his eyes and tried to gather his thoughts. He had lost. Lost and nearly died in the process. What the fuck was that archer? What the fuck was up with him and his stats? Who in their right mind makes a build entirely centered around Perception and defensive stats? Also, the poison… It wasn’t purely physical, but magical and far more potent than the venom from the badgers. Did he even have magic?

      As William was gathering his thoughts, Richard entered the cabin too. The young caster didn’t even think about it, as he was too stuck in his own head. He did perk up when a barrier surrounded the cabin, however.

      "Huh?" he exclaimed, confused as he looked up and saw the cold eyes of Caroline and Richard on him.

      "So, what happened?" Richard asked.

      William looked back and forth between the two as he put on his innocent teenager mask.

      "I went to look for that Casper fellow in case he needed help, bu—"

      "Cut the bullshit; we know you didn’t," Richard interrupted. "You went to kill him like you’ve killed so many others. This ridiculous farce is over, so stop spewing out garbage and tell me exactly what happened."

      Once more, William was surprised. What? He knew? How? Richard had been fooled for so long. Caroline too. When did he—

      "Did you think I wouldn’t know? You weren’t exactly subtle, William. You are powerful, yes, but you are also young and inexperienced. A powerful weapon that I have let run rampant for too long." Richard paused before continuing. "I know your type. I am not some shrink who thinks you’re lesser for what you are. You are a brilliant young man with endless potential to be the perfect soldier, but every soldier needs a commander—a guide to let you reach your full potential. With your intelligence, you know the benefits of a support system."

      William looked with confusion at the man, perhaps even more than before. He looked… serious. What?

      He had never been in this position before.

      "When?" was all he could manage to stammer out.

      "I was onto you the first day we met. Did you think I wouldn’t notice a living weapon waltz into my camp?"

      The young caster wasn’t sure what to do at this very moment. William didn’t feel like they were about to attack him, and quite honestly, he still felt too weak to fight, which was weird, as all of his resource pools were full.

      "What do you want? You want me to play soldier?" He tried to look stoic. He had to at least put up a front.

      "No, I want you to play super-soldier. I am proposing a partnership. I will be at the back, supporting you to reach for higher power, and you will help me be the leader of this camp—an agreement of mutual benefits. I know you want tutorial points and levels, and my death would offer you plenty… but what I can provide you with while alive is far more valuable."

      William felt pleased with the man’s attitude. So that is why he hasn't done anything for so long. There was actually someone smart enough to recognize his worth. Fucking finally.

      "Fine," he agreed. This was good, right?

      "Great!" Richard said with a happy smile as he went over and patted the young man’s shoulder. "You cannot begin to comprehend how glad I am to have you as a partner. I couldn't imagine anyone better. Caroline, make sure he is in top condition."

      "Of course, boss!" Caroline said with a smile as she went over to heal the young man. William didn’t feel much from what she did, but he did sense a bit of strength return. "I have done all I can; the rest is just fatigue. It should be all good in a few hours!"

      "Alright, then, let’s give William time to rest," Richard said with a happy nod.

      "That’s it?" William asked, confused. Were they just going to leave him here unattended?

      "We can find out which idiot attacked you when you are in top condition. Just find me or send someone. We’re partners now; I can’t tell you what to do.” He then exited the room with Caroline, the barrier disappearing along with her.

      William wasn’t exactly sure what had just happened. He was pretty sure it was a good thing, though.

      Outside the cabin, Richard walked with Caroline; his smile had changed to one of disdain.

      Richard had walked in with one of two purposes, and he had already discussed the plan with Caroline beforehand.

      The first scenario was getting information out of William about who’d attacked him by acting stoic and pressing him. Then Richard would take advantage of his still-weakened state and just finish off the kid. With him fully healed from earlier, Richard theorized he would get all of his tutorial points and full experience. Caroline may have also gotten some, but that was fine. Caroline was one of his people, after all.

      The second scenario was what had played out. William was vulnerable and open to manipulation. Despite how powerful he believed himself to be, he was shaken from whatever had just happened. The broken kid was even more broken than before, so Richard took advantage of that. He stroked his ego and got in. At the final moments, his skill had made him aware that William was now “loyal” to him. His quest confirmed the same thing, going up a single percentage point.

      Not that he hadn't been unknowingly loyal for a long time. Richard had purposely sent the less “loyal” groups to areas the scout informed him William was in. As predictable as he was, William would then kill them. In Richard’s mind, this was a win-win. He would have people who weren’t loyal to him killed, or he would lose an attack dog.

      He had only needed to do this three times total before he just led his people entirely away from William. For a long time, Richard had hoped that the idiot would just get himself killed against Hayden’s men, but sadly, that hadn't happened. William, in all his arrogance, was, in the end, still a coward. If he knew a party was strong, he would avoid them entirely. It was almost comical how every time Richard went out, William would go in the exact opposite direction.

      As to why he’d decided to bring William in now? Because he was vulnerable enough. Richard could feel his weakness the second he saw him. A broken child, unsure of himself, so Richard gave him the recognition he so dearly craved at that moment. He began by first establishing that he was in power by putting William down and then extending an offer of partnership, to appear like he really needed him. The kid had eaten it raw.

      His loyalty was fickle, the foundation a fucking mess, but it was enough for now.

      All of the crafters were already considered loyal to Richard. Perhaps loyalty was the wrong term, but his skill and quest sure counted them. If he had to guess, then he would say it was more reliance than loyalty. Ultimately, he now considered them his people. The only one who didn’t give him the response was The Smith, but he could handle that in time. It wasn’t like he needed everyone to be loyal either.

      Jacob was another example of this. He shifted loyalty nearly daily. It was peculiar, but Richard never got any sense of danger from the man. The same was true for that guy Bertram, who followed Jacob around at all times. He had never displayed loyalty even once toward Richard, yet he was clearly a trustworthy man who had undying loyalty toward Jacob. Again, it wasn’t really a problem, as he clearly cared for Caroline, and Caroline was undoubtedly loyal.

      It was necessary to have William converted or dead. All Richard now had left was Hayden and his party and a possible third threat, AKA what had attacked William.

      Oh, and on a final note for William… While he was a useful dog, he wasn’t exactly a good dog. A bit too feral for Richard’s taste. A wild dog couldn’t just be tamed that quickly, after all. You could feed it and keep it loyal for a while, but Richard wasn’t under any illusions that William wouldn’t end up backstabbing him at some point.

      Against Hayden, William would be a helpful tool. It was the only reason he’d even bothered to convert him today. But once Hayden and his camp were either assimilated or decimated…

      The mad dog would have to be put down.
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      In a small corner of the tutorial forest, a very peculiar thing was happening. A man was repeatedly jumping around, more times than not finding himself smashing face-first into a tree. He seemed to turn into something resembling a shadow, quickly moving forward and then turning back to his normal tangible form with every jump.

      This weird man was, naturally, Jake testing out his newly acquired Basic Shadow Vault of Umbra. The skill took quite a bit getting used to, which was the reason why he needed to practice it as much as he did.

      The skill was quite simple, actually. With little to no warning or preparation, Jake could speed up his movement in any direction he was currently moving, turning into a shadow-like substance, and then appear once more whenever he reached his designated target, or when the uptime of the skill ran out.

      When he was a shadow, no physical object could touch him, instantly making Jake want to try phasing through walls. Sadly, that hope was quickly squashed. While he could phase through small things, he had no way of getting through a tree, for example. If he thought back to his fight with that caster William, he also doubted he could get past the wall of iron. He found that objects with a high mana density were harder to phase through, and a conjured wall had to be very mana-dense.

      He could, however, phase through smaller objects. So dodging through the swing of a sword, a thrown dagger, or an arrow was entirely possible. Though he did notice that it increased mana consumption when he did so.

      The reason he kept crashing into things was the speed increase and the disorientating effect of suddenly accelerating. It was like suddenly stepping on an escalator going far above what any safety standard would ever permit.

      One moment he would move normally, and the next suddenly accelerate several times that speed for less than a second. The skill itself wasn’t teleportation, after all, but just swift movement. However, to the untrained eye, it could easily appear as if he had just teleported when he used the skill at maximum output.

      The fact that he took on the characteristics of a shadow only made it more challenging to use. It was like suddenly becoming weightless, and everything just felt… off. The direct-line movement also made it even more confusing.

      So, he trained. As one says, practice makes perfect. While he wasn’t exactly aiming for perfection on his first day with the skill, he needed to be at least able to use it without accidentally getting himself killed during combat. He could totally see himself crashing into something far more dangerous than a tree.

      The damage he took to both his health and mana pools when he crashed into objects like trees was already quite insane, to begin with. The sudden momentum coming to an instant stop made his mana instantly drain by several hundred points, and his health points drop even more.

      One lucky thing with the skill was that it also phased all his equipment. Even if he had a bow in his hand, it too took on a shadowy look. He tried it with a couple of different things and found that pretty much anything he touched would get Shadow Vaulted with him. It did increase both mana and stamina consumption of the skill, though.

      He also discovered, with some experimenting, that the enchantment with his boots did indeed reduce stamina expenditure. And despite it saying it was only by a "small" amount, it turned out to be quite significant. It wasn’t just a straight-up percentage decrease, but had some more advanced math behind it.

      If he did a small vault, consuming only 5 stamina with the boots as an example, the cost got reduced by a whopping 3 points. In other words, a 60% reduction. However, if he did a more extended vault, consuming 30 stamina, the boots would only reduce it by 10 points or so, AKA around a 33% reduction.

      His maximum consumption from a single vault so far had been 78 stamina, and then it had reduced cost by 17, which was a weird 22% or so reduction. Quite honestly, the math behind it stumped him, and he decided just to write it off as the system doing system things.

      There clearly was a pattern somewhere. He doubted it would just be entirely random. Jake just didn’t see the value in crunching the math and trying to discover the formula. Without it, he already had a good feeling for how much stamina he was consuming, and he didn’t exactly have time to calculate much during combat. Especially not with a defensive skill.

      The vault also consumed mana, where no reduction was available. The cost was around the same as the stamina counterpart—not counting the reduction. The mana expenditure got a lot higher, however, if he phased through objects of any kind. Luckily, Wisdom was still his highest stat by quite a bit, and he didn’t really use much mana during normal combat. So, despite the relatively high cost of dodging through objects, he could manage.

      He couldn’t help but think of how useless the skill would feel if he only had his Archer class, however. The mana consumption would drain him in only a few vaults, leaving him with a dead skill. But with his current resource pools, he could easily make tens of high-powered jumps. If he could avoid smashing his head into things, that is.

      But he was getting better. And fast. In only a few hours, he had gotten the short jumps down and was quickly able to move a few meters back and forth in fluid movements. The long vaults were still quite hard, but that too was improving drastically for every minute.

      Honestly, his Bloodline abilities felt like a total cheat here too. His sphere was utterly unaffected by him turning all shadowy and kept him completely aware of his surroundings. He “knew” when he was about to hit something, and he seemed to slowly be able to train his instinct to understand the skill better.

      A vital distinction had to be made between moving on instinct and moving deliberately with thoughts behind every action. If Jake tried to dodge a sword swing intentionally, he first had to register the weapon approaching, then he had to decide to evade, and then the method he would use to avoid it. If he decided to use Shadow Vault, he would have to use the skill, and all the decisions related to that, like which way to dodge, how far, and how fast.

      If it was done instinctually, however, only the first step was needed. And that was more than handled by Jake’s overpowered danger perception. By then, he simply had to not fight what he already instinctively wanted to do and vault. It was like he just “knew” what was best to do without deliberating it.

      Everyone would naturally rely on instinct there. A boxer blocks based on intuition; when someone throws something at you, you lift your hand to block instinctively. Jake just took the entire concept to another level. He didn’t just raise his hand to block something thrown; he would catch it out of the air and fling it back if it was an attack. Of course, his instincts weren’t flawless.

      Relying so much on only his instincts could also easily backfire. Jake wasn’t omniscient, and feints had a considerable effect on him. His instinctual reactions also ultimately relied on himself. If he was attacked by a skill he could in no way understand, his instinct wouldn’t know how to respond appropriately either. His danger perception did help quite a bit there, but it too had many flaws.

      If he had to bring up an example, it would be during the fight with William. The final attack had hit him hard. He had been showered with pieces of metal and shot back, taking a lot of damage. His instinct hadn’t managed to react, and his danger perception had only activated at the final moment.

      The same was true for the daggers that William controlled. Their ethereal movements were hard to understand, making his instinct only able to try and keep up with their attack pattern. His danger perception made him aware of them at all times, but felt more like a constant buzzing telling him that those daggers were dangerous.

      The way he had won the fight had also been straight-up against his instincts. To dodge or block an attack was the most natural thing to do, so his instinct naturally screamed at him to do so. Instead, he had chosen to ignore the attacks and get hit, ultimately gaining an opening to win.

      If he listened solely to his instincts during that fight, he would likely never have had the chance to land a hit before either he or the caster ran out of resources. While he would undoubtedly have won that battle of endurance, he didn’t believe the other party would be stupid enough to stick around long enough to run out. Though, of course, Jake could be wrong.

      There was also the fact that five daggers in the back barely fazed him. They’d penetrated a few centimeters into his flesh, dealing barely any real damage. With his high Vitality, he could have taken dozens of those daggers, the only real problem being the pain.

      Pain his instincts naturally wanted to avoid. Pain is just the body’s way of saying, "Dude, you should stop doing that."

      In the end, his instincts were only a guide or an emergency tool for when his thoughts couldn’t keep up. It did also have aspects he couldn’t at all understand, however. It seemed to, at times, make him aware of things. It allowed him to get vague feelings around things, such as how strong a beast was compared to himself or how much damage a specific attack would do before it even hit him.

      Many warriors of the multiverse likely could do these things. Sensing the power level of others wasn’t a new concept at all. Learning how much damage something would do also seemed like a relatively simple ability if one had enough experience on the battlefield.

      Even beasts were able to determine how dangerous attacks were. Jake saw several of them avoid the more damaging attacks while just tanking the weaker ones. Of course, it depended entirely on the beast.

      In the end, he could only sigh at how many unknowns there were. Bloodlines and their associated abilities were only for the holder of the Bloodline to truly understand. The system offered no advice, only a simple explanation of the Bloodline. And even that had many examples of holding minor flaws or lacking information.

      Not that Jake had any complaints about his Bloodline. He wasn’t delusional. He knew it was his greatest weapon. He knew it was the only thing he had not been granted by the system, something that belonged to him and him alone.

      As he sat there, relaxing, he heard some noise above him and felt like something was looking at him. He focused on his sphere and saw one of the weird-ass birds staring down at him. It was rare they got so close… In fact, this was the first time one of them had ever entered his sphere, and…

      Birds aren’t real. The Sphere of Perception confirmed that.

      When he focused on the bird, all jokes aside, he didn’t see a physical animal but pure energy. A mana density that was just... utterly insane. Jake couldn’t even find the words to describe how ridiculous it was.

      Jake felt confused, but he didn’t let it show. He still felt a gaze upon him. It was clearly originating from the bird, and yet it wasn’t…

      It made him think… Who or what was observing him? The birds were clearly just mediums of some kind… scouts. Based on their mana density, it wasn’t related to any of the survivors. It felt far closer to the power shown by the Malefic Viper than himself.

      Was a god behind those birds? If so, why? Did the system allow a god to directly observe like this? Could the god interfere? He didn’t think it was the system itself making them; it appeared far too omnipotent to need conjured super-birds to keep an eye on people.

      Also… those birds had been around since day one. Like they were native to this place where the tutorial took place… like whatever or whoever had placed them here knew that it was a tutorial area. Wait…

      Jake had been under an assumption for a long time… one that he was beginning to doubt. Who has ever said that the system created the tutorials? What if a god did?

      Clearly, gods could interfere with the tutorial. Heck, the Viper had placed a dungeon there. Who could say that other gods or powerful entities weren’t also influencing things? Who could say a god didn’t also create this outside area? Maybe even the rules? Or did a god work with the system to do all these things? Some kind of collaboration?

      But most importantly, he thought, why the fuck am I sitting here thinking about stuff I can’t, in any way, shape, or form, find out at the moment—but can just ask the Viper about next time we meet—instead of being productive?

      So with that, he returned to what was truly important. Trying not to Shadow Vault into trees.
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      For so long, they had waited, generation after generation, era after era. Their hope never died, their conviction eternal. Yet the branches died out one by one. Now only a single hall remained, the once glorious order corroded by the march of time.

      For only the gods were immortal. Only the gods could stand against time and preserve what was. Perhaps the only reason why his hall had survived so long was that they had one such god among them.

      Here, in this world, they were still respected. They had power, after all. But outside, in the other universes, their once mighty order was nearly forgotten. The Lord Protector, the god who watched over them in place of their Patron, had no desire to leave. So they could only wait. Wait for the day of his return.

      The current Hall Master was one of those waiting. She had been in her position for many generations, and like the many predecessors, she too was patient, never losing faith. Every year, she dreamed of their Patron's return. And every year, she found herself saddened when nothing happened.

      If not for the Lord Protector and the grand legacy left behind, perhaps even they would have forgotten the Malefic One. Many, even today, still doubted he would ever return. But she believed that the Patron was out there, and as long as they waited, as long as they remained forever faithful, the Malefic One was sure to reemerge.

      Suddenly, she was awakened from her meditation by an old man teleporting into her chamber. He wore a black robe with a snake's motif on it, one similar to her own. However, his snake was not giving off the same aura as the one on hers. One had to distinguish ranks, after all.

      "What do you disturb my meditation for?" the Hall Master asked, slightly annoyed. If this were another petty squabble with the Brimstone Conglomerate, heads would roll.

      "Honored Hall Master, the Lord Protector has ordered you to his realm—immediately," the man said, bowing deeply.

      The Hall Master kneaded her brows, feeling a mix between excitement and fear. This was only the second time she would meet the Lord Protector. The only other time had been during her inauguration as Hall Master, and even then, it was only him making an appearance briefly. She knew that the Hall Master before her had also only met him twice, the first being his own inauguration and the second being when he reached the peak of mortality. The Lord Protector didn’t even bother to show up at the funeral.

      "I shall go at once," she answered as she teleported out of her chamber. She couldn’t teleport straight to the entrance of the Lord Protector’s realm, but instead had to walk the majority of the way due to all the protective wards and spells put up through the ages. A minor inconvenience compared to the security provided.

      As she walked further and further down toward the entrance, her nervousness only grew. But at the same time, so did her hope. Had it perhaps finally happened?

      Unlike most other grand orders or churches like theirs, the Malefic Order did not build grand castles or towers that breached the skies. Instead, they built into the ground, making vast networks of caves, which wasn’t to say that the splendor of their order in any way could be belittled. The gloriousness and grandness of their halls were among the best. Caves could easily be far more extensive than some landmasses, especially with a bit of space magic mixed in.

      The entrance to the Lord Protector’s realm finally entered her sight after only a few minutes of descending. The portal was unadorned and straightforward, being merely an archway of stone with a portal in it. Taking a deep breath, she stepped through.

      This was her first time in the Lord Protector’s realm, and her expectations were most certainly met. The realm was not very large, perhaps only the space of a few smaller planets. But numerous reptilian creatures lived on the vast landmass that floated beneath her. Very few buildings stood on the entire continent, and only a single one was of any note—the Lord Protector’s abode, she assumed.

      "Come, child, come quickly!"

      She heard the venerated voice of the Lord Protector as she promptly teleported to the source. The god sounded… emotional.

      After teleporting, she found the Lord Protector all alone, a gleam in his eyes as he stared at a colossal obelisk made of black stone. The Hall Master had never seen this obelisk before, but she instantly knew what it was. And she knew what this meant.

      On the obelisk, a rune had lit up—the only rune on it. A profound green aura shrouded the obelisk, making even the Lord Protector’s own aura seem weak in comparison. The rune represented a single message. A message they had been waiting for oh so patiently for oh so long.

      The Malefic Viper was coming.

      The Hall Master could only tighten her knuckles as she started shaking from excitement. Their Patron, their one true god, was coming back to them. After eras of waiting, the Malefic One would finally return and once more bring glory to their order. Her eternal faith, their undying belief, had not been misplaced.

      But instantly, she was brought back to reality. Oh no! So many preparations had to be made! They had to get everything in the absolute best of conditions. She had to brief all the other leaders and minor branches around their world. There was so much! She only hoped paradoxically that the Great One would perhaps take a few more days before he—

      
        
        "HELLO, LITTLE SNAPPY! MISSED ME!?"
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      Old habits die hard. A common phrase for most, one would imagine. But Jake had never thought that a “habit” could get old after less than a month. Without even thinking about it, he had found himself munching on mushrooms. Much to his horror, he even found enjoyment in it. The mana gained was a nice bonus too.

      One thing led to another, and now Jake found himself sitting beneath a tree with a mixing bowl in his hand, moss and mushrooms floating in the purified water. After his fight with the boar and a lot of practice with his new Shadow Vault skill, he was excited to find new strong opponents to test himself against.

      But after hours of looking around, he only came across a few weak beasts, none of them even breaking level 20. Barely worth getting out of bed for. So instead, he had gotten bored and started doing a bit of alchemy. It helped calm his nerves, and he needed to practice using his Alchemical Flame anyway.

      He had already mixed a few common-rarity poisons and considered if he should start learning how to make stamina potions. He hadn’t needed them during the Challenge Dungeon, as he only used stamina passively, but with his new Archer skills, that had changed significantly.

      He hadn’t gotten a level, but it wasn’t surprising, considering he had only done alchemy for a few hours, and the concoctions were some he had trained many times before. He still had plenty of ingredients left in his spatial necklace, so he didn’t really worry about running out anytime soon.

      As he was about to begin another concoction, he sensed someone looking at him. At first, he thought it was one of the not-bird-birds, but it wasn’t. Raising his head abruptly and turning to the side, he activated Archer’s Eye instinctively and saw a man standing at the top of a hill wearing an archer’s cloak similar to his own.

      Shortly after, he saw four other figures appear around the archer. From the looks of it, three different kinds of the warrior class and a caster. Jake, with his high Perception, used Identify on each of them, as they didn't seem keen on approaching him quite yet either. They were likely also trying to Identify him.

      
        
        [Human – lvl 19]

        [Human – lvl 20]

        [Human – lvl 18]

        [Human – lvl 21]

        [Human – lvl 20]

      

      

      They were all lower than the caster that called himself William, but that wasn’t grounds to underestimate them. There were five of them, and one of them had a rather mean-looking two-handed sword. That warrior also happened to be the one at level 21 and was even wearing plate armor. Armor Jake guessed was enchanted, either by upgrading it with a token or just by finding it.

      From a quick glance, he noticed that they all seemed to have relatively decent gear. The archer's bow even looked quite a bit nicer than his own. All of their armor or cloaks were for sure upgraded, none of them looking like they only had what one started the tutorial with.

      From what he could see, there were four men and one woman. He couldn’t see their faces properly, but from their posture, they were all clearly on edge—a perfectly understandable response to seeing Jake, a solitary, unidentifiable human in the middle of nowhere. If possible, Jake wanted to avoid conflict and just move on with his day. Then again, information would be useful, as he had some doubts about the validity of what William said, considering the guy did turn out to be a backstabbing bastard.

      Jake, seeing no reason for conflict, acted like he put the mixing bowl beneath his robe as he deposited it into his spatial storage. No reason to openly advertise that he had it, after all. He then got up and started walking toward the five people in as nonthreatening manner as he could. Which is to say he walked with both hands held out in front of him, showing he wasn’t armed. Something he could change in the blink of an eye with his spatial storage.

      The warrior with the two-hander went a step forward from the group and yelled, "Who are you? Why are you alone out here? And what was that in your hand before?"

      Jake, seeing no reason to lie—but not exactly feeling like sharing much—told them the truth for the most part. "I am just an archer, and I am alone because I kind of like it that way. Also, it was just a bowl earlier, see?" He pulled out the bowl once more, making sure to make it seem like he’d taken it out from beneath his cloak.

      However, they seemed to care little for the bowl, as their gazes all sharpened when he refused to give his name.

      "Are you Jake?" the caster asked as she stepped forward, glaring at him with quite a bit of hostility.

      Jake was a bit taken aback at the question. The only ones in the tutorial who knew his name were the ones his colleagues had shared it with. Richard also knew it without a doubt, and while he wasn’t exactly on friendly terms with Richard, he doubted the man would still have people out hunting for him after so long. Besides, if they knew his colleagues, it was more than worth the risk to strike up a conversation.

      "Yeah, where did you hear my name?" he asked, hoping to finally get some helpful info.

      What he got instead was a bolt of ice followed by an arrow. The three warriors didn’t stand still either—they all charged the instant they’d confirmed his identity.

      Jake took a moment to react, as he barely managed to jump to the side to avoid the ranged attacks because of his danger sense. What the hell is wrong with them? he asked himself as he saw the eyes of the opposing party.

      The hostility was almost palpable as the caster yelled, "This is for Mickey, you fucking psycho!"

      "Don’t lose your cool and let him run!" the warrior with the big sword said in a stern tone before he sped up, a green glow swirling around his body.

      Jake only got more and more confused. Who the fuck is Mickey? But he didn’t have time to contemplate further. He jumped backward, dodging the first swing of the warrior. This had to be some kind of misunderstanding. Perhaps another guy named Jake had killed that guy? It wasn’t out of the question for more people named Jake to be in a twelve-hundred-person group.

      "Listen, I think there is some kind of misunderstanding here! I didn’t kill anyone named Mickey as far as I recall! Please, just calm down! There is no reason for us to fight.” As Jake spoke, he kept dodging the blows of the warrior.

      "Don’t listen to him! Richard warned that he tried shit like this versus the metal mage!" one of the other warriors, an upgraded light warrior as far as he could see, warned.

      Jake, at the mention of those two, instantly sharpened his gaze. So, William and Richard did work together. And it seemed like that caster wasn’t happy about their last bout at all, even now sending people after him.

      Everything suddenly seemed a lot clearer to Jake. They weren’t here for revenge for some guy named Micky; they were here to kill him. Heck, maybe Mickey was a guy from the squad Richard had sent after him so long ago. Not that any of it mattered. In his mind, these five were now unquestionably marked as enemies. Yet he wasn’t about to give up trying to get something useful out of them.

      "So, you are with Richard and that metal caster, William,” he said. “Tell me, do you know of other survivors in his camp? Names such as Jacob, Casper, or Joanna?"

      An effort that went unrewarded, as they all simply continued their assault. Fine, Jake thought, have it your way.

      They were slower and weaker than him in pretty much every way. Sure, the warrior without a doubt had higher Strength than him, but all in all, he still saw them as weak. Compared to William, none of them had shown anything that could genuinely threaten him. Well, he would be in for a lot of hurt if he let that massive two-hander hit him, but no way he was going to let that happen.

      Having decided to stop being diplomatic, he no longer held back. He quickly summoned his bow and Shadow Vaulted backward, much to the onlookers’ shock as they saw him turn shadowy and fly backward.

      With bow in hand, he decided to go for the weaker ones first. As he was preparing to shoot the caster, however, an arrow with far more power than he expected headed his way, allowing him only narrowly to avoid it. Part of his cloak was still ripped apart from the wind pressure alone. Powershot, shit.

      A quick glance informed him that the archer had started charging another Powershot, making Jake instantly switch his focus to him. He knew the strength of that skill, but also its massive weakness.

      Nocking an arrow, he shot it toward the archer, but his attack instead struck a wall of ice that popped up before it. Cursing, Jake could only dodge once more as the two other warriors reached him, one the light warrior and the other a medium warrior, from what he could see. Both upgraded classes too, of course.

      With his weak defenses, the light warrior became his next target, as he quickly dismissed his bow and drew his bone dagger along with another random archer one. With no time to poison anything, he had to make do. The warrior was faster than Jake with his movements, but Jake had a small edge in Strength and a relatively large advantage in technique with his Twin-Fang Style, insane Perception, and instincts.

      Positioning himself to block the archer and caster's line of sight, he dodged the medium warrior’s sword as he closed in on the light warrior. With slight panic, the man tried to jump back as he threw small knives at Jake. Knives he decided to ignore. He just let them hit his body. The cloak blocked nearly everything, only leaving a few meaningless scratches on his tough body.

      However, the warrior was far less durable than Jake. Surprised that Jake just tanked the attack, he took several cuts across the chest with the bone dagger before Jake tried to finish him off by plunging his other dagger into his neck. Sadly, he had no time to assess if the man was a goner, as the two remaining warriors had reached him once more.

      Shadow Vaulting away, he once more drew his bow and started bombarding both of them with arrows. The heavy warrior manipulated the aura around his body to block them, with the medium warrior choosing to dodge instead. A dodging attempt he failed, as an arrow nailed him in the leg.

      Seeing his opportunity, Jake managed to land two more arrows on the man before he had to Shadow Vault once more as another Powershot came his way.

      With some distance, he withdrew a bottle of Necrotic Poison and retreated behind a tree, still keeping an eye on the warriors that were within his Sphere of Perception. He had bought himself some time to apply the poison as he saw the party try and save their comrades. He had confidence in the damage on the light warrior being lethal.

      However, the medium warrior seemed to already be getting up, his wounds healing rapidly. Not natural health points rapidly, but a self-healing skill rapidly. Something that wouldn’t happen again that easily with poison in the mix. More than a dozen arrows now soaked in some of his most potent common-rarity poison went back into the quiver.

      Okay, round two.
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      If simply taken as an archer, Jake wasn’t anything overly impressive. He was relatively strong and fast due to his many levels in his race, but he was still a bit behind those with evolved classes. He still got an edge during combat due to his lack of hesitation and powerful Bloodline, though. But overall, fighting an entire team with class levels higher than his own wouldn’t end well. If one disregarded his other primary source of power, that is.

      However, if one added his profession, the equation changed. The pure stat amount of Toughness and Vitality it had provided made him far more robust than nearly everyone else, especially in prolonged fights. But without a doubt, his greatest strength currently was his potent toxins. A single arrow or a single cut transformed from a minor wound to almost certain death.

      And now he had applied his poison. He hadn’t done it from the beginning of the fight for many reasons. First of all, he wasn’t sure it would turn into a battle. Secondly, he wanted information more than anything, and if it didn’t end in a fight, he would just waste a bottle of poison. Now, however, the time for talking was over.

      From behind the tree, he saw his enemies get ready to flank him once more, a tactic he would gladly exploit. Taking a normal, non-poisoned arrow, he nocked it and started charging a Powershot. The skill was weak in open combat, usually, but it had its time to shine. Now was one such time.

      With the timing just right, as the medium warrior entered his line of fire, he released the arrow. The man didn’t even have time to react before he was hit, the arrow exploding from the impact when it hit his chest. The man wasn’t left in a much better state than the arrow, as a huge, gaping hole had blown open in his upper chest, taking with it his heart and lungs. Needless to say, the man was well and truly dead.

      Having two down, he switched to poison arrows as he Shadow Vaulted away from the tree once more, seeking refuge behind another. Them being unable to pin him down was a significant advantage that he didn’t want to lose. Besides, while the plate-wearing warrior was undoubtedly strong and had formidable defenses, he had gotten that by having far worse mobility. Hence, he would be saved for last.

      Two Shadow Vaults later, he discovered that the enemy archer had entered his sphere. And from how he moved, he was not yet aware of Jake’s location. Seeing him split up from the ice caster, he made his move.

      He stalked the archer with his sphere as a guide while staying out of sight from all three enemies. The other archer moved slowly, only at walking speed, with his bow fully drawn and ready to shoot at any sudden movement. His caution was natural but misplaced. Jake never planned to enter his line of sight, after all.

      As the archer entered a small clearing, Jake saw his chance and shot an arrow from directly behind the man. He managed to react only at the very last moment, but still ended up with an arrow hitting him on his upper backside—an annoying but otherwise very easily manageable wound. If the Necrotic Poison was disregarded, that is.

      The archer only had time to roll out the way and rip the arrow out before he felt that something was wrong. At first, he felt a weird numbness, followed by intense pain that seemed to spread through his very being. Next, he was hit by the smell—the smell of rotting flesh. The archer yelled in horror, attracting his comrades, who rushed over to him.

      Jake had taken refuge behind a tree once more but kept close enough for the dying archer to still be within his sphere. The warrior and caster made it to their dying comrade and were both stopped dead when they saw the archer rolling on the ground, shrieking in an inhuman voice.

      As he rolled around, pieces of rotten black flesh fell off. The grisly sight ended before long, as the screaming also died down. It had taken less than half a minute from the arrow hitting to his death. Yet this half a minute was enough to bring endless nightmares to those seeing it.

      Before the two, the archer barely resembled a human anymore. The entire back area and most of the upper body had completely rotted away. An entire arm was lying off to the side, having become detached as the archer rolled around.

      Even from behind the tree, Jake had to take deep breaths to calm himself. This was the first time he’d seen the actual result of his poison taking effect. The only other time he had done anything like this was when he used Touch of the Malefic Viper on a beast. But this had been a human.

      He still vividly remembered the water from the second challenge room that nearly killed him. The feeling of your limbs slowly rotting away, the indescribable pain. He didn’t like it. He didn’t like it one bit. But poisons were his best weapon.

      In the end, the only thing he could calm himself down with was that he hadn’t been the aggressor. They had attacked first. He was just defending himself. They were allies of Richard and William, two people who both had attempted to have him killed before. They were his enemies, and to your enemies, you show no mercy.

      He remembered a conversation he’d had with the Malefic Viper during his visit to his realm.

      The Viper told a story from when he was younger, before he became a god. He spoke of how he had just gotten the ability to assume a humanoid form and how he had tried to enter the world of civilization and become, well… civilized.

      The Malefic Viper talked of his naivety back then. He believed that the enlightened humanoid races were not like the beasts he was used to, but would have values above simply striving for more strength. He had gotten close to people, and he had believed them as if he were a gullible child. Beasts didn’t lie, after all. They either attacked or retreated. A monster that would first become your friend, only to then stab you in the back, was unheard of to him.

      Until it happened. Over wealth, the Malefic Viper was betrayed, and his betrayers attempted to kill him. Of course, even then, his strength was above most of his peers, and he was not so easily thwarted. But yet again, he had believed the man when he claimed it was all a big misunderstanding.

      So, he spared him. Spared him out of misplaced compassion and benevolence. A benevolence returned by having the few humanoid friends he had made slaughtered. The man had hired a far more powerful force to take down the Malefic Viper out of something as simple as pure pride. He had made a contract with a powerful king to hunt down the Viper and steal his treasures.

      Of course, the Malefic Viper returned this favor by massacring the man and his forces, and then delivering his head to the country of the foolish king. Personally. In retrospect, the Viper confessed it was perhaps an overreaction to let the entire kingdom face his wrath.

      It ended up resulting in the destruction of nine planets.

      After this entire inhuman massacre, the Malefic Viper was not shunned or hunted. Even if he had killed innocents—women, children, and elderly—he was never admonished for any of it. Instead, he was revered for his power. Praised for his boldness. But more importantly, no one dared to assist anyone in ever betraying him again, as the consequences were now clear as day.

      The lesson the Malefic Viper wanted to teach Jake was a few things. The first was to not trust blindly and to not show mercy to one’s enemies. The second point was that power ruled supreme. Might makes right, as one says. Additionally, if one shows the cruelty and the ability to cross certain lines, your enemies will hesitate and falter the next time they deal with you.

      Jake didn’t fully agree with this interpretation, as cruelty can also lead to a far stronger response than one predicted. In such cases, the enemy will not be discouraged from fighting but instead be far more resolute in destroying you, throwing all caution to the wind.

      And that was precisely the situation Jake now found himself in. After the initial fear wore off, the warrior and ice caster didn’t flee or go on the defensive. Instead, they abandoned all signs of caution, as they both yelled obscenities.

      "Get the fuck out here, you fucking coward!" the warrior yelled, followed by the ice caster calling him far more insulting things. Not that Jake necessarily disagreed with some of the things they called him. He just honestly didn’t care. Allies of William and Richard didn’t have any right to teach him anything about decency and honor.

      Withdrawing another bottle of poison from his necklace, he prepared himself to strike. Jumping out from behind the tree, he fired an arrow at the delirious woman. As he had expected, the blow was blocked as a shield of ice popped up behind her. Automatically activated, from what he could see.

      This, of course, gave away Jake’s position, as both turned toward him, rage in their eyes. Spikes of ice started coalescing in the air as the caster stepped out from behind her wall, and the warrior charged toward him, still enveloped in the same green aura.

      Jake was fully aware that his regular arrows couldn’t break through this green aura, so instead, he threw the bottle he had prepared earlier. While the bottle’s speed was slower than an arrow, it was still far too fast for the warrior to avoid.

      The bottle struck him as he blocked with his arms, the liquid within splashing all over his upper body. A sizzling sound was heard—that of aura being eroded—and the man retreated as he seemingly focused on protecting himself. Jake was aware that the Necrotic Poison was far weaker thrown like that compared to getting applied to an arrow, but he had to make do.

      With the warrior out of the way, Jake made his way toward the ice caster. After only a few steps, the ice spikes she’d begun conjuring earlier made their way toward him, prompting him to make a full-power Shadow Vault straight through the spikes. He felt a considerable drain on his mana as he passed through spike after spike. But the tactic paid off.

      He now found himself within only a few meters of the caster, whose facial expression had changed from one of pure anger to one of abject fear. Giving her no quarter, Jake continued his assault by stepping toward her and activating Shadow Vault another time.

      Just as he vaulted, a wall of ice started getting summoned, but it was too late. Before the wall could fully form, Jake appeared behind the caster and went for an overhead swing, straight for her head.

      In a final gambit, the caster seemed to release all her mana, sending a wave of frost exploding out of her. It hit Jake and froze the ground all around her. Jake, however, did not retreat. He instead pushed forward, bringing down the dagger on the woman.

      Her Toughness proved inadequate as the dagger managed to enter the top of her skull. He hadn’t poisoned the blade, but he knew this blow was lethal either way. The notification hitting him less than a second after his attack landed only confirmed as much.

      Not that he had time to look, as one opponent remained. With an explosion of ice and green aura, the wall made by the caster was smashed apart by the warrior charging through it. His armor and body had clear signs of the poisons still lingering, but he had managed to cleanse most of it. This slightly surprised Jake, as it displayed that the mysterious green aura seemed to possess both strong defensive and self-enhancing effects.

      When the warrior saw the dead caster with Jake standing over her, his anger reached entirely new levels.

      Completely berserk, he started swinging his massive blade back and forth with far more power and speed than before. In the end, this did little for him, as at the same time, all semblance of technique disappeared from his attack, ultimately making it far easier for Jake.

      Not backing down, Jake engaged in melee, dodging and weaving around the man as he avoided every single swing. It reminded him of fighting the boar, even if the boar had been both weaker and slower. Though at least the beast had magic to pin Jake down, something the warrior sorely lacked.

      The fight continued toward the expected conclusion for a few more minutes as Jake felt the green aura around the man get dimmer and dimmer. His speed and power also gradually slowed down, allowing Jake to land small cuts here and there.

      In the end, Jake managed to kick the man’s arms when he made a far too predictable downward blow, disarming him. Another kick made the man stumble, as he fell to the ground only a few meters from the caster’s corpse.

      The fact that he lost his weapon and got knocked down brought some clarity back to the man’s eyes, prompting Jake to talk.

      "What do Richard and William think they can accomplish by sending people after me like this? Except for donating me experience and tutorial points, that is." Jake saw no reason to be cordial.

      "Revenge for what you have done, you fucking lunatic," the man answered with a far calmer voice than Jake had predicted. Though he felt the apparent signs of weakness from his tone. He, too, knew that he was dead no matter what.

      "Revenge for what? Killing people Richard sent after me, or for fighting back when that William fellow tried to backstab me?" Jake spoke with a mocking voice. How goddamn ridiculous were these people?

      "For killing… everyone… For starting this… war," the man said, his voice getting weaker and weaker.

      Jake could only stand there, confused at his words. Something was off. Way off. From how he had said "everyone," it sounded like it certainly wasn’t just for those people he had killed sent by Richard. Could it be the three ambushers from the very first night of the tutorial? No, that couldn’t be it either.

      To make matters even more confusing, he was clearly blamed for starting a war. The war was likely the one William had alluded to between Richard’s faction and those other guys. But why the hell was he getting blamed for it?

      "I didn’t do anything!" Jake protested as he looked at the dying man. He didn’t hesitate to take out a health potion. "Here, drink this health po—"

      Before he could finish, the warrior knocked the potion out of his hand.

      "Why wou—" Jake tried again, but the warrior’s arm dropped to his side, having used his final vestige of strength to knock away the only thing that could save him.

      Jake just stood there. "God fucking dammit," he spoke out loud.

      I am pretty sure I would remember starting a goddamn war, Jake thought with much frustration. Had their entire fight indeed been based on some huge misunderstanding? Was it a mistake fighting them?

      No. Jake shook his head. Even if it had been a misunderstanding, they had clearly been dead set on fighting him. He had tried to talk, but they had shot his attempt down. He had to remember they were enemies. And he couldn’t afford to show mercy to enemies. It was simple…

      With a sigh, he sat down on the ground. For now, he wasn’t going to think of it. Next time, he would try harder on the diplomacy part. Focus on what you can.

      And with that, his focus shifted to his notification screen.
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            Unexpected Encounter (3/3)

          

        

      

    

    
      The Hall Master stood frozen as she slowly turned around. What she saw was a scaled man, looking more human than reptilian. He wore a simple-looking black robe and had what she could only describe as a big, goofy smile on his lips. His long black hair was tied behind his head, revealing his green eyes.

      He looked unimpressive, but the aura that he gave off was more powerful than anything she had ever come across. It felt like she stood before the incarnation of death and decay itself. Yet she felt not a shred of fear. The only feeling that inhabited her body was pure joy, combined with a massive dose of nervousness.

      "M… master! You have returned! I… I…" the Lord Protector stammered as tears started streaming down his face. He had waited for so long, far longer than any other being in the Order of the Malefic Viper… and he was also the only living member that had ever met the Viper before in person. Well, except for the Viper’s disciple, but that guy was a bit looney.

      With a step, the Malefic Viper appeared before the Lord Protector and, to the Hall Master’s surprise, gave him a big hug.

      "I am sorry, little one; it must have been hard for you. You’ve done well.” The Viper began rubbing the head of the Lord Protector, who was now fully bawling his eyes out.

      The Hall Master could only stand there, frozen, as she observed. The high and mighty Lord Protector, crying his eyes out, and the Malefic Viper, a being she had only ever heard of in legends, consoling him like he was a small child. She had dreamed of the Malefic Viper’s return for so long, but this scenario had never been one she had imagined.

      "So, Snappy, who is this young lady?" the Viper finally asked as he stepped away from the Lord Protector, who quickly managed to calm himself down.

      The Hall Master was now even more beside herself as both the gods turned their attention to her.

      "Ah, this is the newest Hall Master of the Order,” the Lord Protector said, as he had now managed to entirely compose himself, returning to his more stoic demeanor that he usually displayed. “She is more or less the highest-ranking member of the Order, as we only have this one hall remaining. I believe she is the descendant of one of the Ladies of the Verdant Lagoon.”

      "Oh, those girls. That brings back some memories. Good to see they left some nice descendants with the Order. Wonder what they’re up to these days." The Malefic Viper stepped closer to the frozen Hall Master. "So, what are you called?"

      The Hall Master, now suddenly thrown out of her stupor, managed to get out, "My name? Viridia, my lord!" She did everything she could to compose herself. "May I have the honor of welcoming the Malefic One back to the Order, and apologize for our inadequate performance in the Patron’s absence! I swear on my life that—"

      "Whoa!” the Malefic Viper said. “Stop, stop, stop! I just asked for your name, that is all. You have nothing to apologize for, geez. I am the one who should apologize to you if anyone was going to. But I already apologized to little Snappy earlier, and I don’t make two apologies in a day, so we can’t have that. Just relax, okay? Everything is fine. The fact that the Order is still even around is more than impressive in its own right.” He raised his hand and gave her a pat on her head, pretty much just petting her.

      With a smile, Snappy went over to them and asked, "May I know why Master chose this time to make his return?" He instantly realized that it might have come off wrong. "Not that there is anything wrong with making your return now! It is great, in fact! I am just thinking that with the new universe being integrated and everything… If there was some relation, that’s all!"

      "Snappy. Relax." The Viper shook his head as he turned and landed a gentle chop on the Lord Protector’s head. "And yes, it's entirely related to the new universe. Remember that dungeon I made back in preparation for the second era?"

      "The one with the spikes?" the Lord Protector asked. If he recalled, that was the only dungeon yet uncleared. He hadn't lived when it was made, but the Viper had spoken of it in length.

      "Yep, that one. Someone actually cleared it."

      "Oh! Did Master make a new worthy follower!? Perhaps a great reward was granted for your new follower’s performance in the tutorial?" Despite Snappy’s glee, they instantly frowned. "Wait, that can’t be. The tutorials have yet to conclude."

      "I didn’t make a follower, no," he answered with a giant, goofy smile. "Believe it or not, I think I made a friend!"
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        * * *

      

      As Jake opened his notifications screen, he was instantly assaulted by a stream of messages.

      
        
        *You have slain [Human (F) - lvl 18 / Apprentice Rogue - lvl 26 / Novice Leatherworker – lvl 10] – A small amount of bonus experience earned for killing an enemy with a class above your class level. 425,241 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Human (F) - lvl 19 / Apprentice Swordsman - lvl 27 / Novice Smith – lvl 11] A small amount of bonus experience earned for killing an enemy with a class above your class level. 467,111 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Human (F) - lvl 20/ Veteran Archer - lvl 28 / Novice Builder – lvl 12] – A small amount of bonus experience earned for killing an enemy with a class above your class level. 489,965 TP earned*

        *You have slain [Human (F) - lvl 20 / Neophyte Ice Witch - lvl 30 / Novice Tailor lvl 11] – A small amount of bonus experience earned for killing an enemy with a class above your class level. 591,235 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Human (F) - lvl 21/ Aspiring Blade of Nature - lvl 33 / Novice Smith – lvl 10] – A small amount of bonus experience earned for killing an enemy with a class above your class level. 703,458 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Archer] has reached level 21 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Archer] has reached level 22 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (E)] has reached level 33 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Archer] has reached level 23 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

      

      Jake could honestly only sigh once more at the messages. Three whole levels in his class from the relatively short fight. It was almost criminally more effective than hunting beasts. Even worse was the number of tutorial points earned.

      He’d been closing in on 400,000 points before the fight, but now he had over 3,000,000. They had increased more than sevenfold. From the rules, he knew that he had obtained half of the group's points. Half of what they had struggled and put their lives on the line to get, robbed in one swoop.

      Looking at the classes on the notifications, he also learned quite a lot. The three first seemed to have rather basic upgrades. Two apprentices and one veteran. However, he wasn’t sure if the veteran was a low-level upgrade or a higher one. He assumed low, as the man had been on the weaker side, honestly.

      The last two were the interesting ones. The woman had been a Neophyte Ice Witch. Neophyte made one think it was low level, or that she was just beginning to step on that path. Perhaps Ice Witches were just a really high-tier class? She had been a bit strong, but she was far off compared to the metal caster. Too bad he had failed to kill him to see what his class was called.

      The last one, AKA the plate-wearing warrior, had by far the most interesting class. Aspiring Blade of Nature. It reminded Jake of his own Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper. An unusual adjective before the class seemed to indicate that it was somehow a bit higher level, while the “rank”-based ones, such as apprentice or novice, seemed to be more straightforward paths. “Neophyte“ was also likely a “special“ adjective. Of course, he seriously doubted it was as simple as that.

      And speaking of professions, theirs were extremely uninteresting. All were just novice ranks. Though Jake did confirm the existence of four types of professions besides his own. Tailors, smiths, leatherworkers, and builders.

      He had to look at the bright spots of this shitty situation, after all. He couldn’t sit there and dwell on what the hell was happening or why they had targeted him. Information was necessary, so he just had to appreciate what he got.

      For his Free Points, he split them between Strength and Agility. He still felt that he was either weaker than or on par with others despite his significantly higher race level. He knew that evolved classes would add far more stat points than the basic starting ones. The 6 stat points in total from each Archer level did seem quite pathetic compared to his 20 from Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper.

      Closing the notification window, he got up and exited his meditation. He hadn’t been down for long, but he had managed to regenerate a bit of stamina and mana. He was honestly wondering if he even needed sleep anymore. He hadn’t felt the need since exiting the Challenge Dungeon. In there, he’d only slept for a few hours once in a while to relax his head. Something that hadn’t been necessary yet here in the forest.

      Looking at his surroundings, he spotted the big sword dropped by the warrior. It was quite simple-looking but had a relatively nice-looking green gem embedded in the handle. Using Identify on it, he was a bit taken aback.

      
        
        [Greatsword of Nature (Rare)] – A sword crafted from metal often found in areas with high concentrations of nature-attuned mana. Through the ages, this sword has been filled with the energy of nature itself, giving it the ability to bless its wielder. Enchantments: Energy of Nature’s Strength: Absorb and assimilate the powers of nature itself found within the blade, strengthening your inner energy with its properties.

      

        

      
        Requirements: Lvl 20+ in any class or race. High nature affinity.

      

      

      The blade was… great. The enchantment was very interesting. This blade was likely the reason for the man’s class and mystical aura. It was somehow inner energy, or stamina, infused with the “energies of nature” as the sword described.

      Either way, the sword was good. Jake couldn’t help but pick it up. It was a bit heavy, but nothing he couldn’t handle. The energy from the warrior was still lingering within the blade, so Jake decided to let it be for now. He could feel it slowly dissipating as he looked at it, after all. In only a few minutes, he should be able to try and claim it as his own.

      But the fact that the man had dropped such a weapon made Jake think of something he had entirely disregarded. Looting. It wasn’t like beasts dropped loot like in games, but humans sure did. He could take their equipment. It felt dirty and dishonorable… but Jake felt like it would be pure stupidity not to do it.

      He needed power; everyone did. The dead won’t blame the living for trying to stay alive, he thought to himself. Unless said living person has killed them, of course. So these dead would kind of be pissed at me for taking their stuff… Yeah, not going down that road.

      Disregarding that entire train of thought, he went to the warrior and identified his armor. It was common rarity and upgraded just like his cloak was, even with the same enchantment of Self-Repair. As he had plenty of space in his spatial storage, and with the armor self-repairing, he saw no reason not to keep it. Luckily, he didn’t have to strip the dead man, as he could directly deposit it the second he felt the man’s last vestige of mana leave the armor.

      Next, he went to the Ice Witch and identified her items too. He tried to be fast about it, as he honestly still felt very uncomfortable looking at the dead body. The robe was common rarity like the warrior’s and his own. She also had a common-rarity wand that he honestly had no interest in. But she did have a ring on her finger that yielded a pleasant surprise.

      
        
        [Ring of Brilliance (Common)] – A ring with a gem crafted by a skilled jeweler. The mana in the gem grants the user increased mental stats. Enchantment: +10 Intelligence, +10 Wisdom, +5 Willpower.

      

        

      
        Requirements: Lvl 15+ in any humanoid race.

      

      

      Like the armor of the warrior, the ring and wand were stored in his necklace too. He also threw in the robe of the caster without thinking, instantly regretting it as the woman was now half-naked with only ragged clothes beneath that looked like they had been haphazardly sewn together from pre-tutorial clothes.

      Quickly, he took out a sheet of cloth he had brought from the dungeon and covered her body. It was as much for himself as for her. He had already decided to burn the corpses, partly as thanks for the equipment, and partly out of a weird sense of respect and to honor them putting up a good fight. It just felt like the right thing to do.

      But for now, he moved on to the other corpses. As he walked toward the archer, he took out the ring and started injecting mana into it until he felt a connection form and the warm flow of stats increasing. By that time, he had already arrived before the rather gory-looking archer. The robe was a totally lost cause, and his Identify turned up nothing, indicating it was broken as his poison consumed the man.

      But he did find the bow and dagger that the archer had used lying a bit off to the side. He had dropped his bow when Jake first shot him, and while the blade was still a bit… dirty, it must have fallen off early in the process. Identifying both of them, he wasn’t surprised, but still happy with the result.

      
        
        [Archer’s Bow (Common)] – A bow handed out for the tutorial, now upgraded with a token. Has a robust wooden structure and string. Enchantments: Self-Repair.

      

        

      
        Requirements: Tutorial Attendee and Archer Class (current or former).

      

        

      
        [Archer’s Dagger (Common)] – A dagger handed out for the tutorial, now upgraded with a token. Has a sharp edge made of high-quality steel and a strong wooden handle. Enchantments: Self-Repair.

      

        

      
        Requirements: Tutorial Attendee and Archer Class (current or former).

      

      

      His current bow and old dagger were both not upgraded, so two upgraded versions were more than welcome. However, the dagger needed a good cleaning before using it. Something for later, he thought as he deposited both of them into his storage. He could bind them to himself with mana and just have the Self-Repair do the cleaning too.

      Next, he checked the rogue and swordsman but found nothing of interest. They both had common-rarity gear, though the rogue did have boots that were also common rarity but offered just a bit of Endurance besides the normal Self-Repair enchantment. Of course, they were utterly useless to Jake as he already had his far better Boots of the Wandering Alchemist.

      Having looted what he wanted, he returned to the greatsword that was still on the ground. He couldn’t put it in his spatial storage as long as the warrior’s energy still resided within.

      As expected, the energy was gone entirely after his looting tour. Unable to hold himself back, he tried to bind the sword to himself. But the moment his mana entered, he felt a strong resistance, followed by a retaliatory force that sent a burning sensation up his hand.

      Cursing, he drew back his hand. Somehow the sword had communicated to him that he wasn’t able to bind it. Apparently, he wasn’t attuned to nature, or maybe he didn't have the right affinity or something, going by the requirements. Maybe it had something to do with nature typically seen as related to life, and his current approach to most anything was pretty much the direct opposite of that with his poisons? Or something entirely unrelated, like some innate talent?

      Either way, he stored the blade in his spatial necklace. Who knows, maybe he could find someone to use it later on. No matter what, he saw no reason not to keep it around even if he himself had no use for the oversized sword.

      With everything gathered, he started preparing their sendoffs. The fight had likely been on the wrong premise and merely the result of a huge, deadly misunderstanding.

      The least amount of respect he could give his opponents was to not leave their corpses lying around. He remembered many civilizations used to burn fallen warriors, and even in modern countries, cremation was the norm in many places.

      Gathering the bodies, he made sure to transport the half-decomposed archer carefully. Afterward, he gathered some wood and laid all the corpses on top of it. His Alchemical Flame quickly started burning the bodies along with the wood. The flame did nearly nothing to living targets, but due to the ever-present system-fuckery, it worked wonders in breaking down objects or setting things ablaze.

      As the pyre burned, Jake decided to continue what he’d been doing before the battle: alchemy. He was getting low on stamina after the many Shadow Vaults, and it was more than about time that he learned how to make stamina potions.

      He sat down beside the still-burning pyre, taking out the book on how to make them from his spatial storage. With his new movement skill, he had confidence in escaping pretty much anyone, so he decided to let the pyre serve as a beacon to perhaps draw other survivors to him. The only ones that should see this pyre's smoke would be people already out and about; therefore, it was unlikely to attract anyone.

      He clearly needed information. He was filled with questions while having no answers. The risks associated with seeking out Richard or even the faction that opposed him also seemed just too numerous. Once more, due to his lack of information.

      A meeting with any of his colleagues would be the best. While they hadn’t been the closest of friends, they at least knew him a bit. They should know he wasn’t the type to go around randomly attacking people and trying to incite wars.

      Jacob especially should know this. That guy had such good insight into other people, so even if he and Jake hadn’t known each other for long, he should still be able to reassure others that he wasn’t some monster.

      Looking at the burning pyre, however, he knew he wasn’t exactly helping his own case. He doubted the friends of the squad he had killed would accept him going, "Hey, yeah, sorry I killed your friends, but it was all a big misunderstanding! No hard feelings, right?"

      With a big sigh, he half-distractedly read the small book. This entire thing was a fucking mess. Why couldn’t it just be easy, killing beasts to get points and humans attacking you being just psycho enemies?

      Looking up from the book, he looked toward the sky. He really wished he could ask someone for advice on what exactly to do. His instincts weren’t exactly helpful here, as he was sure it would only advise killing anyone who dared raise a weapon against him. It didn’t care for motives, thoughts, or morals. It was pure. Simple. Perhaps living just following your instincts would be far easier.

      Shaking his head, he decided to cut off all distracting thoughts and focus on his alchemy. Worrying would do him no good. Stamina potions and levels, however, would do him a lot of good.

      Keep it simple, Jake thought to himself, and take the complications as they come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 49

          

          

      

    

    







            Enemy of the People

          

        

      

    

    
      The room was filled with tension as both sides sat staring at each other. As always, it was a contest of who would speak first and break the silence. Both sides seemed to see it was a weakness to be the first to make their thoughts known, which was why Jacob reluctantly ended up taking that role.

      "Ahem, gentlemen," he started as both Hayden and Richard turned their eyes to him. "As we discussed yesterday, Hayden, we did a thorough check of the people you presumed us to have killed, and after a lot of searching, we were still unable to have anyone take credit. In fact, the majority of the fights have no surviving members from our camp, and maybe… we were never the party fighting your men to begin with."

      Hayden didn’t react, just sitting there stoically. The man was nearly as tall as Richard and as strongly built. No way anyone would think the man was a caster just based on his build. The spear on his back certainly didn’t help either.

      The only thing really giving away his original class was the red robe he was wearing. It wasn’t simply an upgraded starting robe, but likely an item of higher rarity. His spear was the same, also a far cry from the simple equipment given out at the beginning of the tutorial. Overall, his look was sleek and deadly.

      Richard, on the other hand, was built like a tank. Full plate armor and a massive tower shield strapped to his back with a sword sheathed at his side. He had even acquired a helmet, truly finishing his look. While both men were huge, Richard still had a few centimeters on the other man.

      As to who was most powerful… Jacob didn’t want to find out. Both had upgraded classes, of course, and he seriously doubted they were the standard kind.

      "So, you are saying some mysterious third party is out there and wiping out squad after squad, and somehow none of us noticed?” Hayden said, extremely skeptical of the entire premise. “Wouldn’t that be a bit too convenient?"

      "If the third party intends to somehow ‘win’ this tutorial, it is plausible," Richard said as he leaned back on his chair, making it give out loud creaking noises. “If the individual believes that victory entails wiping out all other survivors, that is. And based on the description and rules of this hellhole, it would make sense.

      "Think about it,” he continued. “Humans award far more experience, and especially tutorial points, compared to beasts. The system encourages us to actively kill each other for higher rewards. Would the final reward then not be highest for he who has managed to kill all other tutorial attendees?"

      Hayden didn’t necessarily disagree, but that didn’t mean he believed the warrior. "Oh, I am not saying it isn’t possible. But how the hell do you propose a squad could manage to dance around our detection for so long? Perfectly executing everything? The only way I see that being possible is if this group has information and a network within either of our factions. And I sure as hell don’t have some lunatic killer cult within my group."

      "Unless," Jacob said, hesitating a little. "Unless it isn’t a group, but one individual. An individual with powerful perception skills allowing him to avoid us. A person with the fighting skills to take down entire squads singlehandedly."

      "And who do you propose this mythical being is? Me? This tin can?" Hayden pointed at a slightly offended Richard across from him. Continuing, he raised his voice with a mix of anger and annoyance. "Or are you saying it is some other unaffiliated guy?"

      "Jake Thayne," Richard said. "A guy I had the misfortune of meeting early in the tutorial. He was a cocky bastard and threatened me, so I sent my best men, including my right-hand, after him. He slaughtered six of them and sent the last guy back a broken mess with a message. From the message, he seemed to enjoy having people after him and even taunted me to send more. Needless to say, the guy is a complete wacko."

      Hayden sat in silent contemplation for a while as he digested the information. But he quickly identified an issue he wanted to be elaborated on.

      "You seem to know a lot about this enemy of yours. Also, you said this happened at the beginning of the tutorial. Do you have any proof this guy is even still alive?"

      "I think Jacob should be able to answer the first part," Richard said, waving a hand at his base manager. "As for why we think it is him? A member of my group encountered him. He isn’t a pushover by any means, and yet he barely managed to escape with his life intact due to a strong escape skill. The description fits like a charm. This member also told us that he saw Jake kill another member. A certain trapper you may have heard of."

      At that last part, Hayden’s eyes hardened. That damn trapper had killed many of the men he had sent to keep an eye on the enemy base. Yet he had disappeared not long ago, the magic in the traps he had laid down gone too.

      Turning to Jacob, Hayden continued by asking, "So, what do you know about this guy?"

      Jacob could only sigh as he started explaining the same things he had to Richard a few days prior.

      He explained how he and Jake had been colleagues before the system arrived. What he knew about him, but also how little he knew about him. Jake had always been a very private person. He went to work, did his job, and went home afterward. He wasn’t much for social excursions or heading to the bar after clocking out.

      In other words, a loner. He then explained the tutorial's happenings—his uncanny abilities to fight, but more importantly, about the first night they had spent here. About how Jake had killed the three attackers that night, all men of a higher level than himself. How he had been smiling when they found him standing surrounded by the brutally slaughtered men, completely covered in blood.

      He briefly mentioned what Richard said about how they’d split from Jake and finally touched on William, who was the only one who had ever survived fighting him. He retold the story that William had told them about how Jake had killed Casper and tried to kill the caster himself, only narrowly escaping.

      Jacob also explained all the abilities he was aware of Jake possessing. How he was skilled with a bow and had even helped train Casper a bit. He explained his uncanny perception ability. Jake's training with Casper to unlock it was an open secret; everyone knew that Jake had something… extra, so to say.

      The poison was another critical point he emphasized. It was potent, making anyone not extremely durable an easy target. Something Hayden, as a caster, had to look out for. Richard did add that he believed the poison to be a newly acquired power, as he hadn't used it much before. It was clearly done to try and handwave away any questions as to why nobody had been found killed by poison before.

      Overall, Jacob had to admit that Jake, based on his own description alone, did seem like quite the vicious foe.

      As he spoke, he saw Hayden get gloomier. Jacob also had to admit that the more he explained, the more plausible it became that Jake was able to do this. Plausible, not probable. Jacob still staunchly refused to believe that Jake had done what he was accused of.

      Jake was a loner, and he had indeed shown himself to be capable of killing. But he hadn’t been a complete maniac, and he clearly cared for his colleagues, which was why he didn’t believe that Jake had killed Casper.

      Sadly, for now, he couldn’t do anything. Richard was in charge, and clearly even Bertram suspected Jake to have done it based on a prior conversation. His old friend had brought up the point that they hadn't seen Jake for a month, and during that time, a war had been going on.

      Inhuman cruelty was inflicted upon others during those battles. To think that Jake had just chilled by himself during that entire time was delusional. Unless he had been stuck inside a cave for a month, he had to be aware of what was going on.

      Jacob couldn’t know if Jake had… changed. He didn’t think he had, but he didn’t know. If Jacob had to really choose one lone psycho going around killing people, it would be William and not Jake. Yet Richard had very adamantly vouched for William, and somehow the teenager's flawed story had turned to truth.

      Besides that, he had to look at the bigger picture of having a big, nasty third party to fight. During these last two days of negotiations, no one had been killed from either side by the other faction. At least none they were aware of. A complete ceasefire, so to say.

      They were able to gather the two leaders in the same room together. Even if Jake wasn’t the culprit—heck, even if no culprit existed at all—the benefits of believing one existed made it all worth it.

      In the end, all Hayden cared about was finding his son's murderer, and all Richard cared about was making it through this tutorial with a strong faction to bring into the new world. Even if neither of them genuinely bought into the narrative, it was still beneficial for them to open up a communication channel to reach their goal.

      "Alright, let’s say this guy is the one behind this mess,” Hayden said. “What are we gonna do about it?"

      "I would advise that we create powerful squads to scour the forest,” Richard said. “Find him and kill him.”

      "Without definite proof, I think we shou—" Jacob tried before being interrupted.

      "If what you say is true, isn’t it quite idiotic to send more people after him in such a disorganized manner?" Hayden said, ignoring what Jacob said.

      "I agree, but people want in on the action," Richard said with a faux downcast expression. “You are not the only one who lost someone dear to them. Many are burning with a thirst for revenge. Having found an outlet and a target, many have started to become restless. Not that I can blame them.”

      "Which is why we are here," Jacob said. Hayden apparently didn’t ignore things as long as they were something the caster agreed with. "Together, we should be able to cover far more ground and avoid clashing out in the forest. We already have some plans in motion to try and lure him out, but with your cooperation, we would be far more confident."

      After thinking for a while, Hayden sighed as he acknowledged that perhaps it was time for their conflict to be put on pause indefinitely. As long as he could find his son's murderer, nothing else mattered. Even if this Jake guy wasn't the culprit, a closer relationship with Richard and his group would allow him to locate the killer more easily. "Fine, I am in. What’s your plan?"
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        * * *

      

      At the same time elsewhere, the perpetrator of this entire plot, together with Richard, was happily walking along a small cliff-path. He was now fully healed, and as he saw his conspiracy grow its own legs, he refocused on getting stronger.

      It was so easy, mainly because Richard apparently knew this archer that had attacked him beforehand. When William had described his abilities, Jacob and Bertram were brought in, and they’d confirmed the guy to be someone named Jake Thayne. It was almost too perfect.

      William didn’t care about the negotiations; he was far too busy focusing on himself. He needed power… to prove that he wasn’t weak and to work with his new partner. William was beginning to really like the idea of having Richard as support.

      He had even given him two mana potions the man had stowed away somewhere.

      William would never admit it, but he was… unsure. For the first time in his life, he had begun doubting himself. After waking up, two shadows were hanging over him. Two archers who had both beaten and broken him, one after another. With that feeling of desperation, William had begun seeking more power… to reach above his former definition of “perfection.”

      William trained his smithing with newfound vigor after waking up, and in only a few hours, got another level, also reaching 25 in his race. He had excused himself to his cabin, set up a metal cage, and begun his evolution.

      This was the first clue as to how Jake was so much stronger than him. Another evolution that nearly doubled the stat points from each race level. But more importantly, he discovered something else.

      The invisible barrier cutting off the inner zone could now be passed through. With some probing, William learned that, to others, it was still inaccessible.

      With a gleam in his eyes, he entered. His biggest blight of having no high-level enemies was gone. The level 25 evolution had been the key to the inner area all along.

      In this area, far more beasts roamed. Yet that wasn’t all… The entire inner area was a world of its own. As in, the inside was larger than the outside. If he had to guess, the inner dome's size was nearly the size of the entire forest outside.

      The beasts were stronger here. William had already met many more powerful beasts in here than he had ever even seen outside. Some he couldn’t even Identify. And the creature he stood before at this moment was one such beast.

      It was a raptor with a red hide that had lines resembling lava running through them. It didn’t take a genius to identify that this thing used fire. The ashes and burned-down bushes in its surroundings were also a pretty good clue.

      With a snicker, William prepared himself to strike.

      Not that he didn’t believe he couldn’t beat them. He was growing stronger every day now. He had been level 39 in his class and only 10 in his profession when he fought Jake. Now he had already gained 3 levels in his class and of course a new skill. His first epic-rarity skill.

      Putting his hands together as if praying, he focused on the skill. Slowly spreading his hands apart, a long object started to materialize.

      A spear made of iron with intricate runes covering its surface.

      When he put his hands out to his sides, the spear fully appeared as William breathed heavily.

      "Spear of Ferroras," he muttered as the spear hummed in recognition. By far, his most powerful skill. It was named after the god of iron, carrying the same name as his wand.

      Laying his hand on the spear, he felt the power it bestowed entering him. His physical stats got an immediate increase.

      Lifting the spear, he prepared to throw it. The conjured weapon could be used in melee, but it was when thrown that its real power was revealed.

      Leaning back, he threw the spear toward the unsuspecting raptor. The beast didn’t notice the incoming attack before it was too late.

      The spear penetrated its durable hide like it was nothing, embedding itself deeply. The beast roared but had no time to run after its attacker before the spear exploded with the silver light encompassing it.

      
        
        *You have slain [Redhide Raptor – lvl 44] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 48,000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Metal Savant] has reached level 43 - Stat points allocated, +4 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (E)] has reached level 27 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

      

      Reveling in the warm glow of the level-ups, he observed with glee as the silver light subsided. In its place stood the statue of a raptor made entirely of iron. The spear's true power wasn’t how sharp it was or the buff it granted its wielder. It was the powerful curse placed upon it, which sought to turn anything it touched into iron.

      Walking up to the statue, he placed his hand on it. It began slowly liquifying and flowing into his body, replenishing his mana pool.

      As the last part of the raptor disappeared into his hand, he started walking back toward Richard's base. The meeting with Hayden should be done by now, and he was more than excited to learn what they’d decided.

      Hopefully, an all-out hunt was agreed upon, but one can only hope.
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      Shadows danced on the cave wall as the flame flickered back and forth, heating a bowl until the green liquid within it took on a stable form. With a smile, Jake took a deep breath of the aroma as a notification appeared.

      
        
        *You have successfully crafted [Stamina Potion (Inferior)] – A new kind of creation has been made. Bonus experience earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Profession: [Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 45 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (E)] has reached level 34 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

      

      Jake had finally managed to craft a stamina potion. It was a bit weird that he felt so much happiness from making something of inferior rarity, considering he pumped out common-rarity poisons like it was nothing. But it was still very satisfying nevertheless.

      Looking at his creation, he was quite pleased.

      
        
        [Stamina Potion (Inferior)] – Restores 485 stamina when consumed.

      

      

      He couldn’t help but think back on the first mana potion he had crafted. It would only restore 87 mana, which was so bad. He still had the potion saved away within his spatial storage as a memento. He had somehow managed not to consume it during his initial grind, and for sentimental reasons, he kept it around. It reminded him of how far he had come.

      Putting the potion into his storage, he took out a bed instead. It was a bit paradoxical how physical exertion seemed not to affect Jake's exhaustion level, but reading about alchemy and doing alchemy seemed to tire him out so quickly.

      He felt like getting some well-deserved rest, recuperating his resources and mental energy in the meanwhile.

      Sitting on the lonely bed in the middle of the small cavern, he distributed his Free Points. He had decided to start investing in Perception once more as he was beginning to feel comfortable with his level of Strength and Agility. Besides, he was closing in on his class evolution, which was sure to help his more combat-related stats immensely.

      Opening his status screen, he nodded to himself at the progress. It wasn’t overly much, but he was slowly and surely improving. His main goal, of course, was to evolve his class as fast as possible.

      
        
        Status

        Name: Jake Thayne

        Race: [Human (E) – lvl 34]

        Class: [Archer – lvl 23]

        Profession: [Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper – lvl 45]

        Health Points (HP): 3182/3220

        Mana Points (MP): 2587/3900

        Stamina: 516/1150

        Stats

        Strength: 124

        Agility: 145

        Endurance: 115

        Vitality: 322

        Toughness: 166

        Wisdom: 390

        Intelligence: 126

        Perception: 277

        Willpower: 195

        Free Points: 0

      

        

      
        Titles: [Bloodline Patriarch], [Forerunner of the New World], [Holder of a Primordial’s True Blessing], [Dungeoneer I], [Dungeon Pioneer I]

        Class Skills: [Basic One-Handed Weapon (Inferior], [Basic Stealth (Inferior)], [Advanced Archery (Common)], [Archer’s Eye (Common)], [Powershot (Uncommon)], [Basic Twin-Fang Style (Uncommon)], [Basic Shadow Vault of Umbra (Uncommon)]

        Profession Skills: [Herbology (Common)], [Brew Potion (Common)], [Concoct Poison (Common)], [Alchemist’s Purification (Common)], [Alchemical Flame (Common)], [Toxicology (Uncommon)], [Cultivate Toxin (Uncommon)], [Malefic Viper’s Poison (Rare)], [Palate of the Malefic Viper (Rare)], [Touch of the Malefic Viper (Rare)], [Sense of the Malefic Viper (Rare)], [Blood of the Malefic Viper (Epic)]

        Blessing: [True Blessing of the Malefic Viper (Blessing - True)]

        Race Skills: [Endless Tongues of the Myriad Races (Unique)], [Identify (Common)], [Meditate (Common)], [Shroud of the Primordial (Divine)]

        Bloodline: [Bloodline of the Primal Hunter (Bloodline Ability - Unique)]

      

      

      It was good to see that his physical stats were no longer straight-up horrendous.

      Many of his improvements also didn’t show up on the status screen at all. His control of mana had seen vast improvements over the last few days, and he believed that he soon would be able to use it more actively.

      Now he only infused his weapon to make it not break upon use, and the occasional levitation work. Of course, this was outside of alchemy. But he knew that mana could do so much more.

      The warrior with the green aura was a great example of this. The aura Jake felt from the man reminded him more of stamina than mana. Yet the effect it had achieved was roughly the same as what Jake guessed a mana-based skill would do.

      Of course, Jake knew that a skill had to be the driving force behind it. But if it were anything like his Alchemical Flame or just general mixing skills from his alchemy profession, trained mana control would be tremendously helpful.

      The aura around the man hadn’t appeared controlled at all. It had been active at all times, and based on how short the man could fight in top condition, Jake guessed it drained a hell of a lot of energy. If it were instead Jake, he would have been able to control it more, likely making the skill better in every way.

      It was hard not to get a bit giddy at the thought of getting something like the warrior had used. Especially if he could get one that used mana, finally giving him the ability to make use of his large mana pool during combat.

      But all of that was for later. For now, Jake was too tired to even practice.

      Closing the status menu once more, he lay back on the bed as he rested—his first real sleep since exiting the Challenge Dungeon. While meditation did wonders, possibly even allowing one never to require sleep at all, Jake still liked sleeping. Besides, he trusted his instincts and danger sense to warn him of any would-be assassins or beasts.

      As he slept, he also dreamt for the first time in a while. He dreamt of his old life before the system. His job and his family, which was pretty much all he had, really. The dream felt oddly lucid and only made Jake… sad. He couldn’t help but feel how wasted it all was, how he had just gone through the motions, day after day with no goal in mind.

      Due to the nature of his job, he hadn’t really lacked money. He was relatively frugal to begin with, so he always had enough money to buy anything he ever really wanted. The only real ambition he’d ever had was to be a professional athlete in archery before that ended.

      But in this new world, he had meaning. Every level was a new goal, every skill or evolution a huge milestone. He’d never really had an existential crisis before the system; he’d just worked and spent his free time doing whatever he found entertaining.

      Plus, he felt something oddly compelling about the prospects of a never-ending journey. Before the system, everyone had a rough idea of how their life would go. Be born, get educated, work, retire, die. It was simple, and the focus was on how you made the best of the time you had.

      The system, however, did away with that entirely, taking the concept of finite life and throwing it straight in the garbage. Jake could feel it even now, and the Malefic Viper's existence had proven that immortality was a possibility. One could imagine the chances of it happening were low, but the potential was there.

      With no certainty, it gave new meaning to everything. Every level-up was not just some temporary benefit like some extra money in your bank account, but a permanent upgrade to who you are. An advantage that could potentially stay with you forever. Even if the realm of immortality were never reached, one’s lifespan would still be significantly increased.

      This brought Jake back to his dream. Because he did have something that he wanted. Aside from seeking more challenges and more levels, he wanted to find his family and help certain people in the tutorial.

      Jake felt overwhelmed with a sudden feeling of loss. He had been alone for most of the tutorial and had had little time to think in general, instead always focusing on something. But now, in his lucid dream, he didn’t have anything other than his own thoughts.

      He was naturally planning on trying to locate his family members the second he got out of here. But he also realized that needless worrying would do him little during his own tutorial. No… instead, he should focus on what he could do now. Get stronger and try to help his colleagues. Help his only friends... especially Jacob. He had done so much for Jake already, the least he could do was not to leave him to die... if he even still lived. Jake also feared what him being blamed for all those murders would mean for his colleagues. He had to do something.

      Slowly, his consciousness started fading away as he slipped out of his lucid state and simply became a spectator to the imaginings of his own mind. He dreamt of events he had gone to and the bonds he had made, but was also reminded of the bonds he had lost or severed with his own hands.

      Slowly, even the dream faded away, or perhaps he simply became unaware of it.
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        * * *

      

      The Hall Master had never been as panicked as she was at this moment. She wandered back and forth in her chambers, lost as to what her next step should be.

      Her meeting with her great Patron had not been as she expected. Despite her endless imaginings of their encounter, the way the actual meeting went had never occurred, even in her wildest dreams. The great Malefic Viper had not been as she believed he would, but instead seemed too… relaxed. If not for his aura, at the risk of sounding blasphemous, she wouldn’t have thought for him to even be a god. Much less the Malefic Viper.

      And now she had to prepare for the great assembly. All of the different hall branches would send their important members to the headquarters, and a great meeting would be held. It was both a meeting and a celebration of the return of their Patron.

      But instead of being in a celebratory mood, the Hall Master was instead wrought with worry. Disregarding her fears of disappointing the Malefic Viper and the Lord Protector, now she was also deathly afraid of the branch leaders’ reaction to the Malefic Viper making his appearance.

      Yet, at the same time, she felt a tremendous amount of excitement. The return of the Viper was sure to mark the start of massive changes. The return to glory, if you may. The Order had once in its history been one of the most glorious organizations of the entire multiverse, after all, and she dreamed that they would one day return to being one. Something that was now possible.

      With all of those wonderful prospects, she still had one colossal headache, however. One relating to a particular mortal the Viper had spoken of only a few days ago…

      "A friend?" the Lord Protector asked, a perplexed look on his face.

      "Well, yeah, you know… a buddy—a mate," the Malefic Viper said with a smile. “You would like him for sure, Snappy.” He patted the Lord Protector on his back.

      The Hall Master had been dumbfounded. What did the Patron mean by a friend? Friendship indicated a certain degree of equality between two parties. The implications of that…

      "Master, please, you have to explain more,” the Lord Protector said. “Who is this mortal to be deemed worthy for you to refer to him as a friend?"

      He was clearly skeptical of the quite ludicrous sentiment. The Hall Master could only agree that the prospect of a mortal referring to a god as a friend indeed seemed preposterous. The only mortals that could ever truly do so were the strongest of demigods.

      The Malefic Viper was silent for a while, then turned to the Hall Master and said, "Tell me, kid, do you fear me?"

      Without any hesitation, she answered, "Of course, my lord, anything less would be preposterous!"

      "And you, Snappy?"

      "To not fear the powerful is an act of foolishness," he answered stoically.

      "Well, Jake didn’t,” the Viper said, still smiling. “Oh, his name is Jake, by the way! Anyway! He didn’t have a single shred of fear, just a lot of confusion and curiosity. He knew I wouldn’t hurt him… but more importantly, he knew I couldn’t. Heck, I even tried scaring him a bit by attacking, but he didn’t even flinch!"

      "How is that possible?" the Lord Protector asked.

      "How do you think a mortal, who hasn’t even been initiated to the system for a month yet, does that?" the Viper asked, clearly directing the question to both herself and the Lord Protector.

      "Bloodline," she answered promptly.

      "Bingo!" the Malefic Viper said as he clapped. "And while I don’t understand the specifics of it, it sure as heck gave me a strong feeling. Sent shivers down my spine, I tell ya!"

      "So recognizing the mortal’s Bloodline makes him worthy of being bestowed your friendship?" the Lord Protector asked, still a bit confused. For a mortal to appear with a powerful Bloodline wasn’t exactly new. The Viper and Lord Protector both had met many like that before. Even members of their Order had been born with such Bloodlines.

      "First of all, Snappy, while I am far from an expert, I don’t think that is how friendship works," the Viper said. "Secondly, no, he’s my buddy because he’s a swell guy. Either way, he made me think about some important things, and ultimately got me to leave my realm and stop wallowing. So no complaining."

      With that, the Viper didn’t speak of his new… “friend” any longer. Instead, the talk turned to the grand ceremony that they would hold to announce the Malefic Viper's return. Not only to the Order, but the entire multiverse.

      A few more bombs were dropped, like how the Viper casually mentioned granting the mortal a True Blessing, but the Hall Master had honestly stopped trying to comprehend the logic behind her great Patron at that point. In the end, who was she to question the thoughts of a Primordial?

      Which was what led back to her, wandering back and forth in her chamber, contemplating.

      This Jake posed many challenges. But at the same time, many opportunities. While she, as Hall Master, had unrequited loyalty toward her Patron, she wasn’t blind to politics and hierarchy. There was a reason why she had managed to climb to the top and have the highest title amongst mortals in the entire Order. At least she had been the highest…

      Now she had been knocked down to second place. No amount of politics could trump the chosen of the Malefic One himself.

      A good relationship with this mortal was thus a must. Any relationship becoming relevant was all contingent on him surviving the tutorial, though. Afterward, they would also need to contact him, but with a True Blessing connecting himself and the Patron, that shouldn’t be an issue.

      All of that had to wait for now. The other leaders were starting to arrive, and she could no longer have the elders handle all the hassle.

      Exiting the chamber, she went to the banquet hall that had been in constant use for the last few days, welcoming all new arrivals. Food from all across the multiverse was gathered, prepared, and cooked by high-level cooks. It wasn’t like anyone of their level needed it; instead, they ate it for the powerful temporary buffs it provided. Also, of course, because it was delicious.

      This gathering wasn’t for the young talents, but the old leaders. The excitement was visible as she went across the hall, greeting one person after another.

      Suddenly, however, she heard a voice she would never forget.

      "You should have seen the thing—the colors indescribable, and the taste euphoric!" the man said as he laughed with the others, making large gestures with his arms while standing in a crowd of three reptilian servants.

      The Hall Master didn’t share in the merry mood as she stood frozen, staring at the man. The scaled man. Their Patron, the Malefic Viper.

      None of the people around him had any idea about his identity, and his ability to conceal his true aura was naturally at a level above reproach.

      With a sigh, she walked toward them. This really wasn’t going as she had expected.
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            Meeting Old Friends (1/2)

          

        

      

    

    
      Waking up, Jake found himself covered in sweat as he abruptly sat up. The damp cave and the high humidity of the forest just outside didn’t do him any favors. He could still remember parts of the dream, but what mostly remained was a feeling.

      Loneliness.

      He had spent so long without any real interaction with others, the only reprieve being his meeting with the Malefic Viper. He couldn’t exactly count the meetings with William and the group he had fought earlier. The first meeting had been with someone clearly plotting, and the other “conversation” had few words that weren’t curses tossed at him.

      Perhaps he was rushing into things, but he felt a need to clear up the misunderstanding. To at least have the possibility of reuniting with his colleagues. While they hadn’t been super close, they were still the closest thing to friends he had.

      Especially Jacob, Casper, and Caroline. Mainly the first two, though. More than a month had allowed him to rethink the silly crush he’d had on her in the past.

      He just hoped they had all managed to survive. Based on the importance Richard seemed to place on healers, Caroline should be fine. With Caroline having feelings for Jacob, chances were she would do everything in her power to also keep him safe.

      If he had to go by competency, his bet on survivors would be that Ahmed and Bertram were also still kicking, with Casper also having a good shot. As he thought about it, he couldn’t help but realize how lightly he took life… How he was “fine” with expecting people he had called colleagues a month ago to be dead.

      Then again, did he truly have the right to mourn the deaths of friends? He had taken many friends from others himself already… His number of kills were firmly in the double digits by now.

      Shaking his head, he got off the bed and deposited it in his spatial necklace once more. After that, he took out a barrel of water to quickly clean his sweaty body. While it was a bit of a waste of purified water, it wasn’t like he couldn’t just purify some normal water later.

      Feeling clean, he threw everything useful into his storage and exited the cave. The artificial sun was up, and beasts were once more roaming about, making sounds he could faintly hear in the distance.

      Having decided to attempt to make contact with his former colleagues, he started heading inward toward the tutorial area center.

      It took him only a short while with his speed to head inward. He was aiming for the area with the least amount of animal cries.

      Continuing, he spotted something in the distance between the trees. It looked like a curtain of water extending toward the sky. Behind the curtain, he couldn’t see anything correctly, yet at the same time, it appeared utterly transparent.

      Getting closer, he soon found himself standing right in front of the barrier. The first thing he noted was how his Sphere of Perception got completely thrown off by the barrier. It wasn’t that it blocked him, per se; everything just felt… distorted. It was a weird feeling he honestly couldn’t quite describe.

      Extending his hand toward it, he felt nothing from his danger sense. Identify also yielded no result. Deciding to risk it, he attempted to place his hand on the barrier, only for it to pass right through.

      Quickly retracting his hand, he backed away from the barrier once more. If his guess was accurate, this barrier was some kind of entrance to an inner area of sorts. While he certainly wanted to go, for now, he had already decided to contact his friends.

      Not knowing if the barrier was a one-way thing, he thus decided to postpone it.

      Instead, he started walking around the edge of the barrier in search of Richard's camp. If his friends were anywhere, it had to be with him.

      Luckily, it didn’t take him long to discover a camp. Though perhaps a small village would be more accurate. It was a few kilometers away from the barrier, but it wasn’t that hard to locate due to all the smoke it emitted.

      It looked relatively simple, with a small wall and quite a few wooden cabins within. Climbing a tree, Jake got a better vantage point as he started scouting the place.

      Dozens of people were walking about, most of them busy working on different things. Some were smithing at a small makeshift smithy, including a huge bearded man who seemed to be in charge. Others worked surrounded by tens of strung-up beasts as they skinned hides and transformed the raw materials into different products.

      The last group he saw was a group of women and a few men sitting together, working with what seemed like threads and needles. Where the hell did they get those from? he thought to himself.

      But more surprising to him was the woman in the middle. Joanna. Jake could only smile happily as he saw a familiar face after such a long time. She even had her leg back and seemed to be in a good mood, considering the circumstances.

      Her presence also confirmed to Jake that more of his former colleagues had to be there. It took him a while, but finally, he saw two people walk out of one of the cabins. One of them was a blonde-haired man that, even at this distance, Jake could identify as Jacob. The other was a woman wearing quite an elaborate white dress. Caroline.

      Jake’s smile grew when he saw them. At least three of them still lived. He decided to stay hidden in the treetop for a while as he observed the base's happenings. Jacob was walking about, talking with people, and from the reception, he seemed to be well liked even here in this post-system world.

      Still smiling, he summoned a piece of paper and a pen from his spatial storage, both of which he had brought along from the Challenge Dungeon. He decided to write a note, as walking into the base didn’t seem like the brightest idea, considering them all believing him to be some mad killer.

      He just wrote a simple request for a meeting. Depositing the pen once more, he took out an arrow and some string he had made from the stalks of a common-rarity herb. A waste for sure, but the stem was more robust than any rope he could make with the limited materials around.

      Tying the message to the arrow, he took out his bow and waited. After only a few minutes, Jacob and Caroline entered a clear area. Jake aimed at the ground in front of them. The distance was hundreds of meters, but Jake had absolute confidence in the shot even without using any skills.

      When he let go of the arrow, it took flight and landed only a meter or so in front of Jacob and Caroline, who both jumped back in fright. Caroline even summoned a magic shield of some kind. Jake, however, didn’t stick around. He jumped back, letting gravity do its work as he fell to the ground.

      Landing softly from the thirty-meter drop, he started sneaking away in case anyone was coming to investigate where the arrow came from. The ball was in their court now, and he dearly hoped that they would be open for dialogue to clear up this stupid misunderstanding.
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        * * *

      

      Back at the camp, a small uproar had occurred as everyone thought they were under attack. Jacob quickly managed to calm them down, but not before Richard made his way over to see the commotion.

      An arrow was sticking out of the ground with a piece of paper tied to it. Picking it up, Jacob got it loose but didn’t have time to read it before he was surrounded.

      "What happened here?" Richard said as he walked up to see Jacob holding the arrow and paper in his hands.

      "Someone decided to send a message by an arrow, it seems," Jacob answered, untying the paper.

      "Who?"

      Unfurling the paper, Jacob quickly scanned it. When he saw the name at the bottom, he became solemn. "Jake. He wants to meet. Says there’s a misunderstanding."

      Richard’s eyes turned sharp as he looked at the paper. "Give it here," he said, nearly ripping it out of Jacob's hands.

      The message was indeed just a short request for a meeting. Few words, just saying that Jake wanted to meet and explain himself with a promise that he wasn’t looking for a fight, along with a location not too far away.

      But weirdly enough, the first thing Richard asked had nothing to do with this request itself.

      "Where did he get the paper? And this is clearly written with some kind of pen."

      This question stumped Jacob and Caroline as well as all the onlookers. Where exactly had he gotten it?

      Caroline quickly assured him that he hadn’t entered the tutorial with them. The paper wasn't regular either, but a gray and coarse type. The pen used was also of the old ink variety, and not a modern one.

      This, however, was still an extremely puzzling matter to everyone. Had Jake somehow made the things himself? If so, why had he made them? And how exactly?

      Jake had naturally never thought that the simple act of using paper and pen taken from the Challenge Dungeon would cause this much debate and confusion in Richard’s camp. No one in either Richard’s or Hayden’s camp had ever done a dungeon. At least no one had returned from one.

      That is, if the finders had even reported it. The dungeons were hidden, and if they were found, many would keep it a secret, perhaps to enter later or to make sure no one else could.

      This meant that all items used by the survivors besides Jake were self-made, either through skills or pure human ingenuity. The diverse collection of people had allowed them to get access to many more modern items of comfort, albeit in rather rudimentary forms.

      A lively discussion started in the middle of the camp, with even quite a few people advocating to capture Jake to learn of his secrets. The crafters especially got involved in the discussion. They were heavily pushed by Joanna, who had been brought up to speed by Jacob. She didn’t want to see Jake harmed either.

      However, Richard quickly shot that sentiment down as he dragged Caroline and Jacob along to his own cabin for a sit-down. While the mystery of the paper and pen were intriguing, Richard already had other plans.

      That fucking mutt—just when you need him, he acts like a stray, Richard cursed inwardly. William had talked with Richard earlier, and they had agreed for him to leave for a bit. But not after telling him all the details about his attacker…

      Someone Richard quickly identified as a certain troublesome archer.

      "We should give him a chance,” Jacob said. “This note clearly indicates that he wants to open a channel of communication. This can still be solved diplomatically.” He was getting a bit heated over Richard insisting not to meet him.

      "Or it could be a trap to get you and your friends alone for easy pickings," Richard said with a sigh. “Our best healer included, as I doubt I can talk her out of following you.”

      "I can meet him alone. I—"

      "No,” Caroline said.

      "Cara, I am sure it is best if I—"

      "I said no, Jacob. Either you don’t go or we both go. Bertram too." Caroline left no room for further discussion.

      "And there you have it,” Richard said. “Are you seriously telling me to let you go out into the forest with only you and two others? You can’t fight for shit, Jacob, and Caroline is a healer. Bertram can maybe buy you some time, but in the end, how are you going to handle someone who can take down entire teams alone?"

      "I trust Jake enough to at least give it a shot," Jacob argued, refusing to back down. “He asked to meet so close to the base that I am sure we can manage to make it back even if it turns sour. Bertram and Caroline at least can; you know they can handle themselves.”

      The discussion went back and forth a bit longer, getting more and more heated. Finally, Caroline butted in and calmed them both down as she whispered to Jacob, "How about you go back for now, and I try to convince him? This is getting nowhere."

      With a grunt, Jacob agreed, leaving Richard and Caroline alone in the room.

      Richard had naturally heard the whispering. It was kind of a useless thing to do with the increased Perception everyone had.

      Outside the cabin, Jacob was waiting patiently when he saw Caroline put up her barrier, blocking out sound.

      Jacob planned on going to the meeting either way, but it would be preferable to have Richard on board. As he stood there, Joanna walked over.

      "Jake is alive," she stated. "How do you think he made it out there? With everything going on, I can’t imagine what he has had to go through…"

      "Jake is resourceful.” He smiled. "He must have found something special out there. Maybe he has even managed to avoid this stupid war."

      Bertram, who had turned up behind Jacob at some point, butted in. "As much as I hate to admit it, I have to agree partly with Richard. I don’t like the thought of going out into the forest to meet him."

      "We have known Jake for years. Do you really think he wou—"

      "Jacob, how well do we really know him? We all saw what he is capable of on that first night. After that, he purposely provoked and ultimately killed six of Richard’s men. I do agree that the Jake in my mind from two months ago couldn’t do that, but the Jake from that first night sure as hell could."

      Jacob turned to his old, old friend. "Do you trust me?"

      "Always," he answered promptly.

      "Then trust me when I say that this isn’t Jake. My judgment may not always be perfect, but I am sure of this one. Besides, we both know the real culprit anyway."

      "Yeah…" Bertram agreed after a bit of hesitation.

      Joanna looked a bit confused but read the mood. "I’ll head back over. Be careful out there.” She gave them both a quick hug.

      Jacob and Bertram stayed behind, waiting for Caroline. Now was the best time, as William had left less than an hour ago. He tended to be gone for extended periods, meaning they should have eight or ten hours at least.

      Please let me be right, Jacob thought as he saw Caroline exit Richard’s cabin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 52

          

          

      

    

    







            Meeting Old Friends (2/2)

          

        

      

    

    
      Jacob happily walked toward the exit of their base, Bertram on one side, Caroline on the other. It had been a few hours since the arrival of Jake's message and the subsequent meeting with Richard. Caroline had somehow managed to convince him to let them leave with just the three of them.

      According to her, he hadn’t been happy about it and had holed himself up inside. Jacob wanted to go and smooth things out with the camp leader, but Caroline had talked him out of it. So, for now, he could only take the fortune he had been given and go to the meeting.

      Caroline had stipulated that they needed a proper plan before going to the meeting, something Jacob had agreed to instantly. He did like making plans, which was why they had taken so long to leave. Jake had only specified a place to meet and not a set time. From how it was written, he wanted it to be sooner rather than later, but a few hours shouldn’t be too long. The meeting area was quite open-ended, but Jacob had confidence in them finding each other.

      The walk wasn’t very long, only a kilometer or so from their base. They had built right next to the barrier, so the area he could be in was somewhat limited.

      A hundred meters or so away, Jake sat. He, like Jacob, was nervous about the meeting. He even feared the same outcome, though for different reasons. Jacob feared that he was wrong and that Jake would turn on them. Jake feared they wouldn’t believe him and think he was actually the culprit, inevitably resulting in them turning on him.

      Perhaps it was the nervousness, but Jake somehow only spotted them moments before they spotted him, despite his higher Perception. He had to control himself and not rush to them. Instead, he chose to stand still and let them come to him.

      Jacob relaxed a bit as he saw Jake just standing there, his hood down and face visible. Especially his nervous face made him relax. He couldn’t help but chuckle inwardly, as Jake's face looked nearly identical to how it had the first time he was forced to make a presentation to management. And all the times after that, actually.

      Jake hasn’t changed, he told himself. It must be a misunderstanding. Perhaps he was just naïve, but he truly believed in Jake.

      Bertram and Caroline, on the other hand, didn’t share his sentiment. They both glared at their former colleague, and both had their guards up. Unlike Jacob, they didn’t see him as good old Jake, but as a potential threat. Not for the same reasons, though.

      His demeanor was somehow different. His face looked roughly the same, but his stature exuded some hidden confidence. An innate sense of inferiority was also faintly felt, making them aware that he was more powerful than them. None of them knew this, but this was the suppression of rank…

      But more importantly, they both tried to Identify him, only to find they couldn’t, a phenomenon they had never met before. Even if they couldn’t see level, it would at least show something. But for Jake, it just gave a simple question mark. It gave them the same surprise William had, as William hadn’t shared that detail with the others.

      Jake remembered telling Jacob to come alone, but he was honestly pleasantly surprised that Bertram and Caroline also came along. Scouting the area with a quick look, he didn’t see any signs of anyone following them.

      Jacob and the others stopped five or six meters away from him, both just standing there for a bit. Jake had run through this scenario a few times in his head, and finally managed to get something out.

      "Eh… hey Jacob, how you doing?" he asked, instantly slapping himself mentally. What the fuck kind of question is that?

      "Oh… I am fine… You?" Jacob said, also feeling a bit awkward himself now.

      "Fine… I guess…"

      "So, you called us—or, well, me—out here?" Jacob said, taking the lead since Jake did not indicate that he would continue speaking.

      "Yeah… I had some weird run-ins with people in the forest," Jake answered, now finding a bit of confidence. "They seemed to believe I had done things I have no idea about."

      "Jake, how many people have you killed since entering the tutorial?" Caroline cut in, staring daggers at him.

      A bit taken aback, Jake was surprised by the stern tone for a second, mostly because he had never heard Caroline speak to anyone like that before.

      "I think…" Jake began, thinking about who he had killed. Three attackers during the first night, six people Richard sent after him, and the party of five with the green warrior. "Too many… but far from enough to have caused some war. After we split, I have only had to fight humans twice, once against a lone caster and the other time a party of five."

      Bertram and Caroline assessed each other’s reaction. Bertram thought that Jake had either managed to turn into an Oscar-worthy actor during the last month, or he was telling the truth.

      Caroline could only sigh inwardly, however. This… wasn’t going as planned. Jake wasn’t the bestial threat William had described; he was far too familiar… Shit.

      "See, guys, I told you Jake didn’t do it!" Jacob said as he turned smiling to the others, now in a far better mood. "William lied."

      "William?" Jake asked as he raised an eyebrow. "Metal caster, young, blonde hair?"

      "Yeah… he was the lone caster you met, right?" Jacob asked, looking at Jake’s sour expression.

      "Fucker tried to ambush me after saying he would take me to meet you guys in Richard’s camp.” His mood took a turn, and he raised his guard a little.

      "I guess this confirms that it is him…" Jacob wondered aloud. "Which means he must also be the one who killed Casper, as he tried to pin it on you…"

      "Wait, Casper is dead?"

      "We believe so," Bertram said as he too now wondered what the hell was going on.

      Caroline was also starting to reconsider this entire thing. Letting Jacob come here was a bad idea, but she had to. Just a little longer…

      "This is the first time I have seen any of you from our group. Who else didn’t make it?" Jake asked, trying to calm himself down after discovering the death of Casper. It had somehow hit him harder than he expected. Ripping off the band-aid now and accepting those they’d lost as soon as possible seemed like the best thing to do.

      "Only the three of us, as well as Joanna, remain,” Jacob said. “Oh yeah, Joanna got her leg back when sh—"

      But before he could finish, Jake spotted something behind him enter his Sphere of Perception. A faint shimmering in the air. He instantly became alert and activated Archer’s Eye to confirm his suspicion.

      Seconds later, the shimmering disappeared, revealing Richard along with four others.

      Before Jake could react adequately, he spotted more and more figures appearing within his vision. The shimmering disappeared gradually, revealing person after person.

      "What the hell, Jacob!?" Jake yelled as he backed away from the three of them, ready to take out his bow.

      Jacob, now also fully aware of the situation, looked about in confusion and spotted the people appearing behind Jake. One of them wore a red robe and had a spear on his back. Hayden.

      "I… I didn’t!" Jacob said, trying to explain himself.

      "He didn’t know," Richard said as he stepped closer, his massive tower shield at the ready. His armor and weapon also clearly above common rarity.

      "Sorry, Jacob, but I couldn’t risk it," the warrior said in a slightly apologetic tone as he turned to Jake. "Surrender. Come with us nice and easy, and we can get to the bottom of this together. If you didn’t attack anyone as it has been claimed, we could let bygones be bygones. We can even forget the… situation that came out of the last time we met."

      While the words indeed sounded genuine, Jake didn’t buy it for a second. He didn’t need social awareness, only his instincts, to sense the faint killing intent given off by the man—and the clear desire to kill hidden in his eyes.

      Focusing on his Sphere of Perception, he registered far more presences all around him. He could only curse himself for not having been more cautious and keeping his guard up. No way they should have been able to get that close, even if some kind of magic hid them.

      "This wasn’t what we agreed!” Jacob said. “There is no reason for all this! We can—"

      His protests were interrupted by an intense glare from Richard. "Enough. Jake, what will it be?"

      But Jake didn’t even have time to answer, as his danger sense alerted him to an attack coming from behind.

      He saw a man wearing a red robe and wielding a spear charging straight at him.

      Jake felt pressure from the man, instantly making him aware that this wasn’t someone to take lightly. Which was only further confirmed as the spear started burning, leaving a trail of fire behind it.

      "DIE!" the charging man yelled, releasing a wave of fire toward Jake. His eyes were filled with unbridled bloodlust.

      Being prepared, the archer efficiently managed to sidestep the horizontal cone of flames as he tried jumping to the side, only to be interrupted by more people exiting the forest.

      A screen of light appeared before him, blocking his path. Jake was forced to dodge another fire wave once again.

      Jake could hear Jacob yell something, but was too busy to listen. This situation was dire—enemies were all around him, with no clear path of escape.

      More and more people entered the fray as arrows and spells started flying about, aiming for him. Ice, fire, spikes of earth, and lightning sparks flew around his ears as he dodged as best he could, still getting hit now and then.

      A whip of fire he was unable to avoid wrapped itself around his foot, halting his movements. He saw the red-robed man holding it on the other end. More whips of all elements came out from the other mages around him.

      Jake panicked as he tried to Shadow Vault away, but found it blocked by the whips holding him down. He could barely move his limbs, and he felt at least two lashes holding each of them—a clearly pre-practiced tactic.

      Richard decided to no longer sit still as he charged toward the immobilized Jake.

      With his panic level increasing, Jake struggled and moved a little, but it was too late. An arrow struck him on the shoulder, followed by more spells. His common-rarity cloak blocked a bit, but far from enough.

      His instinctive will to survive took over, rising from within. Jake drew on his deep pool of mana, more than he had ever done before. No intricate thread or such thing was created. He just opened the floodgates. A transparent sheen of mana started coming out of his pores as he yelled.

      With the yell, he released an explosion of mana, dispelling the whips and sending all the spells and projectiles aimed at him flying in all directions. The earth broke apart as cracks appeared on the ground. Even Richard, who was charging at him, and all the other warriors were thrown back by the shockwave.

      Stunned, everyone saw Jake's figure as the dust settled. He was on one knee, wounds covering his body. The unbridled release of mana seemed to have taken a toll on his body, as he appeared visibly weaker.

      An ambitious warrior continued the attack, charging with a downward slash.

      With speed far surpassing the warrior and faster than any of the onlookers could react, Jake tossed a bottle to the side, hitting the warrior right in the face.

      Falling backward, the man screamed as his skin started peeling off and rotting. The healers around him reacted fast, but before they could even heal him, half his face was gone. He collapsed dead on the ground, still decomposing.

      Everyone's shock brought Jake enough time to down a health potion as he rushed away, using Shadow Vault without concern for his resources.

      As he started moving, everyone around him exited their stupor and continued their assault.

      To Jake's horror, the red-robed man also had a powerful movement skill. He sprouted two wings of fire and rushed with inhuman speed toward him. Gritting his teeth, Jake could only draw his daggers to block the blow. The momentum was too strong, and he was thrown back. Ultimately it worked to his advantage, however, as he managed to put more ground between them.

      Pulling out more poison bottles, Jake started throwing them toward his attackers as he retreated. The pursuers were ready. Different shields and walls appeared to block them, leaving them utterly ineffective.

      Richard and the spear wielder were chasing him, one charging forward with his tower shield raised, and the other with a bubble of fire enveloping his body.

      Jake Shadow Vaulted once more, getting a bit further away, but halfway through his second one, he smashed into a transparent wall and screamed. Without even lifting his gaze, his sphere made him aware of the culprit as he turned and saw Caroline with her hands extended in front of her body.

      Fuck, Jake cursed inwardly as Richard got to him first. The man was far slower than Jake in attacking, leaving Jake plenty of room to dodge. Richard, however, had never planned to hit him.

      Behind him, Caroline’s barrier blocked him when a wall of light appeared to his left. Richard jumped to the right, raising his shield as a phantom of the shield appeared, also blocking the path to his right.

      Jake had barely turned toward his last path to move when he spotted the spear-wielding fire caster at the end, who stood with his spear pointing right at him. Barriers blocked him to all sides; Jake had no path to dodge or escape.

      “Trail of Embers.”

      Jake heard the man’s voice echo as he flew toward Jake with far more speed than before. He couldn’t even react as the spear penetrated through his chest and out the back, shattering Caroline’s barrier. Jake flew away, still impaled on the spear held by the red-robed man.

      His entire body felt like it was burning on the inside as he flew backward. His health was dangerously low, both lungs scorched, and his internal organs burned beyond recognition, a state in which any pre-system human would be long dead.

      Finally, they both encountered a tree, impaling Jake on it as the caster laughed maniacally. "This is for my son!"

      Jake, feeling no need to answer, summoned all his strength to push himself forward along the shaft of the spear and grab hold of the man. The man was surprised at seeing Jake being able to move, and more so at the nearly dead archer putting his hands on him.

      This surprise was nothing compared to his astonishment as he felt an intense pain in his chest. Looking down, he saw his red robe slowly darkening, the flesh beneath going through necrosis. Alarmed, he let go of his spear and stumbled backward, also allowing Jake to get free.

      Taking no time to see his handiwork, Jake struggled as he stumbled away. His body was in pain, but not at an unbearable level compared to what he’d experienced during the final trial in the Challenge Dungeon.

      Hearing Richard and the others catching up, Jake gritted his teeth and managed to Shadow Vault once more, trying to get out of sight.

      Their chase didn’t let up, however, as Jake was forced to keep Shadow Vaulting again and again, his wounds only getting worse. He passed Richard’s base as he made his way toward his goal.

      Finally, he found himself at the mysterious barrier blocking off the inner area once more. He hoped it was some instance, not unlike the Challenge Dungeon.

      Without hesitation, he stumbled through the barrier and his surroundings changed. His sphere fed him information as space seemed to rapidly expand around him, and he found himself in what seemed like an entirely different world, the barrier still behind him.

      Lying on the ground, he crawled to a rock, turning back toward the barrier with a bottle of poison in hand. If any of those fuckers were going to follow him, he sure as hell would greet them with a bottle of poison to the face.

      No matter how long he waited, however, no one came. At least not from the barrier.

      Behind him, he saw three creatures enter his sphere. They looked like dinosaurs or something. Managing to stand back up somehow, he saw their levels.

      
        
        [Redhide Raptor – lvl 39]

        [Bluehide Raptor – lvl 40]

        [Greenhide Raptor – lvl 40]

      

      

      Smiling weakly, Jake stood there as the beasts closed in on him.

      What a shitty way to die, he thought. He threw the bottle of poison toward the blue one and readied himself as they all charged at him.
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      Jake didn’t know how much time had passed before he opened his eyes once more. Or, to be more accurate, before he saw out of his already-open eyes. He found himself in a rather lovely-looking room. Scratch that understatement; it looked like the presidential suite of some over-the-top fantasy world.

      Gaudy, clearly magical, chandeliers hung from the ceiling, with every piece of furniture overly ornate with extremely detailed carvings—all of them depicting a snake.

      "So, how long ya gonna stand in the middle of my bedroom before saying hi?" a voice said, startling Jake out of his stupor.

      Turning around, he saw the Malefic Viper wearing quite a nice-looking outfit. It was a combination of a modern suit and a more old-school style. If he had to put his finger on it, it looked like something Dracula might wear.

      "How did I get here?" Jake asked, frowning. He couldn’t remember what he’d been doing before this, and got a headache whenever he tried to.

      "Now, this is where it gets interesting. Our connection from the blessing is two-way, you know? Though someone appearing like this is a first for me. Just know that you did this." The Malefic Viper chuckled, then added, "Though I did help a little bit."

      Bringing a hand to his head, Jake still had no idea what the hell had happened. Turning to the Viper, he asked. "Where exactly are we?"

      "My bedroom," the Malefic Viper said, still smiling. "More accurately, we are in the headquarters of my little Order. The great, magnificent Order of the Malefic Viper!"

      Spreading out his arms with a goofy smile, Jake could only chuckle a bit. "Very humble of you."

      "Well, a certain amount of ego is certainly required for one to ascend to godhood," the Malefic Viper said as he took a seat at the table. "Come on, take a seat and calm down a bit."

      Following the advice, Jake sat down on the chair and rested his head in his hands. What exactly had he been doing before he got here? He remembered wanting to meet his colleagues. But after that, everything seemed all murky to him.

      He had made contact… met them… ambush… Jake suddenly opened his eyes wide as he remembered. He had been betrayed. He had run. He’d gotten through a barrier, and the final thing he remembered was charging into a group of three raptors before he blacked out.

      "I died," Jake muttered as he looked toward the ground. "I fucking died."

      The Malefic Viper looked at him a bit as he laughed out loud. "So, is this the afterlife you expected?"

      Jake, still somber, looked up at him. "So… this is what happens when you die? You appear in a gaudy room with a god cracking jokes?"

      "Well, that entirely depends on a lot of things, but yes, a blessing can affect where your soul ends up after death. Though, no, unless extraordinary circumstances represent themselves, death means death. End of story."

      "Does dying during the tutorial count as such extraordinary circumstances?" Jake asked bitterly.

      "Sadly not. At least, I have never encountered it. Death, no matter how it happens, will result in you leaving the tutorial for good and all rewards lost. Besides anything directly related to circumventing death, dying in combat results in just that: death."

      He made a big, silly smile at Jake as he finished. The archer looked back at him, confused—until it finally hit him.

      "Wait, what the fuck, I'm not dead?" Jake asked as he perked up, staring daggers at the Viper. "What the hell, man?"

      The Malefic Viper answered by laughing hysterically at Jake's outburst. "You should have seen yourself! Pure gold! Pure gold!" His amusement was short-lived, however, as he turned severe. "This doesn’t make your situation good, though. Your body is in a shitty state, and your lifeforce is unbelievably weak. Your physical body is likely in a very vulnerable state right now."

      Jake, hearing that, also turned serious. "What can I do? And how the hell am I here if I am not dead?"

      "You can’t really do anything except try to calm down. Your body is healing by itself; you just have to not stress and inhibit said regeneration. As to why you are here… because you chose to be. Or at least part of you did. Not something I have experienced before with someone of such low rank.”

      The Viper continued, saying, "Karmic projections aren’t that uncommon, but the way you did it is exceedingly risky. One could say that a part of your soul has traveled through the karmic bond created by the blessing I gave you last time we met. I would recommend not doing it this way again, as if the other party has even the faintest of nefarious intent toward you, crushing your projection, and thus the fragment of your soul, would be extremely easy. The damage to your soul wouldn’t be easily healed from that and can result in many negative side effects."

      Jake couldn’t help but get a bit scared upon hearing that. "How the hell did I manage to sever a part of my soul and send it here?"

      "On that matter, I can’t help you. Well, I could, but I am not going to. Methods to do things like that are not exactly common knowledge.” The Malefic Viper shook his head. "Perhaps you simply sought to seek refuge somewhere and accidentally made your way here with a part of your soul? Just a guess."

      That certainly was a possibility, Jake realized. Perhaps his instincts had taken over and, in desperation, somehow managed to do it. Which was also kind of an example of how his instincts were just that: instincts. Fast, kneejerk reactions and a powerful sense of intuition. This meant that he far from always made the best decisions when he relied purely on his instincts. Especially not in complicated matters.

      Perhaps coming here was a mistake. At least Jake didn’t think the Malefic Viper had any evil intentions toward him, so he shouldn’t be in any danger. But making his way back to his body and the tutorial was, without a doubt, his top priority.

      "Can I return to my body somehow? Or is my consciousness split or something? How exactly does this work?"

      "Nah, things aren’t like that," the scaled god answered. “Whenever your body is ready, you will naturally return. I made sure of that. It’s also just a small part; it ain’t like you made a clone. Just wait and hope someone doesn’t finish off your body in the meantime."

      Jake didn’t get why the guy was still in such a merry mood despite his possible demise at any moment. "I barely dare ask, but… what would happen if someone did that?"

      "Poof!" the Viper said as he made a small cloud of smoke appear from his hands. "And you’re gone."

      "So… death?" Jake asked, sour at the showoff in front of him.

      "Yep. Permanent. Though don’t worry, I have a feeling you'll be just fine."

      Breathing a sigh of relief, Jake decided to trust him for now. "So… what am I supposed to do in the meantime?"

      "Well, since you dared to intrude into my personal chambers, the least you can do is entertain me a bit," the Malefic Viper said jokingly. "What have you been up to since passing the Challenge Dungeon? And did ya get any nice rewards?"

      "I guess it was decent…" Jake began as he explained what he had been doing since their last meeting. To his surprise and embarrassment, the Malefic Viper had heard his small prayer before ingesting the unholy amalgamation of poison he used to pass the Challenge Dungeon.

      He told of returning to the tutorial forest, but quickly found that there really wasn’t much to talk about, so they started discussing broader subjects and themes instead, as they’d done at their last sit-down.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Elsewhere in the Order, a green-haired woman sat meditating. Opening her eyes, she sighed as she thought of how to handle the Malefic Viper’s return. The banquet had gone well, and the proper ceremony would begin in only a few days.

      She couldn’t help but chuckle a little at the thought of the ignorant ones that the Malefic Viper had talked to the day prior and their surprise upon discovering that they had conversed directly with their Patron.

      Getting up, she decided to walk the halls. She was the Hall Master, after all. The Lord Protector had returned to his realm and had begun making his own preparations together with his direct followers. The ceremony would be grand for sure.

      As she walked the hall, she eventually ended up close to her Patron's chambers. Not wanting to disturb him, she prepared to leave, but heard voices coming from the room.

      "That sounds utterly idiotic of you," an unknown voice said.

      Surprised, the Hall Master stayed to listen. She knew of everyone with access to this area of the Order, and yet she didn’t recognize this one. She considered scanning the room with her mana, but feared that it would offend the Viper.

      More importantly… who was this person speaking to? Could it be their god? No, impossible, no one would dare—

      "Hey, give me a break," she heard the Malefic Viper answer as he laughed. “I thought it sounded like a great plan at the time.”

      "If the goal was to get slapped across the face, then sure," she heard the other person answer, also laughing.

      Frozen, she stood there… Was this person… mocking her god? Had another god entered without her knowledge? But what god would dare come here and talk so casually with the Viper himself?

      No, she had to investigate, even if her life depended on it. Perhaps it was a test to see her devotion by not allowing slights to his honor? Yes, that had to be it.

      With great resolve, she made her way to the room. She already decided to enter, but teleporting in would still be a bit too disrespectful.

      As she was about to knock on the door, it opened, revealing the happenings within. Two people were sitting at a small table. No, one god and a… projection? She felt the faint aura of the Viper himself coming from the conjured image, but the aura it gave off was of a different person.

      "Ah, Jake, this is Viridia, the big boss of my Order," he said. The projection also turned to look at her. “Well, Snappy and me not included. Boss of the mortals, I guess, would be most accurate.”

      Jake and the woman looked at each other, both frozen.

      To Jake, she looked… impossible. Green hair, glowing yellow eyes, and a face that would put any model from Earth to shame. Quite frankly, she looked far too perfect for it to be natural. Perhaps she had a hidden skill or something, but Jake felt like the only reasonable response would be to show loyalty toward her.

      Luckily, his Bloodline didn’t really care for that, so he managed to stay seated.

      Viridia, on the other hand, was equally surprised. This person was Jake, her Patron’s supposed “friend.” Obviously, the man was weak, but she got a weird feeling as she looked into his eyes. She couldn’t quite describe it, but if she had to compare it to something, it would be a lesser feeling of reverence, not unlike what she felt when she was in the presence of her Patron.

      It was the result of the True Blessing without a doubt. The blessing on top of the massive benefits it already granted was also a message. That he was chosen. Most holders were known as popes, prophets, saints, and champions. It was a way to mark the most critical mortal by a god. Which thoroughly made Jake an outlier.

      "Eh, nice to meet you," Jake said.

      "This servant greets the chosen one," Viridia said as she knelt, surprising Jake.

      "Aaaand she made it awkward." The Malefic Viper laughed with faux annoyance. "Come on, take a seat. We were discussing how to handle rejection when your former crush decides to try and kill you in cold blood."

      "And the people I thought were my friends," Jake added, seeming a bit downtrodden. "Though I still think it is all based on some stupid misunderstanding."

      "Misunderstanding or not, it wouldn’t matter if you died now, would it?" the Viper said, shaking his head. "What’s done is done; the goal now is to move forward. And get your sweet revenge, of course. You fucked up this time, stupidly walking into an obvious ambush like a moron, and got smashed. Learn from it, and don't do it again."

      "I don't know... I just thought that I cou—"

      "Well, you thought wrong. Stop being so naive and trusting. You're far too weak to act like that."

      Turning to Viridia once more, who was still standing there unsure what to do, the Malefic Viper ordered, "Take a seat and give us your thoughts. A female perspective is always valuable."

      Rushing as if a scared rabbit, she hurried to sit down, then tried to calm herself down and formulate a response. This situation was far too informal for her taste, and she couldn’t help but get nervous. Steeling herself, she managed to squeeze out, "I believe the advice of the Patron to be the best thing to do."

      Shaking his head, the Malefic Viper sighed to himself inwardly. Devout followers were nice to have, but they made for terrible conversation partners. Turning back to Jake, he continued.

      "Jake, what do you want?"

      "I want to return to my body and hopefully not die, I guess?" he answered.

      "No, what is your goal? What do you want in the long run?"

      What do I want? He hadn’t really thought much of it. He wanted to survive, of course, and that had been the main thing everything revolved around. He had always been a rather one-track person, focusing on the matter at hand first and foremost. The looming threat of death had, of course, been a good motivator not to get too lost in thought in the dungeon.

      But thinking about it more in depth, why did he want to survive? What for? Besides the basic instinct to survive that every living being had. What did he want to achieve? Right now, he wanted to somehow clear up the misunderstanding with Jacob and the others... or did he really?

      He did want to get revenge on that red-robed bastard with the spear along with Richard and that metal caster.

      If thinking in long-term goals, however… he wanted to find more challenges and fights. Not just fight weak or scheming prey, but powerful enemies. He craved the near-euphoric feeling he’d gotten from fighting the ambushers on that first night.

      He wanted to overcome challenges and climb higher in the system. See exactly how powerful he and his enemies could become. He wanted to improve.

      "I want to do whatever I want," Jake answered after thinking deeply on the matter.

      "True freedom is indeed a worthy goal," the Malefic Viper said as he nodded. "But what do you want to do with this freedom?"

      "I want to be able to see what this multiverse has to offer. Challenge myself and see exactly how far I can go. Or at least go out in a cool way.” Jake put on a cheeky smile.

      The Viper returned the smile. "Then don’t allow yourself to be chained down by your past. Stand above all of them. Schemes and planning, in the end, fall before absolute power. Reach a level where your word becomes truth; misunderstanding dispelled with a wave of your hand. Your enemies either cowering in fear or dead. To strive for progress is to keep moving forward ruthlessly."

      "Sounds like a plan." Jake laughed as he looked toward the ceiling. It was getting blurrier by the second. "I think my body wants its soul back." He stood up from the chair, the Viper doing the same.

      "Take care, my friend,” the god said. “May we meet again soon. Let’s hope it’s not due to you being near death, though. Stay true to yourself, but stop being stupid."

      With a final fist bump with the god, he nodded. "Thanks for the talk."

      "Just remember, Jake," the Viper said, turning unusually severe and letting his aura wash over the room, “freedom doesn’t come without power, and power doesn’t come cheap. Strive for it. Hunger for it. Make it so you are never betrayed again. So no one dares to. And if they do… crush them like the pathetic ants they are. You will find yourself on a mountain of corpses. Be sure you’re the only one standing on the top."

      These were the last words Jake heard as his projected body disappeared and the soul fragment returned from whence it came.

      Turning to the even more astonished Hall Master who had just been silently observing everything, the Viper smiled.

      "So, what ya think?"

      However, she didn’t hear the words. She was shaking from the pure killing intent in the god’s aura, which still lingered. For all of his antics and unusual personality, she had nearly forgotten.

      The Malefic Viper had never been a benevolent god.
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            Class Evolution

          

        

      

    

    
      The first thing Jake felt was intense pain in his entire body. He got flashbacks to how it had been after drinking his poison to pass the Challenge Dungeon, though not quite as fierce. He also thought of the Malefic Viper’s parting words and his out-of-character seriousness.

      But he understood. He had been soft. He had been forgiving and hopeful to the point of naivety, and it had nearly resulted in his death. His mistake hadn’t been to approach Jacob and the others to talk. It had been not being strong enough in case it went south.

      If he had been more powerful, it wouldn’t have mattered. Even if the rest of the tutorial showed up to kill him, it would be inconsequential if he was powerful enough to tell them all to sit the fuck down and listen to his explanation.

      So he needed power and a lot of it. He was done having fun with fights for now. He couldn’t stop himself completely from enjoying a good fight, but he wouldn’t go out of his way to challenge himself. At least not now. He was on a timer until the tutorial ended. May as well make use of the time properly.

      His most immediate objective was to feel anything other than pain. Luckily, he slowly became aware as he felt his senses return one by one. His Sphere of Perception was first and, unluckily, smell was the second.

      A horrid stench entered his nostrils. A stench he quickly recognized as the smell of rotting flesh. His sphere promptly made him aware of the source of the stench as three half-decomposed corpses lay around him.

      Still unable to move, he could only lie there with his eyes closed. He didn’t feel the sunlight from the artificial sun making him aware that it was nighttime now. His meeting with Jacob and the others had been before noon, meaning at least ten hours had passed since he collapsed here.

      Luckily, no one had followed him through the barrier. Or perhaps they were unable to. He had no way to know and quite honestly didn’t care. He could only be happy that he was left alone.

      As for the raptors… he could barely remember how the hell he had killed them, but based on their states, it involved a lot of poison. Though they sure had done a number on him, based on his missing left arm.

      Another random occurrence was that the stench seemed to keep away the other beasts. It was dark, so if the creatures here adhered to the same rules as the ones outside the barrier, Jake should be good.

      Still unable to move, he decided to use the time to go through his notifications. But he didn’t get further than the second one, after that first warrior he killed with a bottle to the face.

      
        
        *You have slain [Human (E) - lvl 28 / Apprentice Spearman of Embers - lvl 41 / Builder – lvl 16] – A small amount of bonus experience earned for killing an enemy with a class above your class level. 624,458 TP earned*

      

      

      That… was the red-robed man with the spear. What the hell? How did he die? Jake did land a Touch of the Malefic Viper on the guy, doing some damage, but far from enough to kill him. Caroline and other healers had also been close, meaning healing him should have been entirely possible.

      Even without healing, his natural Vitality should’ve kept him alive. And yet he had died. Meaning someone or something else had finished him off. Once again, suggesting that the situation wasn’t as black and white as he’d first believed.

      Had he just been a pawn for Richard to finish off Hayden all along?

      And speaking of manipulating bastards, where was William? He hadn’t been present in the fight. Luckily. Jake doubted he would have made it out if that metal caster had been there as well. Hayden, Richard, and the others packed a punch for sure, but he still felt that the William he had met days ago would come out ahead.

      William was weak defensively, but he could likely take down both of them if he played it smart. It would take him some time, but it should be possible. If he faced them together, though… Yeah, dead William.

      Going on to the next few messages, he saw that he had indeed managed to kill the three raptors alone, despite not being aware of exactly how the hell he’d managed that.

      
        
        *You have slain [Bluehide Raptor – lvl 40] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 40,000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Archer] has reached level 24 - Stat points allocated, +1 Free Point*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Redhide Raptor – lvl 39]. Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 38,000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Greenhide Raptor – lvl 40]. Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 40,000 TP earned*

      

      

      One level in Archer after the first raptor. The experience indeed was great. Great enough, in fact, for the next message to have appeared.

      
        
        *Class Evolution Requirements Met*

      

        

      
        You have hunted beasts far above your level with great resolve, showing both ambition and perhaps a bit of foolhardiness. A determination to face that which you shouldn’t. It has been a lonesome hunt, not shying away from confronting these foes alone. Skilled with a bow as well as melee, you have shown diversity in your art of killing, willing to resort to any means to obtain the final victory.

      

        

      
        Begin Evolution now?

        Y/N

      

        

      
        WARNING: Postponing evolution for too long may have adverse effects, and no further class experience can be earned before evolution is completed.

      

      

      The warning at the end did scare him a bit, considering he had been out cold. He also had a vague feeling that actually choosing to evolve right now maybe wouldn’t be the best idea. He had no idea if something unexpected would happen, like when he’d upgraded his profession.

      So he patiently waited as more and more feeling returned to his body. When he finally moved a bit, he managed to summon a health potion from his necklace and use a mix between mana control and his feeble hand to drink it.

      He instantly felt the warmth flow through his body as his body healed at a visible rate. His severed arm even started growing out in a far less scary and disgusting way than he thought it would. It slowly grew out like a tree branch that ended in a hand.

      When he moved the arm, it felt the exact same as before without any issues. With a sigh of relief, Jake managed to sit himself up and started meditating.

      A few hours later, he opened his eyes, feeling in a good enough condition to evolve. While he wasn’t in top shape, he was good enough for now. Checking the notification window once more, he accepted the evolution.

      With little fanfare, five options appeared before him, just like when he’d upgraded his profession. Like last time, he started going through them one by one. The first one was the expected linear upgrade.

      
        
        Veteran Archer – An Archer who has proven himself to be of some skill and possesses some amount of experience. A safe and sure step forward, taking no risks but staying on your proven path to power. A class focused on ranged combat, mainly using bow and arrow, coupled with light options for melee such as shortswords and daggers. The class is fast and flexible, focusing on Agility over Strength. You have yet to truly prove yourself outstanding on your path, but perhaps you will find your stride and true potential in the future. Stat bonuses per level: +3 Per, +2 Agi, +2 End, +1 Str, +2 Free Point.

      

      

      The first option was kind of… boring. The description also more or less insulted whoever picked this as being unremarkable. Jake also remembered seeing the archer he had killed together with the green aura warrior having this class. Poor guy must have been so disappointed when he saw two of his friends get cool classes. Everything about it just screamed mediocrity. It was likely an option anyone meeting the evolution requirement as an Archer would get.

      Even the stats were underwhelming. Only 10 stat points total. Half of what his Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper currently provided. And that was on top of classes usually providing more stat points than professions, based on his reading during the Challenge Dungeon.

      Naturally, he moved on swiftly to the next option.

      
        
        Novice Mana Archer – An Archer not just relying on his bow, but the wonders of mana. A class focused on combining magic and archery to create something greater than the sum of their parts. While still using a bow and the occasional light melee weapon, you have shifted your focus to the magical aspects of fighting and still exploring how to truly use it. Your focus is split, but you believe this diverse path may lead you to the pinnacle, even if you have only just begun treading it. Stat bonuses per level: +2 Per, +2 Agi, +2 Wis, +2 Will, +2 Int, +1 Str, +1 End, +2 Free Points.

      

      

      This one was instantly far more interesting. It seemed to focus not only on archery but also on magic. Something similar to the warrior who had the Aspiring Blade of Nature class or the spearman, integrating magic into a more physical fighting style.

      The stat points were a bit underwhelming, providing only 14, but still far better than the Veteran Archer. However, he felt that the class would provide far more powerful skills and a further chance of evolution than the Veteran Archer option. It was only called Novice Mana Archer, after all, leaving plenty of room to grow.

      He did have his reservations, though. It didn’t appear that strong, and it did make Jake wonder if he’d gone wrong with his mana training somewhere to not unlock anything better.

      He was honestly still tempted, but he still had three options to go through, with the next one being quite the departure.

      
        
        Apprentice Rogue of Umbra – The rogues of Umbra are known for their cunning and stealth, striking while one with the shadows. You are but an apprentice in the craft, still early in your journey, but you have shown promise so far. A class focused on light melee weapons and stealth, along with ranged options such as bows and crossbows. The class is fast and flexible, focusing on Agility over Strength. Compared to many other types of rogues, the Rogue of Umbra does not shy away from the powers of magic, however, openly embracing the power found in the shadows. Praise be to Umbra. Stat bonuses per level: +3 Agi, +2 Wis, +2 Int, +1 Str, +1 Per, +1 End, +1 Vit, +1 Tough, +3 Free Points. WARNING: Skills pertaining to the Archer class may be lost or changed upon becoming an Apprentice Rogue of Umbra.

      

      

      Straight from Mana Archer to evil shadow assassin. Or maybe just an ordinary shadow assassin. The class was also quite a shift in focus, going from a ranged class to one more focused on melee.

      But it wasn’t the typical kind like the one he had fought. This one also seemed to incorporate magic quite a bit together with the regular rogue-ish approaches.

      As to how he got the option? Well, likely a combination between his bracers with the word Umbra on them and the skill Basic Shadow Vault of Umbra. On top of that, he had also fought a lot in melee with daggers, acting quite rogue-ish if he had to say so himself.

      Not that he had any intention of taking it. While it did provide 1 more stat point per level than the prior one, there were just too many red flags. First of all, "Praise be to Umbra"? This was clearly some religious shit—he said to himself only a few hours after having a chat with a god.

      He had, in his sphere, seen the looks that the Hall Master tried to hide during his conversation with the Malefic Viper, ignoring whatever she used to hide her facial expressions. She had looked mortified whenever he cracked a joke, and looked like she half-wanted to strangle him and half-kneel before him the entire time—quite the vexing experience.

      Becoming a Rogue of Umbra would also very likely create a link to another god. Which he still wasn’t sure was a good or a bad thing. The Malefic Viper was a nice dude, but he doubted all gods were the same as him. It didn’t take a genius to know that it could lead to complications later if getting this class came with the expectations of joining some weird assassin club or something, which he had no intention of doing.

      As a departure from the Archer class, it also meant that he risked losing some skills. In general, if he had to pick, he would rather go with Novice Mana Archer. Luckily, he had two other options remaining.

      
        
        Bowman of Decay – The Bowman of Decay seeks not simply the pleasure of a good hunt, but the pinnacle of death itself. The ultimate beauty of all life is its inevitable decay as death takes hold. You have learned to inflict such decay upon others. Having moved away from the usual path of archers, the Bowman of Decay focuses on afflicting their foes with slow, excruciating deaths. While still using a bow and the occasional light melee weapon, you have shifted your focus to the magical aspects of fighting. Your bow is now but a medium used to inflict your magic of death and decay. Your path is sure to leave behind much desolation in your wake. Stat bonuses per level: +3 Int, +3 Per, +2 Wis, +2 Will, +2 Agi +2 Vit, +1 Tough, +1 Str, +2 Free Points.

      

      

      Yeah… what the fuck, Jake thought as he finished reading it. Was he really that terrible? So bad that the system decided that he surely would be an excellent wandering war-crime? Taking a step back, he decided to still evaluate the class, though he was sure as hell not picking it.

      It gave 3 more stat points per level than the rogue, but this time, it got more focused on magic than anything else. It was practically a magic archer, granting the highest bonus even in both Intelligence and Perception.

      If he looked at it from an objective view, the class would likely synergize exceptionally well with his profession. It would maybe even make his poisons even more powerful and give him methods of empowering them.

      The thought of becoming a mage also did seem very tempting. Jake had been practicing hard in his mana control and had improved tremendously, in his own opinion. Though he had nothing to compare it to, he felt like it was pretty good. He had even managed to break free from the attack earlier by overflowing every pore of his body with mana. Which, in retrospect, wasn’t a very effective way of doing it. Nevertheless, this class would, without a doubt, make far more use of his growing control of mana than an upgrade like Veteran Archer.

      Yet… he just didn’t like it. If he had to choose, he would still pick the Novice Mana Archer one over this. Perhaps he was just being a bit of a hypocrite, considering how many people and beasts he had killed by literally rotting their flesh away, but he didn’t want that to be his main focus. He could live with doing it, but not for it to be what ultimately brought him to the top.

      He reaffirmed himself to skip over this one, moving on to the final option.
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            Ambitious Hunter

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake breathed out a sigh of relief when he saw the last option.

      
        
        Ambitious Hunter – The Ambitious Hunter is always seeking out true challenges and the most powerful of prey. To you, the hunt is not only about the question of gaining power or death, but enjoying the journey itself. It is not something that can be taught, but is a part of who you are. A class focused on ranged combat, mainly using bow and arrow, coupled with light options for melee such as shortswords and daggers. The class is fast and flexible, focusing on Agility over Strength. The Ambitious Hunter's path to power may be more complicated than many others due to their endless thirst for worthy enemies, but power is inevitable if one survives. Stat bonuses per level: +5 Per, +4 Agi, +3 End, +2 Str, +4 Free Points.

      

      

      From the description… it wasn’t incredibly awesome. But the name alone stood out to him more than anything in any of the others. Hunter. The word seemed to resonate with him. Unsurprising, considering his Bloodline was called "of the Primal Hunter.”

      He also felt like the description, well… described him. Described his goals. He hadn’t seen himself as an incredibly ambitious person for many years, not after his archery incident. His plans were simply to… exist. Of course, he enjoyed himself in his free time, but it wasn’t like becoming a financial consultant was his dream.

      But now he felt driven. He had a goal, had ambition, and was more than willing to hunt for it.

      Closely reading the description, there seemed to be little difference between it and the regular Archer class, besides the number of stat points and types of skills it would likely offer. But the essence of the class and its purpose seemed to be very much the same.

      The stats had the same total as Bowman of Decay. A total of 18 stat points per level. Still less than his Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper, which showed that the class wasn’t that special or that he had really lucked out with his profession. One had to remember that professions tended to give fewer stat points than classes, after all.

      Jake remembered the Viper's words of staying true to himself... and while maybe the Bowman of Decay was more powerful here and now, this class was far more “him” than anything offered beforehand.

      It likely wouldn't make him that much stronger immediately, but he was still satisfied as he accepted the class without hesitation and felt the familiar warm flow of information entering his mind along with the pleasant sound of the level-up.

      
        
        *Congratulations, you have successfully evolved your Class*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Ambitious Hunter] has reached level 25 - Stat points allocated, +4 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (E)] has reached level 35 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

      

      What followed was naturally the skills, the first one being an upgrade to his Archer’s Eye, a skill he’d had since the tutorial's very beginning.

      
        
        Skill Transformation: [Archer’s Eye (Common)] Has been upgraded to [Hunter’s Sight (Uncommon)]

      

        

      
        [Hunter’s Sight (Uncommon)] - The hunter's eyes are trained to track down and kill their prey. Allows the Ambitious Hunter to spot prey more easily as well as their weaknesses. Passively gives a small increase to the effect of Perception on visual organs.

      

      

      The skill was a straight-up upgrade, and he even felt a slight increase to his eyesight when he tried looking intensely at his surroundings. The change was very minor, however. Overall, it didn’t change much besides the "easier to spot weaknesses" part, which was new. He would have to test that in combat.

      The last skill was where the real juice was at.

      
        
        [Big Game Hunter (Rare)] – A true hunter seeks not the easy prey but a true challenge. Having hunted bigger and stronger prey than most, the Ambitious Hunter has become more accustomed to facing higher-level enemies. Increases the user’s resistance to auras and gives a small increase to Strength and Agility while facing enemies above your highest class or race level. The bonus is based on the disparity between the level of your prey and you. Limit of 1.25x your level or 50 levels, whichever is highest. May your hunt be fruitful, and your ambitions reached.

      

      

      The skill seemed extremely good, especially for what he was planning. The limiter on the bonus was a bit annoying, though, as his race was currently at 35 and his class only at 25, making him lose 10 levels’ worth of bonuses.

      It would take him until he reached level 44 or so in his class for it to be the highest one. And that was assuming he didn’t level his profession at all, which he sure as hell planned on doing.

      Ultimately, none of it mattered much to him currently. His body was still healing, and he was getting closer and closer to being in fighting condition. Soon, he should be able to drink another health potion. And with that, it would be time to hunt.

      The hunt was made slightly more difficult by a minor issue, however. He had lost both of his melee weapons in the brawl earlier, and he currently only had a few unranked daggers in his spatial storage. He felt quite sad about losing the bone dagger, mostly. It had served him well and synergized well with his fighting style, so he would have to rely on his bow for now. At least he had enough targets to hunt, though.

      In the inner area, there were beasts everywhere, and high-level beasts at that. Wandering sources of experience, just waiting to be claimed.

      He would have to hurry before the other survivors made their way in here. First, he needed to get as much experience as possible, and second, he wasn’t looking for another fight right now, considering his near-death experience.

      His only hope was that the conflict between the two factions would buy him enough time to reach a more comfortable level of power.

      Looking at the tutorial screen, he noted the number of survivors still going down slowly.

      
        
        Tutorial Panel

        Duration: 24 days & 18:25:23

        Total Survivors Remaining: 341/1200

      

      

      Twenty-five days left, Jake thought to himself. Twenty-five days to hunt down everything worth killing in here.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "Jacob, please just talk to me, for god's sake," Caroline said as she ran after the man, who quite clearly ignored her on purpose. "I did what I thought was the best for everyone! None of us knew if he did it or not, and I just didn’t wanna risk it."

      Jacob turned to her and snapped, "How many times do I have to tell you that I fucking knew? But you would rather kill an innocent man. You know the truth too, and yet you lied and used me!"

      "I already told you I am sorry!" Caroline said, genuinely distressed. "Just tell me what you want me to do?"

      "I want you to leave me alone for a while. I need to think.” Jacob kept walking away, leaving Caroline behind with a desolate look on her face.

      Nothing had gone as Caroline planned when it came to Jake. Jake had been allowed to talk for way too long and made it pretty damn clear that he hadn’t been the culprit they were seeking.

      On top of that, they’d even failed to kill him. How he had managed to survive all those attacks was still a wonder to Caroline. Everything in that fight had been way too surprising.

      The beginning had gone as planned, and they had even managed to chain him down with a string of control skills. That should have been that, but somehow he had managed to cause an explosion of mana to come out of his body, which fucked up everything.

      That explosion had given Caroline quite the impression. The raw amount of mana used in it was insane. What was even more insane was it being Jake who’d caused it. He was an archer, for god's sake. Where the hell had he gained so much Wisdom? Based on that explosion alone, he might have even more mana than herself despite her being a healer.

      The evasion skill was also just pure bullshit, in her opinion. The swiftness of it was quite intense, which, combined with his speed, made him far faster than pretty much anyone else in the entire tutorial.

      But what was even more surprising was how he’d disappeared as he ran away. The scout had been chasing the near-dead man but failed to return with anything. He had lost him close to the giant dome or barrier.

      The scout had tried to enter, but had failed like all the others, making it improbable that Jake entered there. And even if he somehow did go in there, no one knew what awaited on the other side.

      After Jake escaped, she had tried to smooth things over with Jacob, but her first attempt had backfired hard when she tried to play innocent, acting like she didn’t know the plan. Jacob wasn’t stupid and saw through it quickly.

      In retrospect, it was quite stupid to act ignorant, considering how she had fought and clearly coordinated with the others. Her small attempt to backpedal a little and claim that she had been fooled and had only aimed to capture her former colleague hadn't gone over well either.

      All of it had resulted in Jacob ignoring her and even moving into Bertram’s cabin for now. It was a small one the man had built for himself with his profession and was way worse than her and Jacob's current one.

      She still believed everything could be smoothed over. Their relationship wasn’t going to break because of one person coming between them. They were going to come out stronger on the other side and closer than ever.

      It wasn’t like everything was all bad either. Sure, Jake got away, but they managed to take out Hayden. The troublesome former colleague of hers had managed to poison him before he escaped, leaving the man in quite the precarious situation when he found himself surrounded by Caroline, Richard, and many other strong fighters from their faction.

      He had fought back but had fallen quite easily. Poisoned and in a weakened state after using that ridiculously powerful spear attack of his, he’d been stabbed from behind by Richard. They had even managed to take out a few of the men Hayden had brought along.

      They did fail in killing Hayden’s second-in-command, a powerful light mage and the one who had managed to turn them all invisible for the ambush, but they were satisfied nevertheless.

      The war was back in full swing once more, but this time, it was different. Hayden was dead, and the leadership structure of the other base was in disarray. They’d even had quite a few people switch sides since the fight.

      Richard was preparing an assault to end the other faction once and for all, giving him full control of the only camp left in the tutorial. The attack would be sooner rather than later, not giving the other side enough time to reorganize, but just enough time for those who wanted to defect to do so.

      Caroline cheered herself up a little as she made her way back to the other crafters. They didn’t like what had happened but didn’t protest much either. Most of them didn’t exactly speak up either. They stayed out of it and chose to focus on their professions, mainly from a desire to avoid the violence otherwise permeating this tutorial.

      On her way over to the other tailors, she saw The Smith doing his work. One of the few strong fighters who had refused to participate in the fight because he wanted to focus on crafting. With him was another one who hadn’t attended. William.

      The kid had come back only a few hours ago from who-knows-where, and after complaining a bit about missing the fight, had started doing some smithing. He seemed to still be a bit mad about not getting payback on Jake, but otherwise, he seemed calm enough.

      However, if you asked William, he wouldn’t describe himself as only "a bit mad.” He was fuming. How unlucky had he been? By mere hours, he had missed the fight. To make it worse, they had even failed in killing him, which meant that he was still out there.

      William was also aware by now that he didn’t need to wear his mask much anymore. Jacob had given him dirty looks, clearly showing he knew, and of course, his new partner Richard knew. He had already asked William to join him in the assault on the enemy base, one he would happily join.

      In only a few hours, their assault would begin. The entire tutorial would be involved if one didn’t count Jake.

      The two factions had done an excellent job of gathering everyone up. The whole "with us or against us" mentality had done wonders to force any lone survivors or smaller groups into choosing a side or getting caught in the crossfire. Only a real freak like Jake could survive that.

      As he did his work at the forge, The Smith approached him.

      "How are you doing, kid?" he asked while stroking his beard, making William wonder how the hell it hadn’t been burned off yet.

      "Fine, just a bit annoyed they didn’t get that Jake guy is all," William answered as he put on his fake smile.

      With a nod, the man smiled back. "Come with me over to my lodgings for a bit. I have something to talk to you about."

      William, a bit taken aback, subconsciously nodded his head. This was weird. But William didn’t fear anything happening, as he was more than confident in defending himself.

      As they walked, William couldn’t hold himself back from asking, "So… what is this about?"

      "Just a discussion about the future," the man rather dismissively said. "We should talk in private."

      Growing even more suspicious, William nevertheless followed. He was pretty sure The Smith had some inklings as to his true nature… But if he did, why would he ask him to meet in private?

      Was this perhaps too risky? Should he just try and quietly have the man exit the base with him and dispose of him quietly somewhere?

      No, that would only make him appear more suspicious. Richard wouldn’t like that. He couldn’t do anything stupid like that. Not yet.

      Entering the cabin with the bearded man, William closed the door behind him and asked, "So?"

      "Patience," The Smith said as he took out a small disc of metal from beneath his clothes. "Wouldn’t want anyone listening in now, would we?"

      As he said that, a blue glow was emitted from the disc. William instantly jumped back and got ready to fight. However, nothing else happened as the light spread to the cabin's walls and left a faint blue sheen upon them.

      William looked around, noting that the walls, floor, and roof were also now covered in what seemed like blue film.

      "No need to panic; it is just a sound isolation barrier," the man said as he took a seat on one of the chairs. "This way, not a single word or wisp of mana gets out."

      "How did you do that?" William asked as he narrowed his eyes, still ready to strike at any time.

      "A skill granted by my profession allows me to make small accessories like that. Didn’t manage to make this one until yesterday." The Smith gave a small laugh.

      "Back to my original question. What do you want to say? And why do you need this barrier to say it?"

      "Oh, this barrier is as much for me as it is for you.” He laughed again. "We both have secrets we don’t want others to know."

      William, now thoroughly convinced that this man was onto him, prepared to strike just as he started talking again.

      "And the reason I asked to talk to you is because of a mutual acquaintance of ours," he said as his smile broadened.

      Richard? No… Jake? Doesn’t fit either, William thought before just asking, "Oh, and who is this mysterious person, then?"

      "Not a person," The Smith answered. "A god."
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            Metal Savant

          

        

      

    

    
      For a mortal to meet a god was far from an ordinary occurrence throughout the multiverse. Only the most extraordinary ones had the chance to interact with divinity up close. And even then, it was rare.

      The tutorial, however, was as far from ordinary as anything gets. It was an event that affected every single living being in the entire multiverse. Not the tutorial itself, but why it happened; it marked the start of a new era as the multiverse expanded with the introduction of yet another universe.

      Gods, among all, were the entities of the multiverse most involved with the tutorials. It was one of the few times where they truly moved with greed and desire. It was a time to earn rewards otherwise unachievable for them—a chance to gain more power and influence.

      The most significant way to get these rewards was through finding capable mortals among the new initiates. Finding them, and making them into your followers. This was done through something like Jake’s meeting with Malefic Viper in his realm. This also meant that Jake’s experience of meeting a god wasn’t unique. Casper had met one... and so had The Smith.

      It was later than Jake, but he had shown great potential in smithing and was recognized by the system.

      At least that was what The Smith was currently telling William. He told him of how he had met a god and been granted a blessing along with guidance. Contrary to what William expected, he hadn’t met Ferroras, but instead one of his fellow gods—one known as Camicus, the god of the forge.

      "Sounds interesting and all, but what does this have to do with me?" William finally interrupted, getting tired of the long explanation.

      "Ferroras, the god of iron, has taken quite a liking to you, kid," The Smith said, chuckling. "But, apparently, you rejected him or something?"

      "I don’t think I did?" he answered, actually being honest for once. He couldn’t remember ever turning down a god, unless…

      "I was told you had a class offered. One related to the God of Iron. You just didn’t pick it."

      William did recall getting a class with Ferroras in the name. However, it was honestly not that good and provided far worse bonuses than his current Metal Savant one.

      Looking at his old system messages, he went back a long-ass time before he finally returned to when he’d had his class evolution.

      Metal Savant, he naturally already knew as it was his current class.

      The class was excellent, in his opinion. It had made him superior to every other survivor he met except for that dark star Jake. The stat bonuses were a straight-up quadruple compared to what he had before the evolution, going from 6 per level to 24. Most of his Free Points had gone into Intelligence, but he’d also started putting quite a bit in Vitality after his run-in with Jake.

      As for the Ferroras class, he’d passed it over… It was quite honestly terrible compared to what he chose.

      
        
        Promising Mage of Ferroras – A mage of Ferroras showing great promise on his path to power. As a caster, you have made clear your ability to manipulate metal and mana itself, offering you a clear path to power. The class is highly focused on metal manipulation and general metal magics but is specialized in iron magic. The class's nature is balanced between defense and offense, making you a versatile fighter in both range and melee. Your future Patron god, Ferroras, believes in your talent. Stat bonuses per level: +4 Int, +3 Wis, +2 Will, +2 Tough +1 Vit, +1 Per, +4 Free Points.

      

      

      Everything about it was just worse. The descriptions were similar to each other as both of them were metal mages, but this one was just so much less impressive. William wasn’t promising; he was a goddamn genius. And that last sentence about his "future Patron god believing in him" just rubbed him the wrong way. It reminded him of what that damn psychologist had kept telling him.

      The class also gave way fewer stat points, only providing 17 per level. That was more than an entire basic caster class’s worth of difference. William would have genuinely been an idiot if he had picked that shitty class just because some equally shitty god had attached his name to it.

      "Well, yeah, I did get it, but I chose another one that I liked more," William explained, not going further into detail.

      "What’s done is done," The Smith answered. "But you did pick up a skill with his name attached later on, didn’t ya?"

      "I did. So what?"

      "That is how you become attached to a god, kid. At least partially. Karma or something like that. Anyway, it means that the god is aware of your existence, and he wants to help you."

      "And why the hell would I become the follower of some god?" William asked dismissively. He had no interest in attaching himself to some wacky religion.

      "Because you can’t win this shit alone, William," the man answered. "Yet together, we can win this tutorial. I can craft things for you to make you far more powerful than before, and in turn, you can wipe out everyone else. Especially Richard."

      Suddenly, William started paying far more attention. He knew how much of a difference strong equipment could make, and based on that isolating barrier, The Smith wasn’t entirely without talent when it came to crafting. Having his assistance would undoubtedly prove useful.

      "Why Richard in particular?" William asked curiously. He wasn’t aware of any conflict between them.

      "I didn’t enter this tutorial alone, you know? I came with my son and daughter-in-law." The Smith’s mood took a downward turn. "I promised to protect them. I tried to. We thought the nights were safe, but it turns out that was the time for the bottom feeders to come out. Richard and his folk disagreed with us three just sticking together. They killed both of them while I was away hunting during the night…"

      "That sucks," William said without even thinking. Wait, what? Why does that suck?

      "Thanks.” The Smith smiled. "You know, my son was only around your age. Too early to get married, but they claimed to be in love, and who was I to stop them?"

      Wiping away a tear that had appeared in the corner of his eye, he continued. "That is why I want payback on that fucker. I can fight, but I have always been a smith and not a fighter. I can’t win. But you can, William. My god has told me this is the way to fulfill my dream and guided me. I know you are far stronger than you let everyone know. Let me help you get even stronger."

      William kept his solemn expression, even though deep inside, he thought how stupid this was. That fucking trapper Casper all over again… yet he didn’t think it was that stupid. He understood why the man wanted revenge for losing them… but he didn’t know why. Even Casper had begun to appear less unreasonable… What?

      "Okay, but what do you need me to do?" William asked, trying to understand why he had all these weird thoughts. He was experiencing thoughts he couldn’t grasp…

      "I need you to find the resolve to do whatever is necessary. You have to be willing and able to kill. Not just beasts, but humans too." The man sighed. "I know it is unfair of me to ask of you, but I beg you."

      The Smith’s face was solemn as he looked at William with an apologetic gaze.

      William looked a bit at him. He felt like agreeing, but he had an agreement with Richard already. By all accounts, the camp leader could offer him more benefits than the lone smith. Yet… he agreed.

      "Fine… but how?"

      "Come," The Smith answered as he stood up from the chair. "Join me at the forge."

      With that, the man waved his hand. The floor of the cabin split open and a furnace appeared. He summoned a forge and a hammer, along with a bunch of different ingots of metal out of nothing.

      "A storage skill," the man answered before William could ask. “Only works with items related to smithing, but it gets the job done."

      Standing tall, he looked William in the eyes. "Now, time for us to get you ready for the big battle."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jake climbed the hill, going higher and higher. He avoided all the beasts he could, as he had no intention of getting into any melee brawls for now. Basic Stealth, while undoubtedly a skill he didn’t notice often, still proved itself useful. With it being night, there were plenty of shadows around to activate his bracer's bonus effect.

      Sneaking up, he soon found himself at a crevice. He called it a crevice, but it was more like an immense valley in between two mountains. He had to admit that he had underestimated the size of the inner area by quite a bit. Sure, it was about the same size as the entire outside area in pure square kilometers, but the big difference was in verticality.

      This area was filled with mountains, crevices, and valleys, the tallest mountain in the center of the area upwards of a kilometer tall. While that didn’t sound like too much, one had to consider that this mountain had no top, but looked more like a volcano. As in, it had a hole on top.

      The three other mountains in view shared this trait. Hopefully, they weren’t volcanos, though. He didn’t see any smoke coming out of their tops, but then again, he was pretty sure that was just something that happened in movies and cartoons.

      As for the type of beasts in this inner area… raptors. A whole lot of raptors. They seemed to be the primary enemy and came in all kinds of colors. A few other dinosaur-like beasts also roamed about, but the vast majority were raptors.

      However, the raptors only occupied the open area on the slopes and sometimes between mountains, but they mainly appeared as “filler” beasts. In the crevices, like the one Jake was currently overlooking, the biodiversity increased tremendously. The world below the cliff seemed like its own entire world.

      He pulled out his bow when he observed the first beast roaming about below. It looked like an evolved version of the badgers found outside in the forest from where he stood. His high Perception allowed him to see the beast clear as day, and Hunter’s Sight only further improved his vision.

      Another difference between this area and the outer one was the behavior of the beasts. Here, they didn’t go into that weird comatose state during the night, but instead continued milling about. Nocturnal animals like the badger actually got even more active during the night.

      Taking out an arrow, he grabbed the arrowhead with the palm of his hand and channeled Blood of the Malefic Viper to turn his blood into a toxin. Allowing the arrow to cut into his hand, he thoroughly soaked it in his blood.

      After the fight with the survivors, he was starting to run a bit low on poisons. He had started throwing them all around him during the battle, wasting most of them as they harmlessly broke against ground or trees. Heck, despite throwing so many, he’d only gotten a single kill since healers were present on the battlefield, coupled with people seemingly being aware of his use of poisons. Thanks to that William fellow, no doubt.

      Shaking his head, he got back to the matter at hand as he nocked the blood-soaked arrow. Drawing his bow, he started charging a Powershot as he traced the movement of the beast. After about ten seconds, he released the string to an explosion of force. The arrow released and flew toward the still-unsuspecting badger.

      The poor beast didn’t know what had hit it before it suddenly got slammed by an arrow that completely disintegrated upon hitting its back. The poison proved to be thoroughly unnecessary, as the kinetic force behind the arrow alone smashed the beast's insides into an unrecognizable mess.

      The beast was dead pretty much instantly, and what little vitality remained in it was quickly snuffed out by the poison that, together with the arrow disintegrating, had been spread all over the broken form of the beast.

      The notification confirmed the death as he felt the level-up.

      
        
        *You have slain [Venomfang Badger – lvl 48] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 56,000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Ambitious Hunter] has reached level 26 - Stat points allocated, +4 Free Points*

      

      

      A level 48 beast one-shotted. He didn’t know if he was overpowered or what, but it sure as hell seemed extreme. Then again, he didn’t have others to really compare himself to. Though based on that spear attack from the fire caster, he too could likely reproduce the result. One also had to remember that the only reason he could channel Powershot for so long was due to his high defensive stats.

      Sitting down, he relaxed his numb arm and allowed it to slowly recover. While he could kill a beast many levels above him in a single attack, it didn’t come easy. His stamina expenditure was insane, and the strain on his arm also got bad enough that he even lost health points during the charging of the shot.

      He knew ten seconds was too much, but he was still testing. He would improve it slowly and find the perfect balance. Between rotating stamina potions and firing arrows, his hunting speed should be extreme if his theory was correct. And whenever he did get too low on stamina, it would just mean a great chance to make a few more potions and maybe even a concoction of poison or two.

      As he relaxed, he thought over his plans and pondered other exciting parts of the tutorial.

      The number of tutorial points per kill also seemed to go up two thousand per level for all beasts above level 25. Based on the raptors, the boar, and the badger that Jake had just killed, that is. He still had no idea exactly what use those points had. According to the description of the tutorial, they would likely show their worth whenever the tutorial ended.

      Getting up, he exited his thoughts as he saw other badgers had started gathering around the corpse of their fallen comrade. Taking up his bow once more, he massaged his shoulder and cracked his neck, preparing another poisoned arrow.

      It was time to get this hunt started for real.
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            Metal & Nature

          

        

      

    

    
      The inside of the cabin was far too hot for William, and yet he couldn’t make himself look away. With every swing that brought the hammer down and every spark released upon impact, he got more and more entranced.

      The Smith had been planning all of this for a long time. He was currently doing the finishing touches on his magnum opus with vigor and skill that William could only sigh in admiration at.

      He was making what looked like a breastplate at first sight, but if one looked closer, it could be seen that the shape was slightly off. This piece was only part of the final product, after all. A single layer of the armor that would be combined with the rest upon completion.

      William’s greatest weakness was, without a doubt, his defensive capabilities. While he could kill almost anything in moments, the same was true for himself being killed in return. The fight with Jake was a great example. A single cut and he had nearly croaked.

      The Smith was aware of this weakness. Or he at least had assumed it. What he was making was not just a chestplate, but an entire set of armor. The metal looked like silver, but based on how hard the man was hitting it, and how little it gave, it clearly was something else.

      He wanted to ask, but the man was in deep concentration. William had quite a bit of insight into metals due to his class’s nature, and he could nearly see the mana and stamina oozing out of the man as it entered the armor. But what was even more impressive was how easily the armor absorbed everything.

      When he injected mana into metals to attune them for manipulation, it usually came with a lot of waste. Especially if he had to take control of metal he had not used before. But this armor greedily took in everything like a famished man at a feast.

      He briefly considered it worth killing the man just for the metal alone, but for some reason, the thought just felt… wrong.

      Wiping the sweat off his brow, The Smith smiled at William and summoned another piece of the final armor as he started attaching them together. With his hammer raised once more, he continued the work. It looked simple, almost comically so, but William could see the intricate patterns in which the mana moved through the hammer as it entered the armor with every hit.

      Hours passed, and even though it had been so long, neither of them felt the passage of time. William was too engrossed in the creation process, while The Smith was wholly absorbed in his work.

      Nobody came to disturb them during this time. Everyone was busy preparing for the final fight with the now dead Hayden’s faction. With the isolation barrier in place, the cabin’s intense creation process didn’t cause any disturbances to outsiders either.

      Finally, The Smith breathed a sigh of relief and put the hammer down. Taking the completed piece off the anvil, he smiled in satisfaction and started cleaning it. William wanted to jump forward and grab the armor but decided against it. It was his to begin with… but it felt wrong to take it before The Smith gave him permission to.

      With a nod, the man finished cleaning the now shining silver armor. It looked like only a piece of plate mail that only covered the chest. It was solid, but looked easy enough to move around in. But of course, William knew it wasn’t so simple. The Smith had attached several pieces of armor to it, which were now seemingly integrated into the plate mail—a complete set of armor covering one from head to toe. Helmet, leg-guards, bracers, gloves—all of it had been melted into this final piece of armor.

      This clearly showed how prepared The Smith had been. All of these had been made from the beginning. He only had to do the final part. And for some reason, he had wanted William to bear witness to this last part of the armor’s creation.

      Placing the now finished armor on a table, he called over the young man waiting in the room with him. "Come over here, kid." The bearded smith laughed. "Check out the armor. Not bad, eh?"

      Not hesitating, William went forward and identified the armor.

      
        
        [Expanding Blessed Mithril Armor (Rare)] - An expertly crafted full suit of armor created by a skilled smith pouring in all their talent. Reaching a high rarity, if barely, this achievement has been reached not through intricate enchantments, but through pure Strength of the materials used and the craftsmanship required for its creation. Extremely high ability to absorb and store mana. Enchantments: Expanding Armor. Kinetic Force Diffusion.

      

        

      
        Requirements: Lvl 25+ in a humanoid race.

      

      

      William couldn’t help but be impressed and yet slightly disappointed at the same time. He had hoped for stats or something, but it sure was powerful. What he didn’t understand was what the Kinetic Force Diffusion did.

      "What is that kinetic thing about?" William asked The Smith, who, in turn, was closely observing him back.

      "Something you sorely need is what it is." The Smith laughed. "It means you won’t get turned to mush inside the armor when a guy hits you with a big hammer or something like that. It disperses the force across the armor’s surface instead of a single point, effectively allowing the armor to absorb more of the blow.

      "In other words, it means even someone like you can take some hits.”

      With wide eyes, William did a complete 180 with his disappointment. That sounded damn overpowered. Of course, he didn’t know precisely how effective it was, but it sure as hell made the armor way better. He could easily see himself getting killed by substantial impacts if he didn’t have it.

      "So, are you satisfied?" The Smith asked as he smiled at the young man.

      "Satisfied for sure!" William smiled back. Not the fake smile he was used to, but a genuine one. This armor was well worth the wait. He felt… grateful.

      William hadn’t had that thought with anyone else in this tutorial. But for the first time, perhaps the first time in his life, he felt indebted to someone. He felt like he owed the bearded man something. For him to possibly be at least a bit the person The Smith believed him to be.

      "I am happy to hear that," the tired crafter said, handing William a plate of metal covered in cloth. "I have left some information on this for you… It’s about the war and the armor and what I hope for you to do. Open it when we're done."

      As he spoke, he had a sad glint in his eye for a second before continuing. "Now… for the second part."
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        * * *

      

      Jake was faster than any pre-system human – or even animal – could possibly be as he sprinted up the mountainous path. Despite his speed, however, what chased him was faster.

      No higher than up to his waist, the small beasts zoomed up the path, crossing several meters with every footfall.

      Their sharp teeth all dripped with acidic spit, making sizzling sounds whenever it hit the ground during their chase.

      He still managed to stay ahead as he turned into a shadowy form and flew forward, avoiding their assault. The second he landed, he turned around and fired an arrow. It hit the small beast, making it fall to the ground.

      The wound left by the arrow quickly started festering and rotting as the beast thrashed in pain and confusion. The other creatures simply ignored its death throes as they leaped over their soon-to-be-dead comrade.

      The beasts were relentless. Relentless and numerous.

      They had started chasing Jake nearly half an hour ago after he sniped a big buffalo-like animal. The beast had managed to survive the Powershot and had promptly charged at him. Jake had believed himself to be safe, considering the nearly hundred-meter-tall cliff that he’d stood on as he shot at the beast below.

      Oh boy, had he been wrong! The beast just started literally running vertically up the wall. It was honestly one of the silliest things Jake had ever seen, but sadly, he had been too occupied not getting smashed by the massive beast to appreciate the comedy.

      The fight had been rather long and only ended after he managed to mount the beast while injecting the Malefic Viper Touch.

      He had won the fight, but it had made quite the spectacle—a spectacle that had attracted a few of these pests. To his dismay, the first one who saw him had started making loud shrieking noises, which attracted even more of the damn things.

      They were small, green raptor-like animals, the size of golden retrievers. But they were incredibly fast and agile while also having highly toxic bites. Jake could handle being bitten, as the poison didn’t really affect him due to his Palate of the Malefic Viper, but it still hurt like hell.

      He had already killed more than ten of them, and yet five still chased him. The buggers were nothing if not determined, at least.

      Shadow Vaulting once more, he managed to slip away from the two that had gotten closer and landed another poisoned arrow on one of the beasts, making it tumble to the ground.

      In return, he got four spits of acid his way fired by the other small dinosaurs. The speed of the liquid was too fast for Jake to avoid, and he simply covered his head and let it rain down on him. It did hurt a bit, but it honestly wasn’t that bad.

      It had to be said that the poor beasts were incredibly poorly matched against Jake. Their power focused on the use of acid and poison, two things Jake had significant resistance to. At the same time, they didn’t really have any particularly strong poison resistance of their own.

      Their speed was impressive, and they had dodged a majority of Jake’s attempts to strike back, but in the end, it was a battle of attrition.

      Jake was able to take the buggers down in one shot, while they could barely harm him. Their damage came through the venom excreted through their bites, which in the end only helped Jake recover a bit of mana every time they took a bite out of him. He couldn’t just tank their attacks, but he could easily handle their occasional strike that landed.

      Which was why it only took a few more minutes before the last beast was dead on the ground. When it was down to two of them, Jake didn’t bother dodging anymore. He simply met them in melee. Getting hold of them one by one, he used Touch of the Malefic Viper to take them down swiftly.

      Exhausted from the chase, he lay down on the ground and stared up at the sky. Another reason he had switched from using his bow was slightly more embarrassing… He had run out of arrows.

      Despite having two quivers, his starting one and one taken from the archer who’d been with the nature warrior, he had used all the arrows in both of them. Mainly because of the damn beasts constantly dodging him.

      If he found another upgrade token, he, without a doubt, would want to upgrade the quiver. It should also help make his arrows better, making them not always break whenever he shot them. Even now, they often broke when he hit a beast.

      Speaking of the quivers, he took the one he had stored in his spatial necklace out and started injecting mana into it along with the quiver on his back. Another perk of being better at handling mana was not making direct skin contact with an item while injecting mana, though it did make it way faster and more efficient.

      As he relaxed, he started going through the fight. In the end, the battle had been rather fruitful. Opening his notifications menu, he saw that he had gotten two whole levels from the struggle with the dinos and the buffalo. The dinosaurs’ levels weren’t that high, but he had killed quite a number of them.

      
        
        *You have slain [Acidtooth Compsognathus – lvl 42] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 44,000 TP earned*

      

      

      The highest-leveled one had only been 42, with the rest of them being between 38 and 41. But the experience had gotten him to the next threshold nevertheless.

      
        
        *’DING!’ Class: [Ambitious Hunter] has reached level 30 - Stat points allocated, +4 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *Ambitious Hunter class skills available*

      

      

      He was excited to finally get to some new skills in his class. While he had technically gotten Hunter’s Sight and Big Game Hunter, the first one was just an upgrade to what he already had, while the other was passive. He had felt that ability during his fights. It was subtle, but he did feel like he got slightly faster and stronger whenever he fought beasts of a higher level.

      If he hadn’t been perceptive, he wouldn’t have noticed it or just brushed it off as adrenaline or something like that. Not that he knew if that chemical compound had any effect or was even a real thing of consequence in the system.

      As was customary by now, he started going through the skills one by one. The ones before he’d evolved his class were still available, save for a few exceptions. Some of them were clearly gone because they had upgraded versions available on the list below.

      The first skill was entirely new, however.

      
        
        [Basic Nature Affinity (Inferior)] – One with his surroundings, the Ambitious Hunter finds inspiration and solace in nature itself. Grants the hunter the nature affinity. Allows the hunter to change his energies into one with nature affinity, granting it slight healing and regeneration properties. It also allows the user to absorb mana of the nature affinity more easily.

      

      

      This was his first time encountering an affinity skill. He knew this type of skill was prevalent among many mana-users throughout the multiverse who wanted to use a kind of mana they didn’t have a natural affinity to.

      As for the skill itself, it held quite a bit of attraction to Jake. But it was still in the area of only being “a bit.” Everyone held natural affinities by default, and from the sword earlier, he more or less confirmed that he didn’t have the nature affinity.

      An affinity skill wasn’t an active skill. It would allow the user to change the property of the energy, but that was about it. Jake could already use his mana currently, but not that effectively quite yet, as he was still practicing and improving. His little explosion of mana during the trap had been a great example of this.

      Mana could be used for pretty much anything. Nature-affinity mana was just another subcategory of a type of mana. Jake had even read that if one became sufficiently skilled in a kind of magic, their type of mana could change, so the status window started showing "nature mana" instead of just mana. While this would undoubtedly limit the individual in many ways, it would also significantly empower whatever used nature mana.

      The skill would also open Jake up to many new skills when he reached level 40. There was even a chance that the affinity skill itself would come with another skill, though he doubted it.

      But while the skill would open a lot of doors, it would close far more. It wouldn’t make acquiring other, more opposing affinities impossible, but it would make it astronomically more difficult. In other words, he just didn’t feel like committing to a path currently. He was also afraid if it would have any adverse effect on his alchemy.

      While he knew it likely wouldn’t hurt it, and would probably even improve his skills in making potions, he did have a lingering fear it would adversely affect his poison concocting. It was just a little fear, but his intuition advised him against it. And if he had learned one thing, it was to trust his instincts above anything else when it came to decisions like this.

      With all that in mind, he moved on to the next skill.
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            Herrmann Schmidt

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake found that the second skill was a bit more… traditional.

      
        
        [Piercing Arrow (Common)] – The first strike is often the most important when hunting. Grants the hunter the ability to infuse an arrow with energy to increase its penetrative power. Increases power depending on stamina expended. Adds a small bonus to the effect of Agility and Strength when using Piercing Arrow.

      

      

      This skill was also fascinating, and it would likely synergize incredibly well with Powershot too. But did he genuinely need a more powerful opening shot and more preparation for now? Would his arrows even be able to handle the skill, or just break apart?

      If the skill had said that it conjured an arrow, he would’ve been far more excited about it. Many skills had to do that, but this one clearly didn’t.

      Assuming he did get the skill to work correctly, it would bring his opening attack to a ridiculous power level. It was already quite silly with Powershot and his poison alone, but coupled with this… perhaps he could even have killed that giant buffalo.

      Postponing the decision, he moved on to the next one. It was one of the skills that had gotten an upgraded version.

      
        
        [Hunter’s Tracking (Uncommon)] – The hunter does not sit silently in his lodge, but actively hunts for his prey. Unlocks proficiency in tracking down prey based on limited clues left behind. Also allows the hunter to more easily identify characteristics of the game, including mana signatures and aura. Adds a small bonus to the effect of Perception while tracking.

      

      

      This had been one of the skills he’d wanted back at level 5 in the early days of the tutorial. He had chosen Basic Stealth back then instead, a decision he hadn’t felt any regret toward, but he did have moments where being able to track people would be useful. Such as when he was searching for his colleagues.

      In hindsight, however, perhaps it was good he hadn’t been able to track them down earlier. If he hadn’t leveled up and acquired Shadow Vault, he would undoubtedly be a dead man by now.

      If he thought about the current benefits the skill would provide… it was somewhat limited. It was the type of skill you hated not to have when you needed it, but rarely found yourself in a situation where it was actually necessary.

      But even more importantly… Jake felt like he could learn a lot of what the skill did by himself. He was already starting to get a basic understanding of recognizing energy given off by others. He also had his Sphere of Perception, which allowed him to quickly search an area far more effectively than he ever could with his eyes.

      Instead, he would try and get a skill that did something he was incapable of, something impossible for the current him to learn.

      Sure, the skill would still be beneficial even if he learned everything himself merely due to the stat effectiveness increasing effect, but he honestly felt it wasn’t worth it. So he moved on.

      
        
        [Hunter’s Trapping Expertise (Uncommon)] – The hunter has many tricks hidden up their sleeve and is not limited to merely facing their prey in direct combat. The Ambitious Hunter instead uses the materials found during his hunt to improvise and create traps to get an edge. Unlocks proficiency in creating traps and tools associated with traps, along with knowledge of how to use them. Adds a small bonus to the effectiveness of stats based on the nature of the trap used.

      

      

      This skill was very much like the prior one, as in another upgraded skill that was more focused on granting knowledge and know-how than actual abilities. He wasn’t a fan of it. He didn’t exactly plan on going around placing traps anyway.

      He preferred to take a more… active approach. He liked to be the hunter, not the hunted. Instead, he would rather strike with a fast and deadly blow rather than sit back and wait patiently for his enemy to slip up. For pretty much the same reasons as the prior skill, he skipped over this one too.

      
        
        [Splitting Arrow (Uncommon)] – One arrow becomes many; one fallen prey becomes a field of death. Fire an arrow that splits into several copies while in flight. Each arrow strikes with the power of the original. Adds a small bonus to the effect of Agility and Strength when using Splitting Arrow.

      

      

      This one was a bit like the first Piercing Arrow, AKA a skill that had an active effect, but he instantly liked this one far more.

      Perhaps he was still quite biased due to the previous fight, but having some area coverage would be very useful. Sure, the damn beasts could dodge one arrow, but could they escape five? Ten?

      Just like with Twin Arrow, he still had the consideration of whether his poison would work with it. It said that it would make an arrow that splits and strikes with the arrow’s original power. Did that include poison?

      He couldn’t precisely use logic to figure it out. This was quite literally the creation of matter itself. Making something from nothing. Sure, it did require energy from him, but it was still matter creation.

      Speaking of Twin Arrow, he was pretty sure this skill was an upgrade of that. They were incredibly similar, but this skill allowed him to make more than a single copy.

      Overall, he had five skills that he considered. He did briefly look back at Active Camouflage, but decided against it rather quickly. Much like the trapping skill, he preferred to move and chase down his enemies rather than sit in ambush.

      The Piercing Arrow was also eventually ruled out. He didn’t need anything more to prepare for his first strike. He already had Powershot and all his poisons. What he needed instead was something to help him during actual combat.

      So, in the end, it came down to Splitting Arrow or Basic Nature Affinity. Both of those would help him a lot here and now. Nature affinity would surely help him survive this mess and synergize well with his already-high Vitality and mana pool, as it would likely open up possibilities to use his mana more actively.

      It naturally also reminded him of the warrior with the Aspiring Blade of Nature class. Thinking back, that man had still been among the strongest survivors he had met during this tutorial. While he did seem weaker than both the spear-wielding fire-guy, Richard, and William, he was undoubtedly strong. His defensive powers at least had been spectacular, easily blocking Jake’s arrows with his energy alone.

      He hadn’t been using nature mana, however. It was instead stamina, or inner energy, infused with nature affinity through some skill. Wait, he thought. Couldn’t he use his stamina for something other than his active skills? If he could use it to enhance himself like the warrior…

      Why couldn’t he? It was clearly stamina the warrior had used. Sure, it had a nature affinity… but what stopped him from just doing the same thing with his unattuned energy? He could do so much with mana without any skill attached to it; why not stamina?

      With the epiphany, Jake completely forgot the skill decision and even dropped the quiver he was still holding in his hand conjuring arrows.

      Sitting down, he entered meditation as he allowed the inspiration to wash over him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "William, can you promise to fulfill my wish?" The Smith asked in a solemn tone. “To avenge my family?”

      "Of course, I already promised you…" William nodded. He owed him that for helping him, right? The Smith had done far more for him during this tutorial than Richard or anyone else. He had helped him learn to smith, patiently guided him, and now he was even making this armor for him. He felt like he owed it to him.

      "Thank you.” The Smith smiled as he went over to the armor and placed both hands on it, then turned to William with a sad smile. "My son was named Gunnar Schmidt, and my daughter-in-law was Karin. She was pregnant with my grandchild-to-be—"

      William suddenly got an awful feeling as he heard the man talk.

      "Please fulfill my final, selfish request of keeping their memory alive."

      A glow started to encompass the man as he kept eye contact with William. The young caster wanted to stop whatever he was doing, but found himself unable to act.

      "Farewell, my young friend. May you find happiness in this new world, and finally come to understand yourself."

      With those words, an explosion of mana came out of the man and entered the armor. But soon, other energies began coming out too. First, his stamina started pouring out, followed by his vital energy. Every last ounce of energy flowed through his hands and into the now-also-glowing armor.

      "Stop it!" William finally managed to yell as he stepped forward. He didn’t know why. He couldn’t understand it, but he didn’t want the man to die. What the fuck is wrong with me?

      But it was too late, as the final mana and stamina had left the man, with only his health points being poured out. It was not just his health points disappearing, but his very life source itself. His already slightly graying hair turned completely white as his complexion withered.

      The otherwise powerful muscles and healthy skin turned white, thin, and sickly. The Smith aged decades in seconds, leaving William completely unable to help or do anything.

      As the final vestige of energy left, so did what life remained in The Smith… no, Herrmann Schmidt.

      He had told his name to William a long time ago… yet it was only at this final moment that he remembered.

      At this point, William was dumbstruck. The seconds passed by as Herrmann's now withered corpse still stood with its hands on the armor. The armor itself had lost a lot of its shine, now no longer silvery but looking more like regular steel.

      William, however, didn’t care much for the armor currently. He just stood there, frozen, as the wheels in his head spun at high speed. He was confused, angry, shocked, but most of all, he felt a sense of… loss.

      Snapping out of it, the young man walked toward the corpse. He was unsure what to do when he finally stood right before it. Was he supposed to move him? Would he have wanted William to do that? And when the hell did he start caring about what other people wanted?

      Gathering his courage, he moved his hand toward the corpse, attempting to move it to the bed or something. But the second his hand touched him, the entire corpse turned to dust and fell to the ground.

      Shocked once more, William stepped back in fright and noticed something drop on the floor in front of him. Water.

      Moving his hand to his face, he felt the liquid coming out of his eyes. He was crying. Why? These tears were real. They were real, and he didn’t like it. Didn’t like it one bit.

      It hurt. Something in William’s chest hurt a lot. It wasn’t physical pain, but something else. He hadn’t ever felt that before. When he remembered the old smith that would have admonished him for acting like a scared cat when he jumped back earlier, the pain only worsened.

      William wasn’t stupid. He knew what this was. Something he believed to be a defect, a disease he had never been afflicted with more. Grief. Something his parents and his psychologists had hoped for him to start somehow understanding for oh so long.

      And now, when he finally understood that emotion, he so dearly wished he never had. It was a disease, a weakness. It made one do stupid things. According to William’s grand philosophy of life, feelings were the key to all things stupid in this world.

      Emotions had been what made the entire faction war go haywire. It had been the death of Hayden, an otherwise major powerhouse in this tutorial, as he had foolishly rushed to their camp with far too few men after Richard sent an archer to fetch him following Jake’s contact.

      It had been the death of Herrmann.

      Trying to push the intrusive thoughts out of his head, William focused on something else—the armor in front of him. When he looked at it and used Identify, he got an oddly familiar feeling.

      
        
        [Expanding Armor of Herrmann Schmidt (Epic)] – An armor made by the Prodigious Smith of Camicus, Herrmann Schmidt. All of his hopes, desires, and goals, even his very life, have been poured into this armor, giving it abilities far above what its materials or enchantments would indicate. Already powerful before the final sacrifice of the smith, the armor is now even more powerful. The armor’s ability to absorb and store mana has been improved along with the materials’ overall quality. Can only be worn by one chosen by the smith before his death. May his memory and Records live on through this artifact. Enchantments: Expanding Armor. Kinetic Force Diffusion. Grants the ability: [Legacy of Herrmann Schmidt]: Summon the Armory of the fallen smith.

      

        

      
        Requirements: Soulbound

      

      

      The armor had… improved, but the description didn’t make William happy at all. It only made the hurt worse. The Smith had indeed poured all he had into it. This armor was his legacy, his final memory. All that remained of him now was this armor, as even his corpse was only dust.

      William knew that this armor belonged to him and him alone. It wasn’t something that could be stolen or sold. It was his to keep until the day he died. It was the result of the man’s desire for vengeance, along with his endless belief in William being able to carry out said revenge.

      Emotions had killed Herrmann, but it had also allowed him to transcend his limits and create something he might never have been able to otherwise. He had managed to turn his emotions and obsessions into strength.

      And William would carry those feelings. Those desires and goals. He had already decided to kill Richard before, but now… now he wanted to. Not because of experience points, tutorial points, or any other tangible benefits.

      He wanted to do so because he had promised to. Because it was the final wish of his best—no, only—friend. He would remember his first real friend’s son, Gunnar, and his daughter-in-law, Karin.

      Placing his hand on the armor, he injected mana into it and found it flowed through the armor more easily than anything he had ever encountered. He instantly felt a connection with the armor along with the knowledge of how to use it.

      Taking off the robe he still wore, he picked up the armor and put it over his head. It was light, far lighter than one would expect. Stats, of course, also helped. The metal felt warm, like the embrace of a caring father.

      Nearly by instinct, he tried spreading out the armor as it slowly started sliding to cover the rest of his body, almost as if it turned liquid. It first spread down his thighs and down his forearms, gradually taking form at William’s own discretion. He felt that he could make it go far faster, but he enjoyed the feeling of the warm metal covering him.

      Finally, the armor covered his hands, lifted his feet one by one, and protected them in boots. The final part was an open helmet that left his face still visible. Slowly, he made the metal cover his face, leaving only two small slits for his eyes.

      But even those he ended up covering. If one looked at him now, it would look like a golem of steel. By design, William had made it entirely airtight. He could hold his breath for easily an hour with his improved stats, and even if he needed air, he could always open up small holes.

      It had to be said that this wasn’t all a function of the armor itself. Without Metal Manipulation, it wouldn’t be feasible at all to alter the form of the armor. Yet it was so perfectly made for him that he could manipulate it oh so easily.

      With his skill to “see” through metal, he didn’t even need holes for his eyes. The only scary thing was the sound. The sound of his own heartbeat as he stood encapsulated by the warm glow of the metal.

      For the first time since entering the tutorial, William truly felt safe. He felt like he could take on anyone and anything.

      He retracted the armor to once again only cover his chest. Putting on his robe once more, he covered his chest, entirely concealing his new armor.

      Turning back to the clothes on the floor, which were all that remained of Herrmann, William made a sad smile as the tears welled up again. Shaking his head, he instead looked down at the now cloth-covered plate mail. If anything indeed remained of Herrmann in this world, it would be the very armor he was wearing.

      "I promise you, old man, I shall show them what the two of us are truly capable of."

      The final thing he did before exiting the cabin was unfold the sheet of metal Herrmann had told him to look at after everything was over.

      Unfolding it, he saw that it carried a voice recording of some sort. As he listened to the old man’s voice, he felt sad, but the message within made him smile a little.

      It was only fitting that his first friend was a sly one…
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      The warm flow went through Jake’s body, quietly circulating through his system. The stream of inner energy was the natural cycle that was ever present in any living being who possessed the energy and subsequently required it to function.

      This was also why there was a passive drain of stamina whenever awake. Whenever the body was moved, a minuscule amount of this energy would get used. Of course, skills took far more energy, as they easily drained hundreds of times the typical stamina consumption in mere moments.

      Which was likely where the name stamina came from. It was the resource that allowed physical actions and skills.

      It was very similar to mana in many ways. Except stamina was the “mana” of the body. Much like a caster without mana would be unable to cast a single spell, a human without stamina would be unable to even move a finger.

      The two energies were so similar in so many ways. Which made sense, as there were ways to change one to the other. But if Jake could do so much with mana… why couldn’t he do it with stamina? Instead of injecting it into an item, why not inject more of it into some regions of his body?

      He could already kind of do that currently. Whenever he used Powershot, he infused his arms, shoulder, and upper body with incredible energy. Enough so that if he channeled for too long, his body started taking damage from it.

      Whenever he’d used Hunter’s Sight and Archer’s Eye prior, he also did so with stamina.

      With these skills, no conscious effort to move the energy was made by him. It was the skill and, subsequently, the system doing all the guidance. He simply had to think he wanted to use Powershot and focus on doing it. Yet he remembered the feeling he got while doing so.

      Which was what he was currently trying to do. At first, he couldn’t find this flow of energy coursing through his body, but eventually, he managed to feel the slight wisps.

      He focused on the feeling as he followed the flow. It was an odd sensation, feeling the energy travel through channels in his body he’d never been aware of. Or perhaps they hadn’t been there before the system reforged his body upon entering the tutorial for the first time.

      If one were into eastern martial arts and medicine, one would call these channels meridians. Jake had no way to further learn about these channels’ details, but he was nevertheless determined to discover the basics.

      He did discover that these “meridians” weren’t actually physically present. They were more metaphysical channels within his body that could change and weave to deliver energy as they pleased. He also discovered that the core of it was around his heart… the same place he felt his vital energy exit from.

      Time slowly passed as Jake sat deep in meditation. Every single shred of his consciousness was solely focused on the stamina traveling through him. Slowly, he started to try and nudge it a little here and there. Speed it up, slow it down, even perhaps try and change the way it traveled slightly.

      While he did find minor success in the first two, he got nothing when he tried to change the direction.

      The energy was his own to begin with, a part of his body. It was energy, just like mana was. So he tried experimenting with treating it more like mana.

      Attempting some of the methods he’d used when making potions, more specifically stamina potions, he started to find rapid progress.

      The artificial sun had already come up once more when Jake finally opened his eyes.

      Standing up, he started punching the air. Or shadowboxing, if one wanted to get fancy with the wording. Partway through, he started speeding up slightly as he focused on enhancing himself. It was a small difference, but it worked.

      He tried increasing it as he got faster and faster. His fists started whistling through the air as the power got higher and higher. As his movements began to look like a blur, he suddenly felt something was very wrong. He felt numb in his arms, followed by pain, not unlike when he used Powershot for too long. But this was far worse.

      He tried to stop the flow and the influx of stamina but found himself unable to. The speed stopped increasing, and he kept boxing, needing some kind of outlet for the energy.

      The veins on his arms started bulging and turning red, his fists moving despite Jake trying to stop them. By now, he was entirely out of his stupor and discovered how utterly stupid he had been. He had focused so much on being able to do it and not at all on how to stop.

      Finally, the flow reached a crescendo as both his arms suddenly burst open like they were overinflated balloons. Blood spewed everywhere and he screamed out in pain, falling backward to the ground.

      The stamina consumption had stopped, no longer having a medium to travel through without his arms.

      Below his shoulders, he now only had two small stumps left. The pain was nearly unbearable, but Jake managed to summon a healing potion from his spatial storage, then somehow uncorked it and emptied the small bottle down his throat through the use of mana strings and his teeth.

      He felt like an idiot as he lay on the ground. He had believed himself to be onto something genuinely remarkable. And while he kind of had, at the same time, it was perilous to play around with. He couldn’t help but laugh a bit to himself. Within such a short period, he had managed to lose three arms, counting the one he’d lost to the raptors. Quite impressive.

      He also found it absurd how little he cared about it. Before the system, losing an arm would be a lifelong disability. Now he just found it a minor inconvenience, as it took slightly longer to regrow an arm than heal an ordinary wound.

      Looking at his health points, they had only decreased by a bit less than 1000 despite losing both his arms, an amount that was nearly instantly regenerated upon drinking the health potion earlier.

      But he had learned something. His practice was not entirely useless. If he could control his inner energy a bit better, it should help his use of skills. Say, what if he tried to speed up the charging of Powershot by forcefully increasing the flow of energy?

      One of the benefits of Powershot was the immediate release of energy whenever he let go of the string. All the inner energy stored in his limbs was released at once into a single devastating blow, unlike his disastrous shadowboxing earlier, where the energy just kept building up without any sign of stopping or outlet. He could let out a bit of energy with every punch, but far from enough.

      It was a bit like having a power supply in a computer. While the power supply was technically drawing power from a source able to deliver far more energy than necessary, it would only take what was required and then deliver that to the other computer components.

      What he’d done before was akin to hammering two nails into a power outlet and attaching two cables directly to his graphics card, frying it real good. Sadly for him, the body didn’t have any natural breakers or security systems built in.

      But at least it only targeted his arms. He could only dread what would have happened if he’d tried to speed up the flow in his entire body. While it would’ve likely granted a significant increase in power, it would equally as likely have resulted in a rapid decrease in being alive.

      While the thoughts spun in his head, his arms were slowly regrowing. At the same time, the system popped up in front of his eyes.

      
        
        *Warning* Skill selection still in progress. Postponing or delaying your choice may lead to adverse effects.

      

      

      Oh shit, Jake thought, reminded of what he’d been doing before his small moment of disastrous enlightenment.

      Opening the menu once more, he subconsciously checked the list and was surprised to find another new option.

      
        
        [Explosive Punch (Inferior)] – A reckless strike may lead to an expected victory. Punch an enemy with extreme strength, dealing the same amount of damage to the enemy as well as yourself. Adds a small bonus to the effect of Strength while using Explosive Punch.

      

      

      Reading it, he felt rather insulted. Yet it also helped confirm his suspicion that one could somehow unlock skills through their actions.

      He did wonder why he hadn’t seen anything related to his Bloodline, though.

      It provided at least two tangible abilities. Sphere of Perception, as he called it, which of course allowed him to “see” everything in a sphere around him, and the danger sense, which gave him a supernatural sense of how dangerous something was, or if something was dangerous at all.

      These two were just among the more tangible benefits. The everyday help from his instincts, along with his intuition, both also did wondrous work.

      And yet it didn’t provide anything but the Bloodline ability. Jake opened the window to confirm and was a bit taken aback.

      
        
        [Bloodline of the Primal Hunter (Bloodline Ability - Unique)] – Dormant power lies in the very essence of your being. A unique, innate ability awakened in the Bloodline of Jake Thayne. Grants the Sphere of Perception. Grants an improved sense of danger. Enhances all instincts and intuition. +15% to Perception.

      

      

      The description had changed. It hadn’t been a massive change, but it had changed nevertheless. Looking at the log, he couldn’t see the old version of it. But he could remember the wording quite well. It had merely said that it enhanced innate instincts, enhanced perception of his surroundings, and enhanced his perception of danger.

      Did the system just copy my thoughts? he pondered as he kept reading the ability. The function of the ability hadn’t changed, and he didn’t feel any difference either. It was just the wording. The wording used was the same terms he had made up on a whim to describe the ability more easily.

      The ability had always been rather special. First of all, it was the only system message Jake had ever seen that mentioned his name. Even those that alluded to his name did so by addressing him. But this one clearly said that Jake Thayne was awakened, speaking of him in the third person. This made him wonder if it would say the same for others who somehow obtained this ability.

      
        
        *Warning* Skill selection still in progress. Postponing or delaying your choice may lead to adverse effects.

      

      

      Yeah, yeah, Jake thought as he dispelled the message, which popped up once more to warn him of how much time he wasted just thinking about stuff.

      In the end, he settled on the Splitting Arrow skill.

      
        
        *Skill Gained*: [Splitting Arrow (Uncommon)] – One arrow becomes many; one fallen prey becomes a field of death. Fire an arrow that splits into several copies while in flight. Each arrow strikes with the power of the original. Adds a small bonus to the effect of Agility and Strength when using Splitting Arrow.

      

      

      This skill would give him a more practical approach to handle crowds of enemies and provide an additional attack he could use during direct combat.

      In the end, Basic Nature Affinity just didn’t appeal to him that much. His intuition told him the same, and as he had just gone through, that one was good enough to warrant its own unique ability.

      Feeling the knowledge enter his mind, he instantly wanted to try out the skill. Remembering his current lack of limbs, however, he sadly had to postpone it as he sat up.

      The dead beasts were still all around him, and his sphere didn’t pick up anything within it— nothing of importance anyway.

      He decided to meditate once more to regenerate his stamina and mana faster. While his mana was pretty much full, his stamina had been reduced to less than 30% after his battling and experimentation earlier. So calling his reckless use of stamina inefficient would be a colossal understatement too, it seemed.

      Jake focused on the vital energy during this time. Meditation had the considerable drawback of completely cutting off all senses in the body. Except for touch, that is, which meant that he could still feel the energy moving about as it reconstructed his limbs.

      He didn’t even attempt to influence it in any way. Perhaps he could have tried to speed up the healing process, but he decided just to let it do its work. He had done enough experimentation with the energy for now.

      Learning from the movement, however, wasn’t out of the question. This energy didn’t move through any set channels, but inhabited every single piece of Jake’s body—his flesh, blood, bones, everything.

      The vital energy concentration in other parts of his body started gathering toward the two limbs as they slowly regenerated, rapidly being restored by some unseen source around his heart at the same time.

      The bone grew out as if it were a small tree slowly reaching toward the sky. The flesh was like the moss and bark growing on the tree as it slowly piled on top. If one looked from the outside, it would look like the small stumps gradually extended down his arms, as the ends of it seemed to ripple slowly. Disgusting, to say the least, but far above what any modern medicine could achieve.

      It took a few hours before the regeneration finished. Jake’s arms still felt weak, but they were nearly perfectly fine once more. As it wasn’t his first time losing a limb, he knew that in just a few hours, they would be as good as new. Or, well, as good as old. He also found his bracers that had been blasted away and put them on again.

      Having more spare time, he took out his mixing bowl from his necklace. No reason to slack off, even if he couldn’t fight properly.

      Besides, he still had to replenish his poison storage at some point. His blood, infused by Blood of the Malefic Viper, was undoubtedly strong, but the common-rarity Necrotic Poison was more potent.

      But even more importantly, his blood could only take on the necrotic properties. He still had other, more acid-like poisons and hemotoxins, and he was even thinking of concocting some powder he could turn into gas.

      He had held himself back from doing so before. He still had some moral inklings. Using poison mist or powder was no different from many modern chemical weapons. Something outlawed by every civil society, and its use was generally considered an atrocious war crime. As he had no way to control the poison mist or gas once released, he was very reluctant to use it.

      Yet he was slowly beginning to get over some of those moral barriers now. If poison would help bring him such power… it was worth it. He still had his own morals, his own code. The weapon, no matter how despicable, was always just that: a weapon. His deployment of said weapon was the only thing worth considering.

      The mixing itself was soothing, and he went on a bit longer than he anticipated he would. After hours, he was finally rewarded with a level.

      
        
        *’DING!’ Profession: [Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 46 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (E)] has reached level 38 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

      

      Smiling, he enjoyed the warm flow of the stats. He had decided to try and get his profession to 50 before the end of the tutorial. He was pretty damn sure the skill offered would turn out to be useful, considering the epic skill he’d gotten last time.

      Checking the tutorial panel to see his time remaining, he was a bit shocked.

      
        
        Tutorial Panel

        Duration: 22 days & 22:54:11

        Total Survivors Remaining: 204/1200

      

      

      The number of survivors had dropped… significantly. As he had it open, he saw the number go down.

      
        
        Total Survivors Remaining: 203/1200

      

      

      First time catching it, he thought, but seconds later, it happened again.

      
        
        Total Survivors Remaining: 202/1200

      

      

      And again...

      
        
        Total Survivors Remaining: 201/1200

        Total Survivors Remaining: 200/1200

        Total Survivors Remaining: 199/1200

      

      

      What the hell is going on?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 60

          

          

      

    

    







            Idiots

          

        

      

    

    
      A few hours earlier, while it was still early in the morning, the base was in full motion. The smiths worked overtime, the tailors doing the last work, and all the warriors readied their weapons and prepared themselves to make sure all their resources were fully replenished.

      The order given was to march toward the now deceased Hayden’s base only minutes from now. They had all expected the command to come sooner or later, but it nevertheless came a bit earlier than most would have predicted.

      As for Richard himself, he was currently in the large cabin functioning as the headquarters of his base. With him were Caroline and three other influential members of his team. Notably absent from the regular group of leaders was Jacob, who had yet to soften up after the whole Jake debacle.

      Richard didn’t sweat it much. They still had more than three weeks remaining, and despite his anger, Jacob had always done his job. Not happily, but he did it. His sense of responsibility seemingly trumped his anger.

      Looking around at the other leaders in the camp, he was quite satisfied with himself. He had chosen to have a leader from each starting class present as if to represent their faction. Caroline naturally was the representative of the smallest group, the healers. Warriors had been bundled into one, Richard taking charge of all of them, while the three others were the archer simply known as Scout, a caster who had recently been replaced by William, and Joanna representing the craftsmen and craftswomen.

      His desire to conquer the base of Hayden was still being questioned even now. Especially by the middle-aged woman who saw it all as utterly unnecessary bloodshed.

      Richard believed that the light caster, and former second-in-command, of the enemy faction’s remnants still wanted to fight. The caster likely thought that Richard wouldn’t risk storming their somewhat fortified base, even with their advantage in numbers. It was illogical and unnecessary, just like the craftswoman said.

      He would agree, if not for a small detail.

      
        
        Tutorial Quest: A Leader is born

      

        

      
        Objective: Become the sole leader of at least 90% of the other humans during the tutorial.

        Current progress: 57%

        Eliminate other leaders: 1/1

      

      

      The quest had been obtained on the second day of the tutorial, before he had even properly established his camp. He had been surprised at the notification, but at the same time excited.

      There was no way such a quest wouldn’t reward something worthwhile. Of course, the only obstacle in his way had been Hayden. A man who, as the quest objective showed, also had the same quest as himself. Or at least the man had also been recognized by the system as a faction leader.

      His aim was naturally not a measly 90%. He wanted to complete the quest with a 100% completion rate. The quest clearly said "at least 90%," which indicated rewards for having more. A bonus he would gladly claim.

      All he needed now was to wipe out what remained of Hayden’s goons and then hunt down that troublesome archer Jake, along with any other stragglers. Striking down any dissidents within his own faction shouldn’t prove much of an issue either.

      Looking about, he examined all of the people. His skill made him aware of their loyalty. Many of the recent defects from Hayden’s camp weren’t considered loyal quite yet, but that was kind of expected.

      Richard was also annoyed to see that William, that moron, was no longer considered loyal. He was joining their assault, however, so all was good. He would make use of the teenager to wipe out his enemies and then put him down.

      Having concluded their meeting, and William having confirmed his tactic, the five people exited the cabin. Everyone except the craftswoman went toward the gate.

      "Listen up, people!" Richard yelled as he made his way to the middle of the camp and stopped. "Hayden is dead, but his people remain, and I fear they thirst for revenge. We have given them the chance to step down, but they refused! Tell me, are we going to let them truly start another war again!?"

      "NO!" several people yelled from the group—his own planted people, along with a few others.

      "Exactly!" he continued. "We should crush them before they gather themselves and attack! Show them that we aren’t afraid!"

      Cheers sounded out as he smiled to himself in satisfaction. It was only a stupid act, but it had always worked to build morale and cohesion.

      More and more people came to the middle of the base until the nearly two hundred people stood in front of him. Some of them weren’t combatants and had simply come to send off their friends, but most were there to join him in his conquest.

      Seeing a figure in the front—a young man with blonde hair and piercing blue eyes—the warrior smiled to himself. "William, I am happy to see you join us.”

      He didn’t fear William. Not in the slightest. The young man had shown himself to be deceitful and powerful. But he hadn’t shown himself to be foolhardy or overly stupid; he should know that Richard would only bring him benefits. He couldn’t imagine the caster turning on him anytime soon. Purely from a pragmatic standpoint, Richard was extremely favored in the coming battle, and for William to try something would be stupid.

      "Will The Smith join us also?" Richard asked as he looked around.

      "Sorry, partner, he isn’t a fan of stuff like this," William answered, cheerfully laughing. "You know the old man cares more about smithing than anything else in this world."

      "A shame, his hammer would have been more than welcome," Richard said regretfully. The Smith would have been a great asset, but then again, perhaps it was good to leave him behind. He was another of the disloyal subjects that Richard would turn or eliminate in time.

      "But we have you here, so be sure to show us what you are made of, my friend." Richard laughed as he patted the young man on his shoulder. Feeling metal below the robe surprised Richard a bit, but he didn’t think more of it. He was a caster focusing on metal, after all.

      William kept up his fake, cheerful smile while he inwardly sneered. Sneered, and seethed in rage. Who the fuck does he think he is to call me a friend? That was only for Herrmann to do!

      Suppressing his emotions, something he never believed he would ever have to do, he followed the rest of the merry band as they made their way toward Hayden’s old camp. William learned on the way that the light caster's name was Desmond, a soldier who was working under Hayden who had exemplified himself during the tutorial.

      A lot of defectors were more than happy with sharing every little tidbit of information they could. While no one knew it for a fact, chances were that some of these people were the ones behind the atrocities committed against their factions.

      With that in mind, Richard believed they’d done this to get the other leaders as fast as possible in the good graces of himself, which was also why practically all of them had joined this attack. Besides, it gave him an excellent excuse to throw them all in the front.

      William didn’t care either. What faction you belonged to was irrelevant. Today would be a slaughter, with William happily taking on the role of the butcher. And he wasn’t picky about what to put on his chopping board.

      Less than an hour later, they finally stood within eyeshot of the wall erected by Hayden and his comrades. Walking closer, they stopped only twenty meters or so from the gate. They heard yelling and confusion from behind the wall. They hadn’t exactly been subtle in their approach.

      "DESMOND, YOU COWARD, GET THE FUCK OUT HERE!" Richard yelled, the sound booming out. The volume was far above what a human could ever do before the system.

      No response came from the base, but a few people were peeking over the wall in shock and horror. After only ten seconds or so, Richard’s slim patience was spent as he opened his mouth once more.

      "If you aren’t coming out," he said, walking toward the wooden gate, "then I am coming in!"

      Raising his tower shield, he pushed it forward and fired a shockwave out of the shield, easily smashing the fragile wooden gate off its hinges.

      What met him was a beam of light, followed by a string of other spells as they bombarded Richard and the other warriors to his sides.

      "SHIELDS UP!" he yelled, and the others complied. Blue barriers appeared and enlarged in front of their shields, making an impenetrable wall that easily blocked all the spells and arrows.

      "ADVANCE!" the warrior yelled next. They all started marching forward in formation.

      The people on the other side struggled as they slowly backed off and kept firing spells to no avail.

      A few spells were thrown the other way, but the other side kept retreating, clearly focused on defense rather than offense.

      Richard was a bit confused at the response. It seemed chaotic and sporadic… yet planned. But he didn’t worry much as he spotted the unique robe of Desmond among the retreating people. The caster was also clearly firing light beams here and there, though he seemed to be doing a rather half-arsed job, as the spells were on the weaker side.

      The advance was slow but steady, as Richard happily let the other side waste their mana. The shields currently deployed by him and the other heavy warriors were skills they had all learned at level 20. The shield barely consumed any stamina to keep active once deployed.

      Everything was going far better than expected, though Richard was surprised at the lack of people. There were perhaps forty people in front of him, even though Desmond should have more than a hundred. Did that many people desert or flee into the forest? Or…

      Before his thoughts could go further, he heard an explosion from behind, followed by screams of pain and panic.

      Shit, Richard thought as he turned back. What the fuck is happening?

      What Richard didn’t know was that the man he was currently suppressing wasn’t Desmond.

      Desmond wasn’t stupid or reckless. Hayden had never been the brain of their operation, especially not after his son died. He had been overly emotional and spontaneous, which was why Desmond had taken charge of most of their planning and management.

      Which was also why he had more easily united the remaining survivors of their camp. Far more quickly than Richard had predicted.

      From behind the attacking force, the forest shimmered as dozens of people were revealed. Ironically, Richard had been struck by the same trap he had used against Jake.

      Simultaneously, the plants that Richard had thought to be deserters turned toward the weaker casters and charged toward them.

      Sandwiched between the two forces, and with Richard having pushed together with a group of other warriors and elites, the mediocre fighters started a desperate struggle, beset on all sides.

      While he had surely underestimated the enemy, Richard wasn’t a total slouch. He quickly remobilized his men as they charged backward once more to face the so-called “deserters.”

      Chaotic fighting ensued as the groups started clashing and mixing. Richard had issues trying to make it back toward Desmond, as he had a blend of allies and enemies between the two of them, all fighting desperately.

      It had to be said that the majority of the survivors were barely fillers, people who had barely managed to get their first class evolution, with even a few not having them at all. Most only had the basic evolutions, not offering them much power at all.

      This meant that the truly powerful individuals who had gotten more powerful classes easily distinguished themselves.

      A caster with a stone staff fired spike after spike into the masses, killing Richard’s men one by one. However, he soon met his end as a glowing red arrow fired with a Powershot blew off his head, shattering the mana barrier he had hastily erected.

      The one who had fired it, the scout, didn't exactly have an easy time either, as he was cleaved in two by a two-handed blade that descended from a warrior surrounded by weird energy giving off a deadly feeling. A warrior who soon found himself at the other end of a barrage of spells, tearing him to pieces.

      Individual strength distinguished you, and naturally also made you an obvious target.

      But not every such standout fell. The genuinely extraordinary, despite the many attacks coming their way, managed to prevail. Richard simply shrugged off most attacks or blocked them as he confidently rushed toward his enemies. Desmond also quickly blocked ranged attacks with a barrier of light or dodged away with an ability akin to Jake’s Shadow Vault.

      Caroline easily defended herself as several transparent barriers revolved around her. Other standouts were also around, such as a former light warrior, who was now drifting around among the casters, cutting them down one by one.

      Not everyone had an incredibly high Vitality and Toughness like Jake or powerful defensive techniques such as Richard and Caroline. Most were also used to fighting in tight-knit teams, using coordination and planning to take down beasts and other enemies.

      This fight, however, was not one of planning or deliberation. It was a senseless slaughter where cohesion and teamwork lost all meaning. The number of former allies felled by their friends was not just one or two, as big spells were flung out among the crowd.

      The deaths piled up as the stench of blood permeated the otherwise peaceful-looking forest. The number of survivors dropped each second, and the weaker survivors quickly got thinned out by the more powerful. Casters were naturally the most vulnerable, as they were the class with the lowest defensive capabilities.

      Archers did a bit better due to their high Agility, with many of them fleeing to the outer area of the battlefield and taking up a position to shoot from there.

      Healers were few and far between, but those around did manage to attain the closest thing to teamwork. With warriors on all sides, Caroline, as an example, easily kept herself and the surrounding warriors safe, even finding time to assist Richard and some others here and there.

      Warriors were the ones that shined the most in this mess. The melee brawl was their natural element; they slashed and smashed with their weapons at anything they determined to be an enemy.

      All the resentment that had been suppressed by framing Jake was now back with a vengeance, the anger and brutality revived with more force than ever before. Barely anyone had liked “playing nice,” and now they could finally let loose.

      Soon less than fifty people remained as the fighting slowed down. On one side stood Richard and more than thirty others, all but a few covered in blood and gore from the brutal slaughter.

      On the other side stood a pale-looking Desmond, with a rapier-wielding warrior at his side. The warrior didn’t look too good either, as apparent wounds were present all over his body.

      Not that Richard and the dozen or so fighters at his side got off scot-free. But they had an advantage the other side didn’t. Only a single healer remained, likely in the entire tutorial: Caroline. The passive aura given to all healers and her powerful skills from her class above level 40 replenished their side.

      "Give up, Desmond, and you may still live," Richard said as he smiled viciously. The results were clear, and he was the victor.

      Briefly looking at the number of survivors, his grin only got bigger.

      
        
        Total Survivors Remaining: 108/1200

      

      

      He knew that everyone who wasn’t here had to be back in his base, based on a quick headcount.

      "Just end it quickly," the caster said. He made a sad smile, looking somewhere or at someone behind Richard.

      "With pleasure," Richard said as he walked forward, preparing to stab the man.

      Instead, he was met with an explosion of light as the ground shook. When the light died down, all that remained was the light mage's body, along with several of his dead comrades surrounding him.

      And of course Richard, who stood with a transparent barrier in front of him, with Caroline right behind, her hand raised as she channeled the spell.

      "Fucking idiot." Richard chuckled, walking toward the now even more injured warrior who had dropped his rapier.

      "I agree," a voice said as the barrier in front of Richard shattered.

      Turning back in shock, he saw Caroline with her eyes wide as a spear impaled her heart from behind. To make it worse, everything around the wound started slowly turning into metal. Her body looked like it had rusted.

      "WILLIAM, WHAT THE FUCK!?" Richard yelled. Metal that looked like steel or perhaps silver covered the young man's entire body, except for his face, as he stood there. His goofy smile was gone, and his gaze had a level of hatred Richard didn’t know he could even display.

      Instead of answering, William simply repeated Richard's own sentiment: "You are indeed all fucking idiots."
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            A Bitter End

          

        

      

    

    
      Caroline couldn’t even scream anymore as the metal spread from her heart until all that remained was a mannequin of iron. The low Vitality and Toughness of a healer became apparent, as she didn’t even have time to struggle before her death.

      On the other hand, Richard, along with the still more than thirty elites around him, was dumbfounded. What the fuck was going on?

      "Always the healer first," William said, his voice cold, "and then you do the adds, followed by the big boss."

      With those words, metal slid up and covered his face, not even leaving any holes for air to seep through.

      His spear was still stuck in Caroline’s corpse of metal as the two warriors closest to him made their move.

      The first one swung down a massive sword, aiming for the hand that held the spear. William didn’t even bother to dodge as the man hit his lower arm.

      To the surprise of everyone but William, the arm didn’t even move. Instead, the warrior felt the impact reverberate up his arms, causing him to grunt in pain. The ground below William did sink in slightly, but otherwise, he didn’t really feel the blow very much.

      Counteracting the force using metal manipulation on his armor was simplicity itself, while the enchantments Herrmann had placed on the armor nullified much of the impact. Along with that, William didn’t exactly rate the man very highly.

      The other warrior simply stabbed toward William's back, his blade not finding any purchase either as it encountered the impenetrable armor.

      "Boring," a distorted voice sounded out from within the golem-like body.

      Taking his spear out in a far faster motion than any of the warriors were capable of, he swung it to one side, slicing up the chest of the one with the heavy sword. Four blades seemed to emerge from the armor as they stabbed through another.

      Two warriors instantly fell as Richard started to realize the gravity of the situation.

      "FORMATION!" he yelled as they all shrugged off their groggy states and retreated away from the metal caster.

      The casters on Richard’s side began to condense spells. The two archers that remained each started to channel a Powershot.

      Not that William planned on letting them fire it, as more weapons emerged from his armor.

      William didn’t have any spatial storage, but instead used the Legacy of Herrmann Schmidt to summon his armory. It was akin to spatial storage in some ways, but in other ways, it wasn’t. The weapons didn’t physically exist, but were instead constructed in real-time by the skill as he used them.

      It allowed William to summon creations of the late smith. Swords, axes, spears, daggers, all sorts of weapons, and some pieces of armor. Though the young caster didn’t need that part of the ability, as he was more than fine when it came to his defenses.

      It did cost him mana to create these weapons, but it was nothing compared to using his other metal-creation skill.

      These weapons were now flying out one by one from his body as he focused his mind on controlling them. When he had first gotten the skill Metal Manipulation, he could manage only a few daggers. It had rapidly progressed from three to four to five, and so on and so forth.

      Now, more than twenty weapons that were far bigger than a dagger flew around him with erratic movements. Like a school of fish, they bombarded the poor warriors, who could only scream and run as the nearly two dozen weapons chased them down pointy-end first.

      Seeing that this couldn’t go on, Richard charged toward William and released a shockwave of force. While the young caster's armor gave him incredible defenses, it did have its limits. He was blasted backward, momentarily losing control of some of the flying weapons.

      However, he quickly stabilized himself, raised his spear, and met Richard's glowing sword with it. A mighty clash of caster and warrior ended as one would expect, with William pushed back, forced to retreat as a red gleam started enveloping Richard.

      His blows got faster, and William retreated further, feeling a bit dizzy from the impacts. It was like he was stuck inside a giant bell as the man hammered it with his sword. Without the enchantments, William would have, without a doubt, been spitting out blood from internal injuries by now.

      As he retreated by sliding backward, he didn’t get far. A Powershot hit him in the chest, making him nearly fall over from the impact. The arrow naturally disintegrated as it hit the armor, but it did leave a slight dent and scratch where it had hit.

      The archer himself wasn’t in a much better state, as his arm looked decrepit and weak. He looked to be in even worse shape after more than twenty swords, which he was too weak to dodge, pinned his body to the ground.

      William, wasting no time, slid forward and simply manipulated his body to smash into Richard, who didn’t manage to raise his shield in time. The spear struck down again and again, but was deflected every time.

      The spear he used was, of course, the epic-rarity skill Spear of Ferroras. It raised his physical stats significantly while wielding it, and the powerful curse placed upon it only made the weapon all the deadlier.

      But while it could turn anyone it hit into metal, it only worked on living things, which meant that William had to penetrate flesh to activate it. Something Richard currently hadn’t allowed him to do, as he either dodged or blocked every blow.

      Neither of them was Agility-focused in any way, but their speed was nevertheless impressive, even to most light warriors, due to the stats both men possessed.

      But while they seemed equally matched at first, one had to consider the entire situation. Richard did manage to face him in melee combat, but this was all while William simultaneously focused on the many flying weapons used to suppress the other elites around him.

      He also had to keep track of all the ranged attacks and the warriors who managed to approach him. While he could shrug off most attacks, some of them were genuinely troublesome—such as the one being launched now.

      A torrent of flame exploded from the side, making William dodge backward frantically. Another flood soon followed as a caster, who seemed himself to be on fire, approached him.

      William recognized the kind of skill the man used. A sacrificial spell, not unlike what Herrmann had done to finish his armor. In return for consuming his life source, the skill allowed him to display power far above the usual.

      The man was a candle flickering in the wind. With a yell, he fired a torrent of flame behind himself, propelling toward William. With a fright, the metal manipulator tried to get away but was blocked by Richard, who had once again raised his shield and erected the giant blue barrier to block him off.

      With an explosion, the burning caster detonated himself like a living bomb. William just barely managed to summon his trusty Wall of Iron in front of him to take the worst of the blow.

      Heat washed over him as he was cooked within his armor. While the armor provided exceptional defense toward physical attacks, it was far from good against elemental ones. The pain was unbearable as he felt his arms and chest heat up and blister, still blocking the torrent of fire while the man slowly burned out.

      Finally, every last piece of energy dispersed from the man as the flames died out. Not a single trace of the caster remained, save for the vast area of burned forest in the shape of a crescent moon, since one side had been blocked off entirely by Richard.

      The smoking armor was unmoving as Richard retracted his shield with a deep breath. His stamina was dangerously low after the fight with Desmond, not to mention the blow he had just blocked.

      The flying blades had dropped to the ground and slowly started turning to mana once more as they dispersed. The Spear of Ferroras was also nowhere to be found, as it too had been dispelled. A total of eight people and one unmoving suit of armor remained in the clearing of ash.

      An archer, two casters, and five warriors were all that remained. Not a single one of them unscathed, their wounds from the fight with Desmond had only worsened. One of the warriors was even missing an arm, as William had managed to cut it off with one of his flying swords.

      Despite the slight reprieve, none of them relaxed. No notification had been received, which meant that the monster that dwelled within the smoking armor still lived.

      Suddenly, everything was wrong. Very wrong. The caster was the first one to notice, exclaiming, "Watch out! He is doing something with the mana!"

      At the exact same time, a figure came out of nothing. A man with only a single arm and a rapier flew past everyone as its tip found purchase in the man standing in the middle.

      Richard groaned as he felt the thin blade penetrate him from behind, but he managed to twist his body and avoid getting hit in the heart. In the same motion, he turned and, with a swift cleave, beheaded the rapier-wielding warrior.

      Which was the moment William’s final attack arrived.

      "Vortex of Steel."

      The distorted voice sounded out from within the armor as the ground started shaking. Small shards of unprocessed metal started slowly rising up from the earth and gathered toward William, followed by all other metal in the surroundings.

      One had to remember exactly where they were—on a battlefield with dozens of bodies all within a few hundred meters, all of them with the equipment they had worn still on. Equipment that now lay unclaimed, as their owners had died.

      Armor, still with corpses in them, started flying toward the eye of the vortex—weapons, arrows, everything. This was soon followed by other tools and articles of metal. Every piece that remained within Hayden and Desmond's former base was now being sucked toward the youth as the concentration of metal around him only increased.

      Even the hinges from the blown-off gate found their way toward him. An unlucky warrior also started getting sucked in as he was impacted by an object, followed by another, some of them sticking to him.

      Richard could only gape with his mouth wide open as the twister appeared before him.

      "Disperse," the voice sounded out once more.

      The metal exploded out from the twister as it started expanding in scale. It carved a path through the forest, cutting up and even felling a few of the smaller trees. The storm of metal and corpses all hit the survivors as they were blasted apart.

      One of them got hit by a nail in his eye, but before he could react, half a quiver’s worth of arrows smashed into his unprotected side. He only managed to get a single scream out before the torso of what had once been a heavy warrior collided with his head with the velocity of a speeding car, knocking him out instantly. More and more random things slowly tore him apart until he too joined the vortex as yet another object to hit his former comrades.

      The storm was brief but effective, slowly dying down.

      Only two living beings remained within hundreds of meters of the vortex's epicenter: the one who had summoned it and Richard, the warrior who had, with all his might, managed to hang on to his life, if only barely.

      He was lying in a pile of battered armor and weapons as he breathed heavily. Both his arms and one of his legs were completely twisted, with his shield and sword nowhere to be found. A horrendous wound seeped blood from where the warrior had stabbed him just moments earlier.

      The kneeling figure encompassed in the steel-looking armor slowly got up as the armor started retracting back into a breastplate.

      What was revealed was a monstrous appearance, as every area of his body had suffered severe burns. Not a single speck of hair remained, and vast parts of his skin and flesh seemed to have melted away. But he lived.

      Levitating, the corpse-like caster floated closer to Richard. The warrior listlessly looked up at the young man. He had been stupid… too stupid. The dog was too mad, and had somehow managed to get far more powerful than he could ever believe…

      Today was meant to be the day he solidified his position as the number one survivor in the tutorial. The day he became the rightful leader. He had so many plans, so many ambitions. He could have become so much…

      "…Why?" he managed to get out with a hoarse voice that seemed to wheeze out at the end. It seemed like one of his lungs had given out. He didn’t have long left, he realized as he looked down and saw several sharp objects sticking out of his chest.

      Yet he wanted to know. He had offered benefits, the illusion of a partnership. What was the mistake that led to this misunderstanding? In his own arrogance, even in his final moments, he didn't understand.

      William answered with a voice even more horrific-sounding than Richard's own. "It was… inevitable. This outcome was always what was meant to happen. What I had planned.” William struggled to get through the words. It was painful… but his pride and desire to gloat and get his message across overpowered that pain.

      "You were a pawn all along," William gasped out. “I used you as you wanted to use me and everyone else.” He laughed as he looked at the unmoving man, not even noticing that his eyes had already closed. "But worst of all, you killed Herrmann! Herrmann was my friend, and you killed him! He was the one who made this armor, you know? Who made this all possible! We beat you together!"

      His laughter only got louder as his voice started cracking.

      "We got our revenge on all you fuckers! And after this, I will return and kill the rest of your herd of sheep! I will pile up their corpses as a tribute to Herrmann, show him that we did it! That we won!

      "And then I will chase down that bastard archer and get my own revenge on him too! I will be the only one left in this shithole, and I’ll show the system that I am indeed the best! That I am superior to every single fucking one of you…"

      At this point, his voice barely came out as a whisper. Two small streams of water had managed to pour down from his eyes despite the burns.

      Richard had already died. William knew it, but he didn’t care.

      William kept rambling on until his voice no longer came out. As his voice ran out of energy, so did the rest of his body. He collapsed on the ash-covered ground. Tears kept streaming down his cheeks as he looked toward the artificial sun that shone in the fake sky. His final thought as he passed out was of Herrmann, and how he had finally fulfilled his promise… and how much emotions sucked.

      William didn’t know that this sudden influx of emotions he had never experienced before was of his own doing. Jake was perhaps the one with the most knowledge of the system due to the vast library in the Challenge Dungeon, and if William had read it, he too would be aware.

      Evolution was guided by your Records, desires, goals, and dreams. William had wished to understand emotions… wanted to comprehend why people like Casper would prefer death over life due to such strong feelings, and how it could even allow him to grasp for such power.

      He’d felt like he needed to understand why the war had turned as brutal as it did. He had wished to comprehend emotions more than anything… and his evolution had delivered. What was broken had been healed by his own desire. The floodgates had been opened to a new world of emotions.

      Perhaps it was all a bit too much for the young mind that believed he had everything figured out. He thought himself to be a superior being due to his lack of emotions, but now perhaps these emotions would lead him to more extraordinary things than ever before.

      He hadn’t known any of this would happen.

      But someone did.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A man stepped through nothingness and, with an eternal smile, fished out a small crystal. Crushing it, tiny motes of energy entered the young caster's body. They did little more than make sure his health points didn’t reach zero. He had overreached, and by all accounts, he should die. But the smiling man wouldn’t allow that.

      "You do not have my permission to die yet, now, do you?" he spoke softly.

      He could do no more for now. The system wouldn’t allow it. Besides, if he went too far… he would also get needlessly involved. More so than he already had.

      With those thoughts, the figure disappeared once more, leaving the burnt caster on the ground with only the small motes of light keeping him alive.
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      Jake stared at the number of survivors as it kept going down until it finally stabilized. After twenty minutes, it still hadn’t moved, but the number left was still chilling.

      
        
        Tutorial Panel

        Duration: 22 days & 21:49:53

        Total Survivors Remaining: 49/1200

      

      

      More than two hundred people dead.... Something extremely major must have happened in the outer area.

      He wanted to go back and check… but on the other hand, he didn’t. What did he have to go back for? His only friends had betrayed him and even tried to kill him. Maybe they had done it under false pretenses, but they had nevertheless done so.

      Jacob seemed like the only one not in on the plan… but Jake still blamed him. It was illogical, he knew that, but it didn’t change the fact that he had trusted his former supervisor. His trust had turned into a weakness, as Jake had nearly lost his life due to the error—an error he didn’t want to repeat.

      So Jake ignored it as he closed down the panel. It wasn’t any of his business. Not anymore. Instead, he would do what he knew was his business. Getting stronger.

      Standing up, he stretched his arms a bit and confirmed they were fully healed. He decided to head back toward the cliff where he had hunted before being attacked by the small dinosaurs. It was a great vantage point, and he had a sneaking suspicion that something good had to be hidden down in the valley somewhere.

      Thinking of this new world with a smudge of videogame logic hadn’t turned out to be that wrong yet. And if an area is closely guarded by many enemies in a videogame, chances are something worthwhile is to be found in that area.

      Plus, he had already killed many beasts down there, so it would be a waste to not at least explore the area for herbs and such. He had already found quite a few on the mountainous paths between the valleys, but something more had to be hidden down there.

      It took him less time to get back than he expected, as he reached the cliff he had been on before after only a quarter of an hour. It turned out that running while not simultaneously fighting beasts was faster.

      Standing at the crevice once more, he scanned the area below with Hunter’s Sight. He saw several beasts still roaming about, but far less than when he’d started hunting them.

      It was already well known in the tutorial that the number of beasts was finite, which was why there barely remained any worth hunting in the world outside the barrier to the inner area.

      The same rule seemed to hold true here. The beasts also didn’t seem to migrate between the different valleys, perhaps due to the excessive number of dinosaur-like creatures roaming in between said valleys.

      Either way, it meant that Jake could, in theory, completely clear out one of these valleys if he had enough time. He didn’t plan to do so, but killing the vast majority of them would surely make exploration far safer and faster.

      Taking out his bow, he returned to his bread-and-butter technique of firing blood-soaked arrows with Powershot. But he would spice it up a bit this time.

      He still placed his hand around the arrowhead as he let it cut into his palm while he channeled Blood of the Malefic Viper to turn it toxic. Next, he nocked the arrow and started charging Powershot. But the difference from last time was that he didn’t just let the skill do its own thing.

      Instead, he closely monitored the flow of inner energy as it traveled throughout his body.

      The path it traveled was as he expected, but as it reached his arms and shoulders, he noticed how it spread out in a weird pattern. The energy entered his muscles, but it was as if it did so in a set formation of sorts—a formation he quite honestly couldn’t even begin to comprehend.

      He felt that he could slightly influence how fast the energy moved, but not with this shot, as he was forced to release the built-up energy.

      The arrow exploded out as it hit a few meters away from a badger, which rightfully jumped up in fright before running off, terrified.

      Smirking slightly to himself for missing, he shook his head as he poisoned and nocked another arrow, aiming for another badger in another clearing. This time, he didn’t focus intensively on the skill’s inner workings but saved enough focus to actually hit his prey.

      As predicted, the poor thing didn’t even react as it met its end. This hunting method was a bit unsatisfying for Jake’s desire to find challenges, but very satisfying for the part of him that wanted to get levels fast.

      He continued shooting arrows for the next few hours until he stood there for a good five minutes without being able to spot any beasts. He was sure many remained, hidden by trees or bushes, but he must have thinned them out plenty.

      The buffalo he had killed the day prior had been the strongest beast in the area, as he didn’t spot anything even close to it in level and power.

      He had gotten two more levels from the grind and decided to put the stat points into Agility and Strength. He knew the stats’ values were lowered, as he only had a 10% amplifier on those stats, but he still needed them pretty badly.

      His class upgrade did start providing him quite a bit more in those two, so he would likely be able to invest in Perception with more of his Free Points soon.

      Bringing up his status menu, he smiled at his progress.

      
        
        Status

        Name: Jake Thayne

        Race: [Human (E) – lvl 39]

        Class: [Ambitious Hunter – lvl 32]

        Profession: [Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper – lvl 46]

        Health Points (HP): 3301/3390

        Mana Points (MP): 3985/4070

        Stamina: 458/1540

        Stats

        Strength: 190

        Agility: 225

        Endurance: 154

        Vitality: 339

        Toughness: 179

        Wisdom: 407

        Intelligence: 139

        Perception: 342

        Willpower: 211

        Free Points: 0

      

        

      
        Titles: [Forerunner of the New World], [Bloodline Patriarch], [Holder of a Primordial’s True Blessing], [Dungeoneer I], [Dungeon Pioneer I]

        Class Skills: [Basic One-Handed Weapon (Inferior], [Basic Stealth (Inferior)], [Advanced Archery (Common)], [Hunter’s Sight (Uncommon)], [Powershot (Uncommon)], [Basic Twin-Fang Style (Uncommon)], [Basic Shadow Vault of Umbra (Uncommon)], [Splitting Arrow (Uncommon)], [Big Game Hunter (Rare)]

        Profession Skills: [Herbology (Common)], [Brew Potion (Common)], [Concoct Poison (Common)], [Alchemist’s Purification (Common)], [Alchemical Flame (Common)], [Toxicology (Uncommon)], [Cultivate Toxin (Uncommon)], [Malefic Viper’s Poison (Rare)], [Palate of the Malefic Viper (Rare)], [Touch of the Malefic Viper (Rare)], [Sense of the Malefic Viper (Rare)], [Blood of the Malefic Viper (Epic)]

        Blessing: [True Blessing of the Malefic Viper (Blessing - True)]

        Race Skills: [Endless Tongues of the Myriad Races (Unique)], [Identify (Common)], [Meditate (Common)], [Shroud of the Primordial (Divine)]

        Bloodline: [Bloodline of the Primal Hunter (Bloodline Ability - Unique)]

      

      

      His physical stats had soared since he last checked, something he could also clearly feel as he fought his enemies. His arrows had gotten faster and more powerful, while his movements had experienced the same growth.

      He had no idea how much he could lift by now, but by the power of just a regular punch, he could likely bench the combined weight of several Olympic wrestlers without breaking a sweat.

      Of course, the growth felt a bit weird, as he also met stronger and stronger enemies. But if he compared what he could fight now to what he had faced back when first entering the tutorial, it was night and day.

      A single one of the small raptors could have ripped the level 10 Stonetusk Boar to pieces in seconds. Meanwhile, Jake had required the help of his colleagues and his entire quiver’s worth of arrows to take down the beast.

      Of course, if Jake himself faced that boar now, he could likely kill it with his bare hands and only a few punches. It was a bit surreal to imagine, but one could only say that the system and his mind did an excellent job adapting him to his rising strength.

      Closing down his status menu once again, he took out a stamina potion and chugged it down. His stamina was only at around a fourth of his total, after all. The potions were still relatively weak, but it did give him a few hundred more points, enough to fight almost anything he could meet below. If not, it would at least allow him to escape.

      The drop to the valley below was tens of meters, but Jake didn’t bother with a long climb. He simply took a step over the edge and let gravity do the work.

      He quickly fell and landed on the ground, not even having to properly soak the impact as he barely felt the reverberations in his legs. His Toughness was far too high for a drop like this to do him any harm.

      From below, he could see into the forest. From this new vantage point, he did spot a few beasts that had been hidden below the trees’ crowns before.

      These beasts were all on the weaker side, making Jake not even bother with them. Unless they provoked him, he would just leave them be.

      Walking into the forest, he didn’t focus as much on his sight as he did his Sphere of Perception. He scanned everything within twenty meters or so as he walked, peeking into every small crevice, every fallen log, and every hollow tree.

      After a few minutes, he finally found it.

      Jackpot, Jake thought to himself as he saw the box within his sphere.

      Making his way to it, he flipped over the log that kept it hidden in the small hole in the ground. Identifying it, it was precisely what he had expected to find.

      
        
        [Magical Jeweled Lockbox (Uncommon)] – A system-created magical lockbox enchanted with the ability to block off all types of attempts to peek inside before opening.

      

      

      Identical to the one with my bracers, he thought as he prepared to open it.

      A few seconds later, the box opened with a satisfying click.

      Inside was another ring, one with a green gem embedded in it. It wasn’t the shiny kind of rock, but the rough kind that didn’t reflect any light. Honestly, it was more of a band than a ring, as it didn’t have any protrusions but had a perfectly even surface.

      Not waiting, he identified it.

      
        
        [Ring of the Jade-eye Tiger (Uncommon)] – A ring created by embedding the crystalized eye of a Jade-eye Tiger into a band. The Records of the tiger powers the enchantment, granting some of the beast’s might to its user. Enchantments: +20 Perception, +15 Agility, +15 Strength.

      

        

      
        Requirements: Lvl 30+ in any humanoid race

      

      

      Whistling, Jake picked it up with delight.

      By now, he was pretty sure that the system made items specifically for, or at least partly based on, whoever opened the box.

      They were like loot-boxes in the gaming industry before the system, but actually good. Instead of getting shit items that nobody had any use for, it deliberately dropped something it judged the user could use.

      At least he firmly believed that. Or maybe he had just gotten lucky so far. He based that theory on how all the items he had gained outside the Challenge Dungeon had been tailor-made for an Archer.

      He discounted the boxes given in the Challenge Dungeon, as those clearly were made for an alchemist. Which once more made perfect sense, as he had just done a dungeon themed around alchemy.

      Of course, that didn’t mean one could only find useful items. In a lockbox, perhaps, but there were other ways to obtain them, such as killing other survivors. Jake still had a rare sword in his spatial storage that he was a bit salty about being unable to use.

      It didn’t mean one got the best item for that moment either. Right now, Jake wanted a quiver or a dagger more than anything else, but he had gotten a ring. A ring that suited him very nicely, but not as good as any of those.

      Oh well, looters can’t be choosers, he joked to himself as he put the ring on his finger. He felt the warm rush of stats increasing.

      The next few hours were spent exploring and looking for that sweet loot.

      He did get into a couple of fights here and there, but most of them were settled smoothly and quickly.

      His new skill Splitting Arrow turned out to be extremely useful during actual combat. It allowed Jake to practically do the damage of several arrows with only a single shot.

      The skill had no wind-up time, and he just had to shoot an arrow precisely the same way he usually did. The only difference was that the arrow would split into several as it was in flight, often taking his opponents by surprise.

      Right now, he could easily split it into five arrows. He could do more, but the stamina cost rose significantly with every new arrow added to the split. If splitting the arrow into two required 5 stamina, three required 10, while four required 20, then 35, and so on and so forth.

      One thing he did find disappointing, but not surprising, was that his poison wasn’t split when he used the skill. It wasn’t all bad, though, as even when the arrow split apart into several, one arrow remained the “true” one.

      Whenever he fired a poisoned arrow, it would split, and the other arrows did retain the original’s appearance. This meant that they would still have the poison on them if one looked at them, but it didn’t actually contain any of the poisonous qualities.

      The one “true” arrow did retain the poison in all its glory and effect. This meant that it worked as a very useful feint where Jake fired several arrows, with only one of them being the truly deadly one.

      Another way to identify the original arrow was because it was the one that didn’t disappear a few minutes after firing. The clones from the split would remain for a few minutes until turning into energy and dispersing into the atmosphere once more.

      It had to be said that the conjured arrows from his quiver did the same if left outside the quiver for too long. It did take them a few hours, however, making it barely comparable.

      And speaking of the quiver, he was quite excited about the most recent piece of loot he had found.

      
        
        [Tutorial equipment upgrade token (Uncommon)] – Upgrade any common-rarity starting item from the tutorial to uncommon rarity.

      

      

      And the token didn't come alone. Jake couldn't hold himself back from making a goofy smile as he looked at the haul in his spatial storage.

      It turned out that the unexplored inner area, combined with his quite overpowered Sphere of Perception, made for quite the combo.
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      By now, the entire valley was thoroughly cleaned up. Herbs, lockboxes, and even beasts were all gone. It had taken hours, and the sun had gone down quite a while ago, but Jake was more than satisfied. While he had managed to get another level, it was the loot that made him most pleased.

      For herbs, he had found a bunch he couldn’t recognize at all; however, his Sense of the Malefic Viper told him that they were useful, and using Identify on them confirmed that they were indeed magical herbs. All of them had been inferior or common rarity except for a bush with berries in the middle of the valley.

      
        
        [Soothing Bellberry Bush (Uncommon)] – A bush of Soothing Bellberries. The berries growing on this bush are known to have a soothing effect on the mind.

      

      

      He quite frankly wasn’t sure if this was something he needed… but he took it anyway. His spatial necklace could allow herbs to survive within it, making it a suitable place to store the bush.

      So he did as any reasonable person would do, AKA dug it up and threw it in said storage. He could always find out what to do with it at a later point.

      Looking at one of the few berries that had already grown on the bush, he decided to at least give it a bite.

      
        
        [Soothing Bellberry (Uncommon)] – A berry that provides a soothing effect to whoever consumes it.

      

      

      Even if it somehow turned out to be poisonous, he was confident that his Palate of the Malefic Viper would nullify it. Even if it didn’t, he doubted the berry was able to do him much harm.

      Popping the thing into this mouth, Jake did sense a cold feeling spread out from his stomach as he became a bit clearer in his head… but otherwise, he didn’t really notice anything. Then again, he was already pretty calm currently.

      Of course, the bush and other herbs weren’t the loot he cared most about. No, it came from the haul he had gotten from a total of five lockboxes—six in total, when you counted the one he found the ring in.

      Three of common rarity and two of uncommon rarity had been found.

      The common-rarity ones didn’t matter much, but he did find a dagger among them. The others were a pair of boots granting a bit of Endurance, which weren’t exactly useful, considering his rare Boots of the Wandering Alchemist, with the last one being a necklace made similar to the Ring of the Jade-eye Tiger. He put it all in his storage, but overall, it was a bit disappointing.

      The uncommon-rarity ones were, of course, the token as well as something he could actually use.

      
        
        [Shortsword of Icy Winds (Uncommon)] – A sword made out of Froststeel and amplified with ice-affinity mana over a long time. Due to the material used, the blade afflicts anyone it hits with the elemental energy of frost. Enchantments: Invading Chill.

      

        

      
        Requirements: Lvl 35+ in any class.

      

      

      Well, he thought he could use it, but it required his class to be level 35… so in two levels. He also didn’t know if it worked properly with his Twin-Fang Style. It wasn’t a weapon made of bone, so that bonus obviously didn’t apply, but he also didn’t know if it counted as a “shorter” weapon or not. He felt like it should, considering it was a shortsword and all, but who knows?

      And lastly was the aforementioned upgrade token.

      
        
        [Tutorial equipment upgrade token (Uncommon)] – Upgrade any common-rarity starting item from the tutorial to uncommon rarity.

      

      

      This was where the real good stuff was at. Jake had been annoyed at his weak arrows for far too long. They simply broke far too easily, lessening the power of his Powershots by quite a lot, and he often found them unable to penetrate as deeply as he wanted to inflict his poisons better.

      Early on, he had learned to increase his bow’s durability with mana, making even the inferior-rarity one manageable. After getting the upgraded common-rarity bow from the archer who had been in the party with the Blade of Nature warrior, he hadn’t had a single issue with it. At least not until now.

      But the arrows couldn’t be injected with mana the same way. The mana dispersed more or less instantly upon injecting it. It did the same with the bow, but as he had his hands on it at all times, it didn’t really matter. He naturally couldn’t do the same with arrows, as they would kind of lose their purpose if he started stabbing people with them like daggers. Something, granted, he had done at times.

      Looking at his quiver, he reminded himself of the description for one last time.

      
        
        [Enchanted Quiver (Common)] – A quiver enchanted with the ability to conjure common-rarity arrows when injected with mana.

      

      

      The quiver had served him well, but it was time to upgrade it. Taking the token, he used it on the quiver. Light enveloped it for a few moments. Within his sphere, he only saw the quiver be disintegrated to complete nothingness until a new quiver was reassembled, also from nothing.

      The new quiver looked pretty much identical to the old one. The only difference was the slightly more delicate feathers on the arrows, along with the leather looking less worn and more high quality.

      
        
        [Enchanted Quiver (Uncommon)] - A quiver enchanted with the ability to conjure uncommon-rarity arrows when injected with mana.

      

      

      The description hadn’t really changed at all. But then again, all Jake had hoped for was just to get arrows that were of higher quality, and hence more durable.

      After the upgrade, the expected five dozen, or sixty, arrows, were already conjured in the quiver. Jake took them out and examined them closely. The shaft was still made of wood, but Jake couldn’t even bend it anymore. Before, he could easily snap them in half.

      The arrowheads had experienced a big transformation too. They were still a type of broadhead, but had changed to a curved broadhead type. The difference was also that the cross-shaped tip had been altered to be flat.

      Jake remembered that these arrows were classically used in hunting big game, such as deer or boars. Throughout his life doing archery, Jake had mostly used bullet-type arrows, where the shape of the arrowhead was similar to that of a bullet.

      That type of arrow, however, also had the issue of leaving a wound like a bullet. Great penetrative force, but the injury would be small, and blood loss lessened as the arrow itself would plug up the hole.

      The bullet type was the best design to penetrate an animal’s skin, but each shot’s damage would be reduced. The build did make them far more durable and less likely to bend and break when striking something. Against armor, it was also often the best type, unless one used special armor-penetrating arrows. However, those would usually be too unwieldy to handle during everyday use.

      The cross-shaped arrowheads that he had before possessed the opposite problem. The arrowhead on those would often break as the arrow attempted to create too big a wound, which was especially challenging when it had to go through hide and fur or other tough materials.

      Against armor, they were often worse, as the small tip was thin and sharp, making it easily deflected whenever hitting with a less than perfect angle.

      The new design of the arrowheads was a middle point between these. It was single-sided, making it much like stabbing someone with a knife. The tips were also razor-sharp, easily cutting into Jake’s finger when he tried to test it.

      Before, he’d had to put a bit of pressure on his hand while grasping the arrows to draw blood. Now he only had to press a tiny bit before it penetrated the skin. This would make applying poison with Blood of the Malefic Viper far easier.

      Jake knew that this kind of arrow was far more suitable for what he wanted. It was a tool for cutting, not a tool for substantial impacts. The likely cause of death from these arrows would be hemorrhage, compared to bullet types, where the kill often came due to a vital organ being penetrated.

      Which was perfect for Jake. His main goal was to draw blood and afflict opponents with his poison.

      This also meant that it was finally time to bring out the hemotoxins against more powerful opponents. His necrotic-type poisons were clearly the deadliest; however, he had encountered beasts who could mostly negate it.

      The giant buffalo was one such example. While a small part had rotted away due to the poison, it had quickly regenerated as the beast charged him. He’d had to channel Touch of the Malefic Viper for well over a minute before he finally overpowered the beast’s strong vitality.

      A hemotoxin would be far more effective at draining his opponent of vital energy. Most beasts didn’t have high Vitality, but this type of arrow would be far better for those who did.

      Like a giddy child on Christmas, he got up and threw the new quiver over his shoulder. It was like getting a new toy. A toy made to inflict horrendous wounds and death upon others.

      The valley was empty by now, forcing Jake to scale one of the two mountains surrounding it. Of the three volcano-like mountains he could see, he chose the closest one. It was hard to climb these hollow mountains from the valley's mountainous paths surrounding it, but they were quite accessible from the valleys themselves.

      He started running toward the closest uphill path leading toward the peak of one of the volcanos. The closest one also happened to be the smallest one, making Jake believe whatever was found there had a lower difficulty than the other two.

      The mountain in the middle was far more giant compared to the other two he could see. As he ran up from the valley, he didn’t encounter any beasts for a bit. Then he finally met a small group of the multicolored elemental raptors.

      Only three of them, and a quick Identify showed that they were only in their mid-40s. Lower level than many of the badgers, and far lower than the buffalo, which had been well into its 50s.

      One of them was red, one of them brown, and the last one blue. They possessed the fire element, the earth element, and the ice/water element, respectively, based on his previous encounters with their type.

      Not that it ultimately mattered. The raptors were far too weak, in Jake’s opinion, to pose any threat. But they were perfect as targets to test out his new arrows.

      Taking one out, he decided not to use any poison. Better to just test the use of the arrows without any other factors.

      He decided to go with his usual strategy as he charged up a Powershot. He decided to go for a powerful one to test the durability of the arrows. After nearly ten seconds of charging, he released the arrow to the usual explosion of force as a wave of dust was kicked up all around him.

      Please don’t break, please don’t break, Jake prayed as the arrow was released.

      A prayer that was answered as the arrow smashed into the midsection of the Redhide Raptor. The arrow cut into its flesh like it was nothing, leaving a triangular wound. The wound itself was larger than the arrowhead due to the pure force behind the shot.

      The arrow penetrated straight through the beast as it smashed into the ground, boring into the soil for nearly three meters before it stopped. The creature naturally screamed in pain as it fell down due to the force. It fell, but it wasn’t dead.

      After seeing their comrade fall down, the two other raptors turned their heads toward Jake and screeched. Elemental energy gathered in their mouths. One of them spit out a shard of ice, while the other fired out a stream of small sharp rocks, each with the power of a bullet fired from a modern automatic rifle.

      It was fast, but at the same time, far too slow for Jake. He quickly dodged the assault from the two beasts with a quick sidestep as he counterattacked. His arm did itch a bit from the Powershot, but he nevertheless returned fire with a Splitting Arrow.

      The arrow split mid-flight into four, with three of them hitting the brown dinosaur.

      He managed to get off another such splitting arrow before he had to dodge another shard of ice, followed by a stream of fire from the severely wounded Redhide Raptor that had managed to get back up once more.

      The beast was severely weakened, as the arrow had without a doubt torn through some essential organs. It would heal in time. If it had time.

      Jake released a flurry of arrows toward the poor raptor, which it was unable to dodge. The one that marked its end was one that penetrated through its hard skull and into its brain. Smiling in satisfaction at the sharpness of the arrows, he turned his attention back to the two remaining beasts.

      Both were wounded by now and bleeding heavily from their wounds. It took only a few minutes to finish off the rest of them as they exchanged a very uneven trade of projectiles. The raptors preferred to fight at a range, a trait Jake would gladly match.

      
        
        *You have slain [Redhide Raptor lvl 44] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 48,000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Brownhide Raptor lvl 46] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 52,000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Bluehide Raptor lvl 46] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 52,000 TP earned*

      

      

      Jake dismissed the notifications as he went through the results of his totally scientific test.

      First of all, the arrows were sharp. VERY sharp. They’d been like magical razorblades as they cut through his opponents.

      Secondly, they were durable. Far more so than the old ones. A great example was how one had managed to penetrate into the skull of one of the beasts. While it hadn’t gone all the way through, it had still managed to make its way through a lot of steel-hard bone.

      The durability was also proven by how none of the arrows had broken. Even when they hit at an awkward angle or hit the ground, they still remained intact. The blades were dulled, but they were intact.

      This increased sharpness was just what he had hoped for… but it did have some drawbacks.

      With the old arrows, the beast would have been dead in the first Powershot… making Jake remember a valuable lesson in fundamental physics.

      If an object is thin and sharp, it can easily penetrate an object, of course—needles being a great example of this. However, the overall impact would be severely lessened.

      It didn’t matter as much in the old world, where destroying a vital organ would mean the opponent’s death. After the system, losing a heart or even the brain didn’t necessarily mean it was the end. Jake had fought plenty of beasts that had managed to keep going even with severe damage to their brains.

      While they would lose control of their bodies and often just spasm with the brain unable to control the body, the passive vital energy remaining in the body would eventually heal the brain.

      This meant that his new arrows actually dealt less damage than the old ones. It was often more effective to do just a large amount of overall damage than harm in a focused area.

      His old common-rarity arrows worked very much like hollow-point bullets. They dealt far more damage to a surface area while lacking powerful penetrative force when they exploded upon impact.

      Of course, all this discounted one important detail… Jake didn’t need to do a large amount of damage with his arrows. He had poisons for that. The most important thing for him was introducing whatever poison on the arrow into the bloodstream or flesh of his enemy.

      Overall, he was delighted with his test. Perhaps he would still use the common-rarity arrows sometimes if he needed to kill weaker prey who would die to a single one of those arrows, such as the raptor he had just faced. He still had a quiver of common rarity in his spatial storage, after all.

      Oh well, time to continue, Jake thought to himself as he continued his trek up the mountain. Hopefully, he would find prey that would truly allow his newfound equipment to shine.
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      There was little in his way as he continued up the path. He was traveling on a slightly elevated hill, with a valley on each side as he ran at a brisk pace. A pace that could easily have allowed him to overtake some cars.

      The road was steep, but it seemed almost… unnaturally made. Jake didn’t call it a road for no reason. It was clearly formed in a very deliberate way, being nearly flat ground, with not a single beast in the way. And if one needed more proof, it only became more apparent as he got closer to the peak, with the entire route being perfectly flat.

      On the way, he also conjured new arrows to fill his newly upgraded quiver. To no surprise, the mana requirement per arrow was way higher than before, easily a tenfold increase. An increase of no consequence, considering that Wisdom still was his highest stat.

      As he ran, he also carefully observed his surroundings. From his vantage point, he could now see the area far better. It was much like he expected, with a general setup of mountains and valleys.

      There were five mountains—four off to the sides and one that was more massive than all the others in the middle. If Jake’s game theory held, the strongest beasts would, without a doubt, be found around or within the big mountain in the center.

      After taking a good look around, he noticed that the valleys surrounding the mountain he was approaching all had one thing in common: an overflow of badgers. He had already killed an incredible number inside the valley he cleared out, but it seemed it was only a small portion of their total number. Not that Jake was afraid of hunting the creatures to extinction.

      Besides, this entire tutorial wasn’t really a sustainable ecosystem to begin with. Sure, beasts were fighting and killing each other, but the scale at which they did it was far too low. Every single animal also seemed to be a carnivore, which was weird, considering the abundance of vegetation. Though considering how levels and the system worked, it made sense for pretty much any living being to focus on killing.

      Deciding to pick up the pace, he started sprinting as he got closer and closer to the top. The path didn’t reach all the way to the peak of the volcano-like mountain, but ended a few hundred meters below. But as he got closer, he noticed a hole in the side of it.

      More accurately, a cave. The entrance wasn’t big, perhaps only allowing a small car through, but more than large enough for Jake to enter.

      As he got within twenty-five or so meters of the cave, he came to a halt. Charging in didn’t seem like the best idea, even with his Sphere of Perception and danger perception. He didn’t feel any particular sense of danger at the cave entrance, and his intuition told him nothing was off.

      To be safe, he prepared a few poisoned arrows. With an arrow at the ready, Jake slowly walked toward the cave entrance. He was perhaps being overly cautious, but better safe than sorry.

      As he got closer, his sphere naturally encompassed the cave and allowed him to see… nothing. Just an ordinary damn cave leading into the mountain.

      Not a single beast—or any living thing, for that matter—and it was honestly kind of anticlimactic. Yet Jake decided not to lower his guard anyway as he slowly walked through the entrance.

      The cave led into a tunnel that gave Jake flashbacks to a certain mushroom-filled one. Of course, this one had no mushrooms. In fact, it didn’t have any light sources at all. But it didn't matter; it wasn't long enough to prevent Jake from seeing light at both ends.

      Getting closer to the end, he noticed that it opened up to a vast circular space—the hollow inside of the mountain.

      Walking through the entrance, he found himself on a ledge overlooking yet another hidden paradise.

      Despite what he had predicted, below him was a small forest. Calling it a forest was maybe overdoing it, as there were not even a hundred trees due to the limited size, but it did look very serene and beautiful. It was more of a small thicket or grove, really.

      A brief scan didn’t reveal any beasts, which did make Jake rather suspicious.

      Jumping down, he started walking through the small patch of greenery. He did find a couple of herbs, but nothing else worth noting. As he made his way toward the center, an object suddenly entered his sphere—an object that was all too familiar to him.

      A door. The last time Jake had encountered such a door, it had changed his life quite drastically.

      He didn’t hesitate as he approached the wooden door. After placing his hand on it, a message appeared just like the time with the Challenge Dungeon.

      
        
        Tutorial Dungeon Discovered!

      

        

      
        Dungeons throughout the universe offer groups and individuals a chance to pursue strength and treasures through exploring the pocket dimensions known as dungeons. This variant is only found within the Tutorials provided by the system to newly integrated races.

      

        

      
        Requirements to enter: N/A

        Requirements to enter met.

      

        

      
        WARNING: Only 5 challengers allowed per party attempting the dungeon. Only one party allowed at a time. Note that dungeons can be entered and exited at your own discretion.

      

        

      
        Enter Dungeon?

        Y/N

      

      

      Reading the message, it quickly became clear to him that this wasn’t the same type of dungeon as the challenge dungeon.

      This one seemed far... kinder. It didn’t warn Jake of imminent death, and it even allowed whoever entered to just waltz right out if the place didn’t strike their fancy.

      Which removed every last shred of doubt as to whether he should enter or not. Accepting the prompt, he felt his vision shift for a few moments, then found himself within yet another cave. A few moments later, a new system message appeared.

      
        
        You have entered the dungeon: Badger’s Den.

      

        

      
        Objective: Defeat the Den Mother.

      

      

      Reading it, he nodded at the simplicity. This dungeon seems more like the videogame kind, he thought as he looked around the cave.

      The cave walls weren’t made of stone, but earth and soil, making Jake believe that he was literally in a hole in the ground.

      He saw several small weeds and such growing everywhere, and when he knelt, he could feel the soil’s moisture. This place was completely different than the inner area, where most everything had a rocky texture.

      Even the soil was filled with small rocks and pebbles everywhere. But the ground here was clean, pure earth, the kind any gardener would go crazy over to have in his garden.

      He didn’t see any movement so far in his sphere, but then again, it only showed a long, narrow tunnel in front of him.

      The tutorial sure likes tunnels and caves, he thought to himself as he started walking forward. He was also pleased to discover that he still had all his equipment and that his spatial storage worked as expected. After all, the Challenge Dungeon had taken all his weapons, making Jake slightly afraid this place would do the same. A pleasant surprise for sure.

      After walking for less than a minute, the tunnel started expanding. First only a little, and then a lot, until it completely opened up into a vast underground space. This was also where he finally discovered what he had hoped to find: beasts. More accurately, badgers.

      They were all nicely allocated around the place in small groups of four to six, milling about in what seemed like a small, predetermined area.

      At the back of the cavern, he saw a badger that was all on its lonesome. The badger was far bigger and more menacing than all the others. Its colors were no longer the same mix of brown and black, but completely black with spiky fur on its back that had a purple sheen at the end.

      He started by identifying the badgers in the small groups, and was a bit surprised at their levels.

      
        
        [Venomfang Badger – lvl 56]

      

      

      It was nearly 10 levels above the ones he usually encountered outside. The most powerful he had met had been level 52. But this one seemed to only be on the lower end, as he identified a slightly larger one from the same group.

      
        
        [Venomfang Badger – lvl ??]

      

      

      It was at a level he couldn’t Identify, but his intuition told him it wasn’t that much higher than the other one.

      On a side note, he still wasn’t sure exactly what the level range for his Identify was. After he had gotten both his profession and class, it had gone up to common rarity, where it still was. That had allowed him to use Identify on humans and to Identify far more items than before, especially alchemical ones, likely also due to his Herbology and Toxicology skill.

      But with levels, he was unsure. He hadn’t been able to Identify the buffalo either, and now he couldn’t Identify this badger.

      Turning his gaze toward the big badger at the end, he noticed that the exit of this cave was located right behind it, meaning he would have to go through it if he wanted to proceed. He tried to also Identify the badger, to some success.

      
        
        [Alpha Venomfang Badger – lvl ??]

      

      

      As expected, he couldn’t see the level, though he could see the name—it was an Alpha. He could vaguely feel that while the beast was stronger than the others by far… it hadn’t evolved to D-rank yet. He could only imagine the power spike such an evolution would include.

      The immediate increase of power from a beast evolving was far more than humans, from what he could tell. The difference between a level 24 beast and one at 25 was massive. The latter could quickly kill several of the former.

      For humans, however, it wasn’t as big. Evolution did provide some immediate benefits, but compared to beasts, it could be considered minor.

      He remembered that when he’d gotten his level 25 race evolution, it hadn’t really changed much. He’d grown a few centimeters, but other than that, nothing really happened. He wasn’t suddenly twice as strong and fast. But he did notice that as time progressed, he adapted more easily to his stats.

      The difference for humans when evolving their race seemed to be more qualitative rather than quantitative. It didn't give a massive immediate stat increase, but was more gradual, as the stats provided by any evolved race or class was far more than before, with the race evolution just serving to build up the foundation for all those stat increases.

      Of course, all this was discounting skills. Beasts tended to not really have many skills of note. They maybe had one or two, but that was it. The Venomfang Badgers, as an example, had venom on their fangs and… yeah, that was about it.

      If he had to make a hypothesis, it was that beasts were more focused. He already knew that not all races possessed the same nine stats that he had. And even if they did, no one said it had to be as diversified as Jake’s stats were.

      If a beast didn’t really require stats such as Intelligence, Wisdom, Willpower, and even things such as Perception as much as humans did, they would have far more energy left to focus purely on enhancing their body.

      Of course, humans could do the same with their classes. Jake’s own Ambitious Hunter was a great example, as it only gave physical stats. However, his race provided a bonus to all stats, pretty much forcing a balanced approach to some extent.

      When it came to skills, perhaps beasts also simply had passive ones, or maybe they just didn’t really have many skills to begin with. Jake only had two skills from his own race: Identify and Meditate, with the two others being from external sources.

      With the limited number of skills came little diversity in attack methods and strategy for beasts, which was likely for the best, seeing as beasts acted just like animals and used their instinct above all else, something a human didn’t need to do. Perhaps the most significant advantage of the more… enlightened races.

      A bit hypocritical coming from Jake, who used his instincts and trusted his intuition far more than any reasonable person should. But at least he also had his conscious mind to make tactical choices together with his instincts.

      He took out his bow and one of the poisoned arrows he’d prepared before entering the dungeon and found that it still had the poison on it.

      Due to Malefic Viper’s Poison’s passive effect, the toxicity of the arrow was still there. It was a nearly forgotten skill during his everyday fighting due to it merely doing its job passively, but incredibly valuable nevertheless.

      Nocking the arrow, he fired a Powershot at the biggest of the badgers in the group he’d identified before. A total of four beasts were in the group, with only one being unidentifiable.

      The arrow flew true, striking the badger in the side of its head and penetrating the brain. The poison was delivered directly into its brain, killing it nearly instantly. At the very least, it wasn’t getting up. It only lay there, spasming on the ground.

      This attack made all the other badgers perk up and turn toward him in an eerily simultaneous motion—a tendency they repeated as they all charged toward him in concert.

      Nocking another poisoned arrow, he shot it toward the weakest one at level 56. The beast tried to dodge, but its forward momentum made it still get hit in the side, where the arrow pierced straight through.

      As the others were getting dangerously close by now, he Shadow Vaulted backward and shot another arrow at the already-wounded beast.

      He repeated this vaulting tactic, firing an arrow and then vaulting once more, as he slowly picked the beasts off one by one, kiting them easily.

      The Shadow Vault seemed to confuse the beasts every time he used it, giving Jake perhaps half a second of extra time per jump as the creatures took a bit to reorient themselves.

      After a few minutes, two of the beasts were dead on the ground, with the remaining two now only limping after him. They had done an excellent job avoiding getting hit in their vital parts, often able to shift their position slightly to prevent him from piercing their hearts or brains.

      But in the end, it didn’t truly matter. The poison worked its way through their system, slowly making them lose their lives.

      As the final one dropped to the ground and the kill notification came in, he also felt the level-ups’ warm flow.

      Checking the messages, he took notice of the levels of the beasts as well.

      
        
        *You have slain [Venomfang Badger – lvl 60] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 80,000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Venomfang Badger – lvl 56] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 72,000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Venomfang Badger – lvl 57] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 74,000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *You have slain [Venomfang Badger – lvl 57] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 74,000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Ambitious Hunter] has reached level 34 - Stat points allocated, +4 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (E)] has reached level 40 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

      

      The one he couldn’t Identify had been the one at 60, while he could Identify the ones at 57. He was beginning to have a good idea of where the cutoff was, but he was still not entirely sure. Luckily, he had plenty of subjects to test on.

      Looking out over the cave of badgers, and considering the fact that a single group of the things had given him a level… this hunt was going to be very fruitful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 65

          

          

      

    

    







            Chilling with Badgers

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake sensed that both his mana and stamina were reasonable despite the many Shadow Vaults. His quiver was also more than half full, making it unnecessary to reconjure more quite yet.

      After he had poisoned a few more arrows, he set his sights on the next pack—four badgers, levels similar to the one he had just taken out.

      With a Powershot, he once more took out the group's strongest, then retreated to where he had fought the first group to avoid attracting more beasts. He’d had to be a bit cautious for the last group and kite them in a circle, while he now had more space to use.

      Minutes later, the beasts met their end, and Jake once more got a level. Quite honestly, this was too easy. His arrows were getting low, though, so he had to conjure some more. His stamina also began getting low, so he decided to take a quick break to stock up on arrows while restoring some stamina.

      Said restoration happened through the consumption of a stamina potion, as he took a quick peek in his spatial storage and saw that his stock was getting low.

      His consumption of stamina potions was quite insane. He used his skills liberally, making him consume a lot of stamina. That, coupled with him still not being all that practiced making the potions, made him have to drink one nearly every hour when it was off cooldown.

      Deciding to extend his break a little, he retreated to the tunnel in which he had entered, sat down on the ground, and summoned his mixing bowl to make the stamina potions.

      Following that, he took out some purified water and put it in the bowl, along with the Green Lavender and Evergreen Grass.

      Placing his palm under it, he activated Alchemist’s Flame, making the transparent flame spring forth. The water slowly heated up, and he used his other hand and small strings of mana to pick up the other ingredients as he started his brewing.

      He always found alchemy relaxing. Even during the Challenge Dungeon, where his life had been on the line, he’d still enjoyed it. It was challenging and complex, yet immensely satisfying to create something. Jake had never really had any hobbies that led to any actual products, being far too into archery or games.

      His job was the same, with most of his creations simply being documents and figures on a computer. He didn’t count putting together a PowerPoint with a bunch of graphs and forecasts to be considered a worthwhile or satisfying creation.

      But seeing herbs and water slowly turn into the desired color, and hearing the following message of his success, was oh so satisfying, especially after struggling for a long time to make it correctly. He seriously doubted he would ever forget the first time he made a common-rarity Necrotic Poison.

      Smiling to himself, he jumped into the work.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The hours passed by in the blink of an eye as Jake sat there, absorbed in his alchemy.

      The dungeon around him was silent, the badgers simply milling about, sniffing the ground and sometimes bumping into each other. The Alpha was just sleeping, as it seemed to be waiting for a challenger to appear before it.

      Only four groups of badgers remained. One of them had four members, like those he had already taken down, while two of the others had five, and the last one six. By how they were placed, it seemed apparent that he should fight them in order of least to most, ending up against the Alpha at the end.

      Just like a goddamn game. Jake sighed as he started packing up the unused materials and throwing the stamina potions he had made into his spatial storage, but not before taking one and chugging it down. Interestingly enough, newly created potions tasted exactly the same as older ones, making Jake briefly wonder if potions had expiration dates.

      He didn’t get a level despite hours passing, but he hadn’t expected to either. While his leveling speed was likely monstrous compared to many others with their professions, it was a slow and arduous process compared to leveling his class.

      A single fight lasting only minutes could earn him a level in his class, while he could easily do alchemy for an entire day without seeing a level-up, especially when he was trying out new recipes.

      Of course, professions were way safer to level. Jake was in no danger while doing alchemy, and that was even with his profession being relatively high-risk due to the focus on using potent toxins. But compared to fighting beasts, the danger was negligible.

      It had to be noted, though, that Jake was in fairly little danger during his fights, in large part due to his profession providing him a very high amount of Vitality and Toughness, making him far more durable than any Agility-based class should ever be at his level. Coupled with the many race levels, it wasn’t that surprising that he could easily face beasts many levels above his own.

      Having finished cleaning everything up, he dismissed all distracting thoughts as he locked onto the next group of badgers. Once again, four of them.

      The battle went as one would expect, with Jake easily managing to kite them back and kill them one by one. He was exceptionally well matched against them, making it an easy undertaking.

      Three groups were now dead, with not a single one of them even touching the edges of his cloak.

      He didn’t get a level from the last group, but luckily, there were many enemies left.

      The next group with five badgers proved to be a bit more annoying than the others. The extra beast allowed them to slowly gain ground on him until he was forced to meet the final one in melee. He ended up getting a nasty bite on his arm when he was forced to block its attacks.

      His attacker, however, didn’t fare much better, as Jake used an arrow to stab the beast repeatedly while holding it down in a battle of attrition. Perhaps the badger had hoped that the potent venom within its teeth would take out Jake before it succumbed to his attacks, a hope that swiftly died as Jake got the notification of the kill.

      To his surprise, though, he hadn’t been able to neutralize the venom entirely through his Palate of the Malefic Viper. He felt a slight burning sensation in his arm as the poison struggled to travel through his veins. His health was also dropping little by little as his vital energy slowly fought off said venom.

      The skill still clearly increased his resistance, as he could feel the venom’s toxic potency through his Sense of the Malefic Viper. In terms of pure toxicity, it was on par with his infused blood.

      He was a bit lucky, though, that the beasts didn’t have any resistance to poison themselves. Nothing of note, at least, which wasn’t that surprising, as many animals usually didn’t even have resistance to their own toxins.

      For example, a snake would be poisoned if bitten by another venomous snake of the same species, or even if it bit itself. Their venom was protein-based, which meant that while they could easily eat prey they had killed with their poison, the same venom would still be deadly if injected into themselves.

      Being protein-based meant that the stomach could break it down and absorb it, making drinking snake venom not actually dangerous under most circumstances. If you didn’t have any open wounds in your mouth, throat, or stomach, that is. However, it is still not recommended to drink venom under any circumstances.

      And based on the venom these badgers possessed, it seemed to be of the same kind as snake venom. Of course, one had to factor in the system and possible magic elements involved. Jake could feel traces of inner energy within the toxin, making it not purely a physical substance.

      The same was true for all of Jake’s own poisons, his blood and concocted poisons both. His blood being mana-based was quite self-evident, considering it was quite literally mana-injected blood. The ingredients used in poison concoction were also all filled with mana, making the poisons made from them also inherently filled with mana.

      Jake wondered how a poison from before the system would fare against his current body. He remembered certain animals being absolutely ridiculously poisonous, being able to kill giant animals with even a drop of their venom or poison.

      Perhaps the toxin would be far less effective due to all the magical mumbo-jumbo going on. Taking the venom currently being eradicated in Jake’s arm into consideration, he could only imagine how easily non-magical venom would succumb.

      Not that there was any way to know in the end. The system was here, and it was likely going to stay.

      After less than a minute, he had finally removed the final trace of venom in his arm. He noticed that it had managed to take less than 5% of his total health.

      Looking at his notifications quickly, he saw that he had gained another level in his class.

      
        
        *’DING!’ Class: [Ambitious Hunter] has reached level 36 - Stat points allocated, +4 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (E)] has reached level 41 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

      

      Honestly, this speed was ridiculous. But then again, he was a level 35 hunter killing beasts around level 60. Additionally, he had the Big Game Hunter skill, which helped him close the stat gap by quite a lot. Noticing his class also reaching level 36, he slapped himself on his forehead as he admonished himself.

      Why the hell had he used an arrow to stab the badger? He could finally use his new sword!

      Taking it out, he instantly injected mana and felt that unlike the rare Greatsword of Nature, this one didn’t reject him at all but smoothly absorbed his mana. He immediately felt the faint connection and became aware of how exactly its Invading Chill ability worked.

      
        
        [Shortsword of Icy Winds (Uncommon)] – A sword made out of Froststeel and amplified with ice-affinity mana over a long time. Due to the material used, the blade afflicts anyone hit with the elemental energy of frost. Enchantments: Invading Chill.

      

        

      
        Requirements: Lvl 35+ in any class.

      

      

      It wasn’t that unlike a poison, but if compared to toxins that had some physical parts to them, this affliction was entirely magical.

      As the blade was now bound to him, the enchantments and power within also activated as its edge chilled. A frosty layer covered the metal as it started giving off traces of vapor.

      He had tried to use the sword before he reached level 35 and found that he couldn’t inject his mana into it at all. As for wielding it without binding it to himself, that too was impossible as the blade just wouldn’t sit right in his hand. It was a weird feeling, but it felt like if he tried to attack anything with it, it wouldn’t be as sharp as it should either.

      He had forgotten actually to test if the theory was correct, but perhaps that was another experiment for another time.

      What was important right now was that he finally had a proper melee weapon once more. He had found a common-rarity dagger in the valley before, meaning he could now duel-wield it together with the shortsword.

      Taking out the dagger, which he had bound to himself when he found it, he started swinging them around to test how it felt.

      To his satisfaction, he felt that Twin-Fang Style indeed did work with the shortsword, making him not lose out on the stat effectiveness bonuses from the skill. He naturally still didn’t get the "weapon of bone" bonus, but hey, what can you do?

      He decided to put the two weapons back in his storage, as he quite frankly didn’t have confidence in beating those badgers purely using melee. One of the reasons he could handle them so easily was that he always killed one before the fight even began and then took them out.

      However, being surrounded by five, all scratching and biting at him… Yeah, he wasn’t going to do that. The damn things were also too damn big, reaching up to his chest. If they stood on their hind legs, they would be more than three meters tall, being by far the largest badgers he had encountered so far.

      Of course, the Alpha was even more prominent—the size of a large horse, with far more bulk and presence due to its spiky hide. He couldn’t help but get a bit excited at the prospect of fighting it... but first, he had to get rid of the last three groups.

      Checking his stuff, he found he was a bit low on arrows… but he didn’t feel like reconjuring more yet, so he decided to make it an excellent excuse to also do a bit of melee combat when he ran out.

      The first badger went down with the customary Powershot, with the next two dying to the kiting and Splitting Arrow combo. The last two had only taken minor injuries when they finally managed to pin him down.

      With a bit of excitement, Jake took out his dagger and shortsword, then used the sword to block the claw of the first badger. He felt himself getting pushed back, having a disadvantage in strength.

      He barely had time to jump back as the other tried to bite him in the neck. He struggled to get a good foothold as the first one charged again, but this time, Jake put the beast between himself and the neck-biting one, making it unable to jump him immediately.

      Taking the opportunity, he blocked the claw with the dagger once more, then stabbed the beast in its front, penetrating quite deeply until a bone stopped the blade.

      The badger screeched and seemed to go berserk, clawing and biting recklessly. An action that, sadly for the beast, only made the fight easier for Jake. The creature was stronger and slightly faster than himself, but also utterly predictable.

      He landed a few more cuts on the beast while he dodged the other one, which was still desperately trying to bite him to pieces. The badger got slower and slower with every cut from the sword, the Invading Cold from the sword seeping into its muscles and making them stiffen. Finally, he got in close and landed a Touch of the Malefic Viper as he put his palm on the side of the beast's contorted face.

      Its screeching only got louder as the poison slowly started rotting its face. Jake Shadow Vaulted backward, no longer bothering with the thing. It was already dead—a prediction proved right in only a few seconds as the poison spread to the brain.

      The remaining badger didn’t seem even the tiniest bit disturbed about the horrific death of its former comrade as it continued the frenzied assault.

      A few minutes later, it met the same fate when Jake stabbed the sword into its heart after its movements also started getting stiff and sloppy.

      Jake hadn’t come out of the fight unscathed, as his cloak was well and genuinely tattered, and he had several claw marks all over his arms and chest. He had even been bitten once more, and on the same damn arm even. But the thrill of the fight made the pain irrelevant. The sword was sharp, and the icy affliction had done great work. It even made him think of perhaps concocting a nerve toxin to double up on the paralyzing effect.

      However, the most important thing, for now, was yet another level.

      
        
        *’DING!’ Class: [Ambitious Hunter] has reached level 37 - Stat points allocated, +4 Free Points*

      

      

      Two more groups and one big-ass badger left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 66

          

          

      

    

    







            The Notorious B.I.G. Badger

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake focused on the threads of mana as he supplied mana through every one of them. One of them reached toward his battered cloak, which had been nearly completely destroyed—again—after the latest fight where he finally took down the last of the badger groups, leaving only the Alpha left.

      The Self-Repair enchantment on the cloak would repair it entirely over time, but if one were injecting mana, it would significantly speed up the process.

      The second string went to his bracers, which had also taken quite the beating. He had used them to block quite liberally, making them well and truly scratched up. One of them even had several bite holes in them from the two times he had been bitten.

      The third string went to the empty quiver as he supplied mana to conjure more arrows. Yet another two were currently picking up a blue mushroom each, which they slowly put into the mixing bowl he was holding with his two hands.

      If he was doing relatively easy concoctions or brews, he could do it with only one hand on the bowl, but it was more comfortable with two hands if he needed a bit finer control. And as he was currently making more Necrotic Poison, he needed both hands.

      Of course, he made it a bit harder for himself by deploying mana strings and charging up or repairing his stuff.

      But in the end, it turned out successful. He was met by the beautiful message confirming his successful concoction and finally getting that level-up.

      
        
        *’DING!’ Profession: [Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 47 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Race: [Human (E)] has reached level 43 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

      

      Along with that level, he had already gotten quite the gains from the dungeon. Jake had been there for ten hours by now, as he’d had to take a break before fighting the second to last and final group of badgers.

      He’d quickly burned through all sixty arrows in every one of those fights, as the damn things were relatively resilient and good at avoiding fatal injuries.

      As it took a bit of time to reconjure the arrows, he also spent the time concocting a bit. He had decided to go all out against the Alpha Badger and use some of his limited supply of Necrotic Poison.

      He was starting to run a bit low on blue mushrooms by now. He cursed himself for casually eating them out of habit in the period after leaving the Challenge Dungeon, but not as much as he cursed himself for not clearing out the long tunnel filled with them after exiting the Challenge Dungeon.

      It was unlikely that he would return for them as… well… he kind of didn’t know the way back. He was a hunter, sure, but that didn’t mean that his sense of direction was that powerful. Besides, the damn forest in the outer zone looked the same all over, with nearly no discernible landmarks. At least the inner area had huge mountains of different heights to orientate oneself quickly.

      At least the dungeon had been straightforward. Quite literally, as there was only an opening at each end of the cave.

      After he finished most of his preparations, he meditated for a few hours to fully restore himself. Only a single enemy remained in front of him, and from the feeling it gave off, the thing was stronger than anything he had ever faced before.

      Exiting meditation, he took out the newly concocted bottle of Necrotic Poison and started dipping his arrows in it one by one. Leaving nothing up to chance, he dipped all sixty of them, making sure that he could give the beast a sufficient dosage of death.

      After he was done, he put on the now fully repaired cloak and bracers. It was a bit weird how he retained the stats from the bracers even after removing them. Though his connection to them slowly worsened when he didn’t have them on, so he assumed that if he took them off for too long, the stats would disappear.

      Shifting his focus back to the huge Alpha Venomfang Badger, he noted that he still couldn’t see its level even after his level-ups.

      The Alpha was no longer sleeping but sitting on the ground, almost as if it was waiting for him. The moment he’d defeated the group with six badgers in it, the beast had woken up and moved to the position it was currently in. Likely by design, Jake noted.

      Still too damn videogame-like, he sighed. It was kind of eerie how the beast could be only a hundred meters away from him on flat ground, and while he could clearly see it from here, it somehow didn’t react to his presence at all.

      The same was true for all the badgers. Jake could attack one group without any of the others bothering. They should clearly be able to both hear and see, and yet… nothing.

      Outside, it was a bit different, with the beasts roaming more, and while their range of perception was limited, the mere fact that they moved around made it more likely for someone to get into a fight accidentally.

      His unintended engagement of the small dinos during his fight with the buffalo was a great example. He had kited it around as he usually did and accidentally moved too close to a bunch of the small buggers. The fact that their range of engagement was more extensive than his Sphere of Perception hadn’t helped either.

      But these badgers… he could easily encompass them with his sphere and still not pull them. It had to be noted that his sphere currently had a range of a bit over twenty meters. Heck, the fact that he could sit here in the dungeon and concoct poisons while they were only tens of meters away was just weird.

      It worked to his advantage, though, so he wasn’t going to complain that much.

      As he stared down the giant badger in the distance, he took out an arrow from his quiver, nocked it, and took aim at the beast. It still didn’t react as he started charging Powershot. He couldn’t overdo it, as he doubted the creature would die in a single blow, and having a numb or even damaged arm wouldn’t be advisable.

      At the same time, it couldn’t be too weak either. After eight or so seconds, as Jake started to feel the soreness set in, he released the arrow to the usual explosion of energy.

      He had aimed at the head of the beast, hoping for an easy one-shot, a hope that was quickly snuffed out, as the beast reacted the moment he released the arrow. The otherwise dull eyes turned sharp, and the beast sprang into motion. It dodged to the side far faster than any other opponent Jake had faced before. It still managed to get scratched, but it was a surface wound at best.

      Despite the beast dodging his initial blow, Jake didn’t get disappointed but instead felt excitement. This one was a worthy opponent. A good hunt. A challenge he would gladly face.

      Taking out another arrow, he fired a Splitting Arrow that surprised the beast charging toward him.

      Three of the five arrows hit as it dodged. But, notably, it purposely avoided the original poisoned arrow.

      Narrowing his eyes, Jake knew this beast, despite its prior demeanor, had sharp instincts.

      He only had time to get off one more Splitting Arrow before the beast made it to him. It passed the hundred-meter gap in only three or so seconds, putting most sportscars to shame with its monstrous acceleration. And this was even with the beast finding time to dodge the arrows on the way.

      Jake Shadow Vaulted backward but didn’t have time to fire another arrow before the beast was upon him once more. His tactic of briefly confusing his enemy by vaulting clearly didn’t work on this one.

      He still hadn’t managed to properly land any poisoned arrows on the beast, and was forced to block a swipe of its claws. Its Strength outclassed Jake by far, and right before it hit him, he leaped backward, borrowing the momentum of its blow to create some distance.

      The claw still tore into his bracers and arms, but besides that, he handled the blow relatively well. He felt his bones creak a bit, and it did send reverberations up his arms, but his body could take it.

      Having gotten some distance, Jake finally managed to land an arrow on the beast. He didn’t hit any critical areas, but it was enough to deliver the toxic payload.

      The entire arrowhead pierced the hide of the beast, notably less than with the normal Venomfang badgers, where they either went straight through or only stopped when hitting bone or dense muscles.

      But it was fine. As long as the arrow could penetrate the tough hide of the beast, he could kill it.

      The beast itself also seemed to notice the poison’s effects, as it screeched in anger, far louder than even the Molerat Screechers had. His ears were ringing, and he felt his vision go black for a second. However, his danger sense still warned him of the beast’s maw descending upon him, allowing him to Shadow Vault to the side and avoid the danger.

      He had no intention of letting the beast sink its fangs into him. He couldn’t nullify the effect of the venom of the smaller ones, so he saw no chance with the Alpha. No reason to turn this into a battle of attrition.

      Shadow Vaulting once more right after the first allowed him to get a bit more distance, he noticed the beast behind him scratching at the wound he had inflicted. To his horror, he saw it rip out the piece of flesh he had hit, along with the arrow itself.

      Shit, Jake thought. The Necrotic Poison didn’t really spread that well through blood… it broke down the flesh and spread through that. With the beast having ripped out the infected meat, it eliminated the majority of the infection.

      Gotta switch it up, he decided as he pulled out a poison he had barely used. The very first type of poison he had ever made.

      
        
        [Weak Hemotoxic Poison (Inferior)] – Increases bleeding on afflicted entities and makes any injuries harder to heal. The poison must be introduced directly into the bloodstream to have any effect.

      

      

      It was of a lower rarity and effect… but it would likely do well against this type of foe. It already had several bleeding wounds, including the one it had just given itself.

      He could see the flesh writhing as it visibly started healing, so he had no time to hesitate.

      Using the time he had been given by the beast ripping out the infected flesh, he took out an arrow and swiftly cleaned as much of the Necrotic Poison off it as he could with his cloak. Mixing poisons never ended well, and would often make the effects worse.

      With no time to carefully dip the arrow in the poison, he just poured it out over the arrow swiftly while making brief eye contact with the beast out of the corner of his eyes. It was coming.

      Forced to retreat once more, he chucked the bottle toward the beast. Luckily, the creature decided that the empty bottle was a major threat and jumped to the side to avoid it, buying Jake even more time.

      He only had one arrow prepared with the poison, and he didn’t know if he would get time to make another. He had no confidence in facing the beast in a melee brawl. Not yet, at least. If he could weaken it significantly first, perhaps he would be able to.

      But he needed to land this shot. Splitting Arrow had proved ineffective, and a regular shot had a big chance of being dodged… He needed to get a short-channeled Powershot off somehow.

      His experimentation with speeding up the channeling speed had been gradual. He could slightly do it now… but he didn’t exactly have a tremendous rate of success. Either it was negligible or it just made the skill fail as all the stored inner energy dispersed into nothingness.

      Tough times call for tough decisions, he thought as he took the gamble. What better time to try something new and risky than in a battle of life and death?

      Having decided on a plan, he decided to take advantage of the beast’s fear of bottles. He had thousands of empty bottles for poison and potions still in his storage, and was more than willing to toss a few at the thing.

      Taking out a handful of bottles, he threw it at the once again charging Alpha Badger. It predictably dodged to the side.

      Jake didn’t even take time to see if the feint worked as he raised his bow with the hemotoxic arrow nocked.

      Focusing all his perception inwards, he started the skill and tried to hasten the flow of stamina. He felt it speed up significantly as he willed it to, and he felt the energy enter his arms at a rate like never before—a rate that was far too unstable.

      All the built-up energy disappeared even faster than it had gathered, making Jake curse inwardly. The first part had been fine… but he couldn’t finish it. It was too unstable, too rushed, with the energy not being guided properly.

      He didn’t have time to try again, as the beast also switched up its tactic.

      The needle-like hair on its back suddenly stood up straight as he screeched toward Jake once more, giving him the same nauseous feeling. And just like before, his danger sense warned him right after, while his Sphere of Perception made him aware of the nature of the threat.

      Hundreds of small, thin, needle-sharp hairs were heading toward him at breakneck speed.

      Having no other choice, he charged toward the needles and used his Shadow Vault to phase through them. In a less than positive turn of events, he found that the needles had quite a lot of energy infused in every one of them, making Jake lose more than 1000 mana as well as more health than he would have liked.

      However, he didn’t regret his choice when his hearing returned after the screech, and he heard the sizzling sound the needles made as they were embedded in the ground.

      Venomfang, my ass—should be called Venomhair, he cursed jokingly in his mind as he now found himself closer to the beast than he would like. Despite the danger, he had to admit that he was very much enjoying himself.

      With only five or so meters between them, the beast took its chance to snap at him, making Jake sidestep the blow. He swiftly pulled out his sword and stabbed it into the side of the beast’s head, penetrating the chin.

      It reacted quickly by swinging its head, knocking him back. To make matters worse, the Alpha had managed to scratch his chest with one of its fangs during the motion.

      He instantly felt the pain spread throughout his chest as the venom started taking hold. He subconsciously mobilized his vital energy to better fight it off while looking in the direction of the beast, who was trying to get the sword out of its chin. He had bought some time.

      He had dropped his bow but had made sure to keep hold of the arrow. He still had his old bow, however. It was weaker, but if he infused mana into it, he should be able to make it hold together long enough to…

      Something clicked in his mind at that moment. His control of inner energy was weak… but his mana control was far better, practiced through his alchemy, and helped along by his talent in it. If he could use mana to support the process… he could do it.

      Mana couldn’t be directly injected into the body in its pure form, but it could be manifested in the air and injected into non-living physical things, such as his bow.

      Raising his old bow, he nocked the arrow in an almost trance-like state as the beast thrashed around, still trying to get the sword out of its chin. The Invading Chill was slowly seeping into it, annoying it more than doing any actual damage.

      He began using Powershot. The process started as usual, but this time, he tried speeding up the channel as he simultaneously injected mana into the bow. The bow and his muscles were overwhelmed with energy in moments, but this time, the inner energy didn’t disperse.

      The mana in and surrounding the bow held it in place as it reached equilibrium. The energy began building up like never before until it reached the crescendo. Having no time to waste, Jake released the string. Both the mana and inner energy flooded outwards, creating an explosion unlike any Powershot before it.

      The bow exploded into splinters when he released the string, unable to sustain its form after the mana had ravaged it from within.

      He saw the notification pop up in front of him the second the arrow was released, flying toward the beast. It didn’t even have time to react.

      
        
        *Skill Upgraded*: [Powershot (Uncommon)] -->  [Infused Powershot (Rare)]
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            Infused Powershot

          

        

      

    

    
      The newly gained Infused Powershot shot the arrow at an unprecedented speed, hitting the Alpha Venomfang Badger right in its midsection. The powerful attack tore straight through the beast's body and exited out the other side, piercing any vital organ in the way.

      Jake was overjoyed at his method working and wanted to read through the notification with the upgraded skill, but was quickly brought back to reality by the Alpha's mad roar. It charged toward him with reckless abandon.

      He quickly realized the gravity of the situation and was forced to jump to the side to avoid its wild charge.

      Although his bow had broken upon releasing the arrow, his sword was still hanging from the beast's chin, as it seemed to have gotten stuck on something. His other bow had been thrown who-knows-where after the mad rampage of the creature.

      But he did have one major thing going for him in the big hole torn straight through the creature, coupled with the wounds left behind by a few arrows and the piece of flesh it had torn off itself. Instead of the bleeding stopping from these wounds, it had now started again, the hemotoxin doing its work.

      The beast was also no longer as bright as before. The Infused Powershot seemed to have thoroughly enraged it, making it thrash around uncontrollably. However, the large movements only served to worsen its wounds.

      A problem for Jake, though, was his inability to capitalize on the situation further. He had neither a bow nor a sword, and trying to stab it with arrows or his dagger in melee didn't seem like a good idea either. So he went with perhaps the most boring approach and kited it around, letting blood loss do the job for him.

      After running around for a few minutes, he finally found his bow after it appeared in his sphere. With it in hand, he could continue to land potshots on the beast whenever an opportunity presented itself. These arrows were the ones soaked with Necrotic Poison, making them all the more deadly.

      In an attempt to take less damage, the beast ended up taking more by ripping out all the poisoned arrows shortly after they struck. Huge chunks of flesh were torn out, but the Alpha could not regenerate, as every last shred of vitality was spent trying not to succumb to blood loss.

      The badger started getting slower as pools of blood soaked into the already-moist soil. Its screeches grew less intense as it got weaker and weaker.

      This naturally only made it easier for Jake to do more and more damage to the beast, making the conclusion of their fight inevitable.

      Finally, the beast fell on the ground after Jake landed an arrow on one of its legs. It still tried to crawl forward, but with it barely moving, he safely finished it off by finally landing an arrow in its eyes, penetrating into the skull.

      With a breath of relief, he looked at the dead beast. It had been the strongest enemy he had ever faced by far. The fight had given him a feeling he had missed for a long time. Everything had been too easy after he exited the Challenge Dungeon.

      He didn't count the ambush by Richard, as that wasn't a fight, but rather a one-sided attack. A battle he didn't even want to have, based on false pretenses. That time had only been about escaping… He hadn't been in the right headspace, but if it ever happened again… no, he would never allow himself to be so stupid as to land in such a situation a second time. And if he was, he just wanted to be strong enough to dominate the opposition.

      To do that, Jake needed to challenge himself and improve, but every other fight had just been too simple. Jake had barely taken damage in most of them, and both his stamina and mana rarely took a hit.

      A few good fights had been here and there, but nothing to really stoke his desire for a real challenge. But now, he had finally gotten one. It was a satisfying feeling, to be sure.

      Looking at his notifications, he’d gotten a level, but what he instead focused on was his surprise at the badger level.

      
        
        *You have slain [Alpha Venomfang Badger – lvl 71] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 102,000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *' DING!' Class: [Ambitious Hunter] has reached level 40 - Stat points allocated, +4 Free Points*

      

      

      Only 71, he thought as he double-checked. That seemed way too low. Several badgers had been in their 60s and yet been so much weaker. He trusted the instincts that told him the beast hadn't evolved to D-grade but was still E-grade like him.

      Then again… it did kind of make sense. The race of the beast was different. A variant. Just as he could have gotten a worse class or profession, one could perhaps also get worse races. Or maybe only beasts could, as Jake was unsure if humans could somehow evolve into something… not human.

      He couldn't help but remember the Malefic Viper. He had once been a snake, a beast of some sort. But he had transformed to become a dragon, and even now, he had the form of a scaled, very human-looking man. Several considerable changes to his race had appeared through that line of evolution, though always keeping the reptilian theme. For him to have had several variant races throughout that journey could only be expected.

      Perhaps these badgers were the same. Variants appeared among them, providing better stats and skills. It would certainly explain why a level gap of only 10 or so between badgers could mean so much.

      He was sure to get an explanation in the future. For now, however, he had plenty of things to do.

      The first thing he did was retrieve his sword from the mouth of the beast. It took quite a bit of work to get it free, as it had been stuck between two teeth, and the creature had only made it worse as it tried to get it out, pressing it down into the flesh. Painful, to say the least.

      Luckily, the blade itself was fine. Jake had feared that it would be damaged, and as it didn't possess the repair enchantment, he would have no way of fixing it.

      Next, he looked back at the notifications list and saw the new and improved Infused Powershot.

      
        
        [Infused Powershot (Rare)] – Stamina as fuel, mana as a guide. Unlike a normal Powershot, the Infused Powershot does not require a long charging time and can be charged in a brief moment. The higher the magnitude of the charge, the greater the stamina and mana expenditure. Charging Infused Powershot may empower the skill further. Adds a small bonus to the effect of Agility, Strength, and Intelligence when using Infused Powershot.

      

      

      He was thrilled that the system had recognized his attempt and given him a new skill. He could feel the system helping him there toward the end, though it was only slightly. Honestly, he’d done most of it on a whim, somehow applying techniques he mainly used when doing alchemy.

      As for the new skill, it was quite an improvement. It had been improved from uncommon to rare rarity, and the charging time had been nearly removed. The scaling of the skill also now included Intelligence, making Jake happy to finally use the stat. Well, he did have Touch of the Malefic Viper, but that skill required him to touch his opponent, making it quite hard to use against opponents like the Alpha that could rip him apart in melee.

      His Alchemist of the Malefic Viper provided him 2 Intelligence per level, while he also got 2 for every race level-up, giving him a total of 150 Intelligence currently. It was his lowest stat by quite a bit, but he was happy that it finally had some use, at least.

      Then again, he had to admit that the stat likely brought benefits he was unaware of. It was one of the big three mental stats, the others being Wisdom and Willpower, so it had to do something. Willpower, as an example, increased his mana regeneration, while his Wisdom, of course, increased his maximum mana. If he had to guess, Intelligence maybe had something to do with the potency of mana?

      Nevertheless, it felt good to finally have the stat mentioned as providing bonuses to a skill.

      Infused Powershot was also far more powerful than the old Powershot. Or at least, the potential for it to be powerful was higher. Powershot relied solely on his stamina along with his physical body's ability to withstand the pent-up energy until he released it all in an explosion of might.

      This new version used both mana and stamina. Now the weapon was covered alongside Jake's body, making that also matter far more. The limiter on the amount of charged mana was the weapon used and Jake's ability to control the mana and stamina's equilibrium.

      As an equilibrium was required, his limit of charged-up stamina was actually the same, as he had to use a corresponding amount of mana as stamina. The damage inflicted by overcharging the skill was also unchanged, though now it also risked breaking the weapon.

      The skill's power was determined by the amount of mana and stamina combined, naturally making the skill far stronger. Though it wasn't a simple addition, doubling the power. A fast shot without any charging time wasn't as strong as Jake's prior fully charged Powershots.

      He also sensed that it wasn't as though he couldn't do a Powershot like before, relying purely on stamina. He couldn't imagine many scenarios where he would do that, but he could. As for the final part of the skill…

      This was where the system took entirely over and helped him. The release of the skill was entirely the system's doing, while Jake had only willed the way it was supposed to happen. How it managed to release the energy into the attack so perfectly was way, way above his paygrade.

      If it works, it works, I guess, Jake thought as he shrugged mentally. The system was a bit weird in many areas. Skills could clearly be unlocked or upgraded according to the user's actions, but he had yet to see any new skills being gained straight out. The option would just appear the next time you acquired the opportunity to unlock another skill.

      Which, coincidentally, was now very relevant, as he had just hit level 40.

      
        
        *Ambitious Hunter class skills available*

      

      

      With no reason to delay, he accepted the prompt to unlock a new skill. The long list of selections appeared before him.

      The usual suspects were still there, with all the weapon skills still clogging up the beginning, followed by all the skills he had passed over while still a regular Archer.

      At 30, he had considered Hunter's Tracking and Hunter's Trapping Expertise quite a bit, but had ultimately passed them in favor of Splitting Arrow—a decision he didn't regret.

      He could see many situations where they would be useful, but he just didn't really feel like they appealed to him yet. Perhaps next time, he told himself, knowing full well that another, more attractive option would likely also present itself next time.

      The exciting part of the skills was always the newcomers, after all. This time, there were a few, though the first one was not really that exciting.

      
        
        [Infused Strike (Common)] – Sometimes there is strength in simplicity. Charge a melee weapon with mana, striking for additional damage. Adds a minor bonus to the effect of Intelligence and Strength when using Infused Strike.

      

      

      This skill was just… yeah. Perhaps it could be useful, but Jake doubted it would be anywhere close to as useful as many of his other options.

      Besides, melee wasn't his first choice to begin with. While he saw himself as somewhat competent at it, the goal was ultimately just to find an opportunity to create some distance and return to using his bow.

      The creation of the additional skill option also helped confirm the precedent that he would more or less directly create these new options. He was pretty damn sure that Infused Strike came as a result of Infused Powershot.

      Of course, he was sure there were more complicated reasons behind the system's way of unlocking skills.

      He naturally wasn't going to go with Infused Strike. The next skill option also made it a lot easier to rule it out.

      
        
        [Determination of the Ambitious Hunter (Rare)] – The Ambitious Hunter is not one to back down even in front of the most frightening foe. The mind a fortress, the hunter determined. Increases resistance to all mental and illusion-based attacks. Increases resistance to suppressive effects. Adds a small bonus to the effect of Determination of the Ambitious Hunter based on Willpower.

      

      

      A passive defensive skill. A rare one, at that. The effects seemed okay, though not necessarily that useful for Jake's current situation.

      He hadn't met much in the vein of mind manipulation yet. But the thought of it scared him to death. The mind was a complicated thing, and Jake didn't like the idea of it being manipulated in the slightest.

      Imagining someone controlling him without even being aware of it was just downright chilling. To be a willing puppet just because of some fucked-up skill. Most mental magic was not like that, though, he hoped.

      Thinking back, perhaps the Molerat Screechers and even the Alpha had used some sort of mental attack with their screeches. The attacks were not merely physical, but had energy mixed in, momentarily jolting his mind and throwing his senses for a loop.

      Of course, he had been fine due to his Bloodline abilities making him not rely on his usual senses. But it had still been a harrowing experience, and the feeling of vertigo was far from pleasant.

      The skill also provided resistance against illusions and suppressive effects. Both were also things Jake hadn't really encountered, as far as he knew.

      Quite honestly, he wasn't much into the skill. While he believed it would be instrumental during certain situations, for now, he needed something to make him stronger immediately. The reason for that was quite simple… The dungeon wasn't done yet.

      He still had the objective of defeating the Den Mother. While he had slain an Alpha, the beast hadn't been the big baddie. The Den Mother was likely a beast even stronger than the Alpha, so he needed something to help him in the fight against it. Something like the final skill.

      
        
        [Mark of the Ambitious Hunter (Rare)] – The prey is chosen, the hunt begins. Covertly mark a target, making you aware of their position at all times until the mark expires or is dispelled. All damage done to the marked target is increased. Additional bonus experience earned for slaying a marked target above your level. Adds a small bonus to the damage inflicted, the mark's duration, and the mark's subtlety based on Perception.

      

      

      The first part of the skill that allowed him to know his prey's position was kind of irrelevant to him currently. He had yet to meet a beast that would run away or abandon a fight, forcing him to hunt after it. However, he could see it being useful if he ever did clash with an enemy who made a retreat, such as if he had been able to mark William back then.

      No, the reason why he wanted this skill was due to the damage-increasing effect. This was also his first time seeing a skill that said it straight-up increased damage done. It was always an "increase effect of stat" or something like that.

      The skill scratched both his itches: the itch to earn more power and the itch to explore the system's intricacies.

      It even had that final bonus experience earned for killing foes above his level to top it off. Such a bonus already existed for everyone based on the kill notifications, but he assumed this one would only increase that bonus. This effect likely came from the "ambitious" part of the skill name, as it seemed pretty in line with his class's theme. Of course, this effect was also a first to see on a skill.

      He didn't have much to think about as he accepted the skill and felt the information flood his brain. After a few moments, he knew exactly how to use the skill, just like the others.

      Turning toward the cavern's exit, he walked past the Alpha and gave it one last nod of approval. A bit of excitement started building in his chest. The fight with the Den Mother was sure to be even more exhilarating.
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            Dungeon = Alchemy

          

        

      

    

    
      By now, it was officially confirmed. The system loved long, annoying, pointless tunnels that forced you to walk for way longer than was reasonable.

      He had been walking for thirty minutes by now. The light behind him was no longer visible, and he didn't see anything in front of him either. It was subtle, but the tunnel curved slightly, making it quite natural that he couldn't see either end.

      The big cavern where he had fought the Alpha had been relatively well lit by crystals covering the ceiling, but for some reason, the system hadn't bothered lighting the tunnels in any way.

      Then again, the tunnels were made to look like the badgers had dug them out. Or maybe they actually had been dug out by them. Jake seriously doubted that with the rest of the dungeon being so obviously pre-designed, but who knows?

      Luckily, though, Jake had his own source of light. His Alchemical Flame, while a transparent flame, did give off quite a bit of light.

      He didn't need the light for knowing where to go since he had his sphere, but because of what he was doing as he walked. A book was in one of his hands, illuminated by the flickering flame. The title read Blood & Poison: Intermediate Hemotoxins I. Not exactly a bestseller, but Jake still found it incredibly interesting.

      While the hemotoxic poisons had proved very useful against the Alpha, he still found it lacking, which was why he had decided to create a better version for his fight with the Den Mother.

      The dungeon didn't have any time limit, so he saw no reason to rush through it recklessly. Then again, he wasn't going to dally around for no reason. Leveling his alchemy was, in Jake's opinion, just as important as his class, and crafting the hemotoxic poison was yet another worthwhile challenge. He was also getting close to his next skill from his profession, and he had a feeling the next one was going to be juicy.

      Life-and-death battles weren't necessary to scratch his competitive itch and his instinct to challenge himself. The complex concoction techniques and high requirements for precise mana control also did that.

      So far, Jake had only ever created two poisons above inferior-rarity.  One was his Necrotic Poison, while the other was the rare amalgamation he had used to pass the Challenge Dungeon.

      He could make the Necrotic Poison mainly due to his Palate of the Malefic Viper, combined with him eating far more blue mushrooms than he would ever admit to. As eating them gave him insight into their nature, he’d quickly gotten extremely familiar with them. And even with that, it had still taken him quite a while before he crafted his first one.

      The amalgamation of poison couldn't really be considered a proper concoction. It had been unstable and would lose its effectiveness within a short time after being crafted, and even then, the effects were questionable at best. On top of that, Jake had used ten rare mushrooms for that one creation, not exactly being frugal with his ingredient spending. Needless to say, it wasn't a feat he could easily replicate.

      Which left him with his current challenge of making the hemotoxin he was currently aiming for. He already had the ingredients for it stored in his necklace.

      He had gotten used to the spatial storage by now, but occasionally, he was reminded of how impressive it actually was. The herbs stayed fresh within the necklace, just like they had in the garden found in the Challenge Dungeon. It was like walking around with a portable greenhouse frozen in temporal suspension.

      Within that metaphorical greenhouse, he had also located the plant he intended to use.

      
        
        [Bloodthorn Stalk (Common)] – A relatively common herb found in areas with an abundance of Vitality-based creatures. It has a sweet smell, often attracting unwitting animals. A significant amount of tainted vital energy is found within, agitating the blood of any living entity it touches.

      

      

      This stalk was, as the description said, not very rare. It grew by absorbing the blood of living beings who touched it. This was mainly done to animals thinking it was a beneficial herb and then attempting to eat it, only for the stalk to stay firmly rooted in the ground, scratching the inside of the beast's mouth and absorbing its blood.

      The ground below these plants was often red, making many believe that the herb grew in blood-soaked soil. However, it was later discovered that the earth became red due to the Bloodthorn Stalk concentrating the vital energy into it to attract even more prey.

      It was quite the insidious plant that had killed and maimed countless living things. Jake had even noticed the stalks starting to turn a bit withered moments after taking them out, forcing him to make a quick run back and pick up a few badger corpses to feed the poor murder-stalks.

      When he was back there, he also considered if he could use anything from the beasts' corpses to make any poisons. Sadly, his Sense of the Malefic Viper made it clear that their venom stopped working after their deaths. If Jake had to guess, it was due to the lack of internal energy. So he had just to use their corpses to feed the stalks.

      On an important side note, they actually tasted pretty good. The herb had a lovely smell, with a lot of liquid within. The thorns were peeled off before he started his feasting, of course.

      He ate plenty of them, familiarizing himself with the herb before he would begin his practice. Interestingly enough, the stalks didn't restore any mana when he ate them but instead released a tiny amount of vital energy.

      Thinking back, he hadn't really eaten anything worthwhile for a very long time. It wasn't that he no longer needed sustenance, but that he managed to keep himself fed only through herbs. He had a habit of eating a few of those he found as he roamed about.

      Wait… am I a vegan now? he suddenly thought randomly. Well, a pretty shitty vegan, considering that he killed beasts all the time… but hey, he didn't eat them. Though he really should. Honestly, one could only blame the badgers for not looking appetizing.

      As his thoughts wandered far from the book in his hand, he finally saw the other end of the long tunnel with his sphere. Picking up the pace slightly, he found himself in another cavern, about the same size as before.

      Scanning the cave with his gaze, he saw there were far fewer badgers—only five in total. The problem was the kind of badgers, however. Four of them were the same big badger, with the weird spiky hair.

      
        
        [Alpha Venomfang Badger – lvl ??]

      

      

      The only thing that soothed him slightly was the fact that they were all spread out. They all seemed to be very territorial, only staying within their designated area.

      At the end of the room was a hill with yet another badger lying upon it. This one was quite different from any of the others.

      It didn't have any spikes, but its hairs all seemed fine and smooth. It had white lines running across its sides in intricate patterns, looking quite beautiful, really. Its size was slightly larger than the Alphas. But more importantly… it gave off a feeling that made Jake instantly aware that this beast was the real leader of this pack.

      
        
        [Den Mother – lvl ??]

      

      

      The beast was clearly stronger… but still not evolved yet. It was a great relief, as he had feared the creature to have been D-grade, something he had absolutely no confidence in facing.

      All of the Alphas also felt only slightly stronger than the one he’d already killed. It was very slight, but it was there.

      Had he been thrown out of the main cavern or something? Jake wondered. It was imperative to figure out the intricate lore of the badger cave, after all.

      He had taken down one Alpha, and he had confidence in doing so with these ones. Sure, they were a bit stronger, but he had also gained quite a lot of power.

      No, the problem was his current state. Ripped robe, punctured bracers, and all resources relatively low.

      His first order of business was to get that in order, with the second being practicing his alchemy and killing the alphas. He knew it wasn't a one-day project to finish the hemotoxic poison, so he decided to switch between alchemy and fighting, picking off the badgers one by one. If all went well, his poison should be ready for his clash with the Den Mother.

      With no reason to sit around, he got to work on restoring his equipment and finishing his preparations for his first crafting attempt. He read the recipes, ate the herbs, and fixed his things over the next couple of hours.

      With everything ready, he got started on the arduous process of crafting an entirely new poison. The differences between inferior rarity and common rarity weren't huge, but they were far from insignificant. The complexity required in the control of mana and the handling of the ingredients was at another level.

      Purified Water, Aged Green Moss, Bloodthorn Stalk, as well as a good whiff of his own blood empowered with Blood of the Malefic Viper, and he was good to go. The first part went as expected; he extracted the energy from the moss and integrated it with the water and his blood.

      This part was the same as with Necrotic Poisons, making him experienced in it already, hence finishing that part without any issues. Next, he started applying the sweet nectar found within the Bloodthorn Stalks. You didn't need the stalk itself, but only the juices found within.

      The highly concentrated liquid entered the mixing bowl with nothing unexpected happening. The juices and the rest of the mix acted like magnets with the same poles, pushing the other party away. But of course, Jake needed them to mix—and not just mix, but merge and bring out synergistic effects.

      As he tried nudging them closer together, the small barrier that separated them unexpectedly broke apart, and the energies smashed together before Jake could even react. The entire concoction seemed to erupt as all the liquid flew into the air, splashing all over his clothes.

      He managed to close his eyes and avoid getting anything into them, but his newly restored cloak wasn't so lucky. The acidic properties of his blood still lingered in the brew, making his cloak once more full of holes since small patches of it had eroded.

      That went well, Jake thought to himself as he started restoring his cloak once more. He also had his skin hit, but his resistance and high Toughness left him with nothing more than a few red marks.

      What Jake had just experienced was a great example of why alchemists specializing in toxins had high vitality and Toughness. The mixing process was far more dangerous than a regular potion, and even if the same thing had happened during the brewing of one, the eruption would only have left Jake covered in harmless liquids.

      Of course, this was discounting that many alchemists who made poisons had to sometimes test and experiment with their toxins. And the best way to learn of the effect of poison was to experience it yourself. Jake hadn't done this yet, but then again, he hadn't really made that many different sorts of toxins—and his one original creation had nearly killed him.

      After his initial failure, he made a few more attempts, finding little but steady progress. No level was awarded for his efforts, still putting him at 47, but he wasn't discouraged. He drank one final health potion, topping up his health as he entered meditation to restore his stamina and mana.

      Those two were relatively easy to restore. Mana continually regenerated, while stamina was restored whenever he meditated or slept. Health was another story. It did regenerate naturally, but at a rate far slower than the other two. He had lost quite a bit of health against the Alpha Venomfang Badger, and if he wanted to have that regenerate naturally, it would likely take days. He doubted even a week would be able to fill it.

      Which was why he used health potions to top it off. Without those, his progress would be far slower, since he would be forced to take breaks that were far too long. This was also the reason why healers were so essential to have when leveling.

      Exiting meditation a few hours later, he checked his status menu and put all his Free Points into Perception. He had already done that with quite a lot of them before he had gotten Mark of the Ambitious Hunter, but now that he had that, it only confirmed his choice.

      Looking over the status, he was very satisfied.

      
        
        Status

        Name: Jake Thayne

        Race: [Human (E) – lvl 43]

        Class: [Ambitious Hunter – lvl 40]

        Profession: [Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper – lvl 47]

        Health Points (HP): 3540/3540

        Mana Points (MP): 3427/4210

        Stamina: 1501/1890

        Stats

        Strength: 231

        Agility: 284

        Endurance: 189

        Vitality: 354

        Toughness: 190

        Wisdom: 421

        Intelligence: 150

        Perception: 493

        Willpower: 224

        Free Points: 0

      

        

      
        Titles: [Forerunner of the New World], [Bloodline Patriarch], [Holder of a Primordial's True Blessing], [Dungeoneer I], [Dungeon Pioneer I]

        Class Skills: [Basic One-Handed Weapons (Inferior], [Basic Stealth (Inferior)], [Advanced Archery (Common)], [Hunter’s Sight (Uncommon)], [Basic Twin-Fang Style (Uncommon)], [Basic Shadow Vault of Umbra (Uncommon)], [Splitting Arrow (Uncommon)] [Big Game Hunter (Rare)], [Infused Powershot (Rare)], [Mark of the Ambitious Hunter (Rare)]

        Profession Skills: [Herbology (Common)], [Brew Potion (Common)], [Concoct Poison (Common)], [Alchemist’s Purification (Common)], [Alchemical Flame (Common)], [Toxicology (Uncommon)], [Cultivate Toxin (Uncommon)], [Malefic Viper’s Poison (Rare)], [Palate of the Malefic Viper (Rare)], [Touch of the Malefic Viper (Rare)], [Sense of the Malefic Viper (Rare)], [Blood of the Malefic Viper (Epic)]

        Blessing: [True Blessing of the Malefic Viper (Blessing - True)]

        Race Skills: [Endless Tongues of the Myriad Races (Unique)], [Identify (Common)], [Meditate (Common)], [Shroud of the Primordial (Divine)]

        Bloodline: [Bloodline of the Primal Hunter (Bloodline Ability - Unique)]

      

      

      The most significant growth was in his Perception. He had gained nearly 150 points since he’d entered the dungeon with all the levels and his investment of Free Points. In reality, he had only invested 120 points or so, but the 25% bonus from his Bloodline and title resulted in quite the increase.

      And he could feel the increase. It was in minor things. When he focused on an object, for example, he could more easily make out small details, and when he focused on his hearing, he could hear even the smallest thing. It wasn't like Perception just straight-up boosted one's senses, as it would be horrendously annoying if you had to listen to the sound of your own heart constantly. He had to focus on it, which meant that it didn't help as much if he was distracted.

      Where he could easily see the growth was with his sphere. With every point invested, it slightly increased in its area of effect and clarity. It wasn't by much, but it was there.

      As for his danger sense and other things related to his Bloodline… he had no idea if they even interacted with the stat to begin with. Then again, his Bloodline was an intrinsic part of him. Would he even notice if they improved? Or would it not just feel utterly natural to him? In a sense, it was natural.

      Closing his status menu once more, he briefly considered checking the tutorial panel but decided against it. Distractions would do him no good. In this dungeon, it was just him and a bunch of overgrown badgers, the rest of the survivors be damned.

      He identified the first prey, taking out his bow and preparing an arrow with his old, weak hemotoxic poison. He had been sitting still for long enough, and it was time to do some light exercise with a bit of mortal combat.
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            Augur of Hope

          

        

      

    

    
      Jacob had had private tutors since he could barely walk, expensive private schools, and a support system made up of the best money could buy. He’d graduated top of his class, gotten into the best university, and once more proved himself excellent, remaining at the top.

      He had been in the papers, praised by everyone. But he had always tried not to let it get to his head. His father had been the "treat the janitor like the CEO"-type of person. His old man had even refused to hire him at his own company, telling him he had to go his own way.

      Connections had certainly helped to begin with, but as he made his way into the corporate world, he once more excelled. At first, perhaps he’d been chosen because he was his father’s son, but now Jacob was selected because he was the best man for the job. A mark of honor for him.

      But this… this shitty place wasn’t one where he excelled. This god-forsaken shithole called a tutorial wasn’t anything he had ever trained for or even dreamed of.

      And yet he had tried his best. He had tried to make sure they all survived, and all returned home. But he had failed time and time again. His colleagues died one by one, and he was powerless to help them. His hands shivered whenever he held a sword, and his mind went blank when a beast came at him. He felt useless.

      Even where he was supposed to be skilled, he failed. He couldn’t even help Jake, accidentally leading him into a trap and nearly getting him killed. His relationship with Caroline had soured after that. She had changed, perhaps in her own desperation. Jacob believed he could have still helped her, fixed their relationship, and gotten her back on the right path. Maybe it was a naive hope, but Jacob wanted to at least try.

      Could… because even that he had fucked up. Not even something as basic as not parting without regret was possible for him. He had ignored Caroline when she left with Richard to attack the remnants of Hayden’s camp. His last words had been "leave me alone," for fuck’s sake.

      Yet he tried again. Even after being broken, again and again, he got up. The tutorial counter was clear. Everyone was dead.

      After seeing the number drop dramatically, the entire base had gathered. When the killing finally stopped, Jacob had done a headcount… and found every single person still living present, besides two.

      Jacob had left together with Bertram to investigate what the hell had happened. What they found was pure mayhem. Corpses and shattered armor were strewn across a big area. They had called out for survivors, but silence had been their only answer.

      They hadn’t had any healing potions or healers left… so even if they’d found someone, it was uncertain if they could’ve saved the person. They hadn’t stayed for long, as Jacob had seen something that made him send Bertram back alone. Jacob stayed a while longer, contemplating what to do before he also returned.

      Which led to the current situation. Jacob had done what he could to try and keep things running. But the situation was terrible. Everyone had lost friends or family in the battle, many even showing clear signs of having given up.

      But he managed to keep them going. The two enigmatic survivors were a great boon there. No one knew who they were… which meant they could be anyone. Just that small shred of hope kept many going, and Jacob himself hoped that it was enough to ride out the rest of the tutorial. By then, hopefully, they could reunite with the rest of the world.

      Jacob also hoped to return to the real world alive. He would fight, and he would survive.

      But… Jacob knew who the two survivors were. He knew it was a false hope, but it was all he could offer them. On the battlefield, he had sent Bertram back because he spotted someone. It looked like a burnt corpse, but Jacob felt like he saw faint movement.

      It was William. He was barely recognizable, but Jacob knew it was him. Jacob wasn’t stupid and quickly put together everything that had happened, especially when he saw Caroline’s metalized corpse.

      William had killed them all.

      And there he was, unconscious and defenseless before him. With the starter sword at his waist, he could kill him. Perhaps he should kill him.

      Yet he turned and left.

      Even after everything he had done… Jacob didn’t wish to see him dead. Not because Jacob necessarily believed that William could be “saved” or anything stupid like that. Jacob just didn’t want to kill anyone.

      Sitting down in the middle of the battlefield, he stared up into the sky. He truly hated this place, yet he refused to let it break him. Everyone was losing hope by the day, but Jacob felt responsible for keeping it alive.

      Perhaps William would wake up before the tutorial was over… no, he would most certainly wake up and come to kill them all. If that is fate… then let it be so.

      He had been stuck at level 24 for a long time in his class. A very long time compared to the others. The evolution prompt had never appeared for him like everyone else.

      
        
        *Class Evolution available*

      

      

      He didn’t know why it came. Why now of all times? He hadn’t killed anything… he had just been sitting alone, staring into the artificial stars above.

      Letting the system humor him, he accepted the evolution. But compared to what he’d expected, he wasn’t met with a selection of classes. Many had reported having at least two, with some just being a big shift from their original class. But Jacob only saw a single one.

      
        
        Augur of Hope – When all is lost, most fall to their knees in defeat, but you became the shepherd to lead the lost. A hero to many, mentor to most, a guide to all. The Augur of Hope is a support class focused entirely on guiding and leading others. Your creed is not to fight; your fate is to have others realize their destiny. How that is done is up to you. Stat bonuses per level: +8 Wis, +8 Will, +8 Vit, +8 Free Points.

      

      

      He barely skimmed through the description before he just accepted it.

      
        
        *The Holy Mother has invited you to her realm. Accept?*

      

        

      
        *Umbra has invited you to her realm. Accept?*

      

        

      
        *Rigoria the Maker has invited you to their realm. Accept?*

      

        

      
        *Yggdrasil has invited you to her realm. Accept?*

      

        

      
        *The Daofather has invited you to his realm. Accept?*

      

        

      
        *Camicus has invited you to his realm. Accept?*

      

        

      
        *The Eternal Servant has invited you to his realm. Accept?*

      

        

      
        *Autemius has invited you to their realm. Accept?*

      

        

      
        *Atlas has invited you to his realm. Accept?*

      

        

      
        *The Seeker has invited you to their realm. Accept?*

      

      

      …

      Jacob instantly received what he could only classify as spam. Hundreds—no, now it was thousands—of “invitations” appeared before him. Every single invitation was not as simple as a simple message, however.

      All of them seemed to carry some kind of intent within. A faint hint of what the ones inviting Jacob were all about…

      Once more, Jacob just took in the feeling of them… but he knew that he would pick the first one. An action which immediately made his vision turn black, and his entire world shift.

      A blinding light appeared before him as he felt solid ground beneath his feet. With a start, he looked around and waited for his vision to slowly return to normal. He knew he had gotten many system messages before obtaining the class, but didn’t feel like now was the time or place to go through them.

      He stood within a great hall. No, calling it great was an understatement. This place was beyond massive. He couldn’t even see either end, only pillars shooting into the sky all around him, each larger than the most prominent building he had ever seen. There wasn’t even a ceiling, but a layer of clouds which the pillars disappeared into.

      As he marveled at the sight, he suddenly heard a voice behind him.

      "Quite beautiful, is it not?"

      Turning around, he saw… a woman. Which was all his brain registered as he stood there, dumbstruck. He couldn’t “see” her, per se, yet he knew that he stared at perfection. A feeling of reverence welled up in his chest that he didn’t even feel the slightest desire to quench.

      After what felt like minutes, he barely managed to compose himself and stammer, "Y… yeah… beautiful."

      The woman waved her hand, and a couch and table appeared before him. The table even had what seemed like newly brewed tea just sitting there in a cup, ready to drink.

      "Take a seat, Jacob," she said as she ushered him toward the couch.

      Jacob didn’t even think. He just did what she said and sat stiffly down on the couch. The woman herself sat on a chair on the other side of the table as she picked up her cup of tea and started drinking. She was showing no intention of addressing him.

      "What happened?" Jacob finally asked, after taking a few more seconds to compose himself.

      "I must thank you for accepting my invitation," she answered, adding, "As for why I invited you… there are many reasons."

      Jacob’s curiosity now exceeded his wariness. "What reasons? And why does getting a class upgrade lead to me being invited here? I didn’t hear about this happening to the others?"

      "So many questions." The woman laughed yet answered them nevertheless. "You initially caught my eye due to your affiliation with the Savant, which only got amplified with your connection to the Viper’s Chosen. A Hunter, it would seem. As for why you are here… far from everyone has anything special happen during a class evolution, so it is normal for others not to speak of it. But know that you are not the first of your tutorial to have an encounter like this.

      "Another major reason I chose you is that you have what I am looking for in my followers—a worthy shepherd, and one able to bring more light into the people’s hearts. Your class now is perfect for just that. As you no doubt know, any god would gladly invite an Augur into their fold."

      Jacob took a while to digest the information. Was he being recruited into a religion of some sort? Did he even have a choice? Was this entire thing happening a good or a bad thing? But more importantly…

      "Who, or what is the Hunter and the Savant?"

      "The Savant is of interest to a friend of old, and the Hunter roused the Viper," she answered calmly, as if she had all the time in the world. “I can no longer see precisely who he is, no doubt due to the Viper’s interference, but he should be a friend of yours.”

      Jake is the Hunter? he thought instantly. This also confirmed that he was alive, though Jacob had kind of expected that to begin with. Jake had escaped, after all, and based on what he had seen, the guy could handle himself.

      But what was this about "rousing the Viper"? Did he do something? Was this the reason he’d become so strong?

      "What do you mean when you say that he roused the Viper?" Jacob asked.

      The woman looked like she was reminiscing for a bit before she began. "The Malefic Viper is who I speak of, an ancient being that has been around since the dawn of the system itself. After a tragic event, he secluded himself from the rest of the multiverse for many eras… but after your world’s integration, he has returned. And your friend is the one who made him leave that seclusion."

      "… Is it a good or a bad thing that this Viper has returned?" Jacob asked, a bit confused.

      "Time will tell," she answered with a smile. "I hope it will bring good with it. On a personal note, I am happy to see him no longer mope around in that empty realm of his."

      Jacob nodded along, as he quite honestly didn’t get half of what was being said. "This may be presumptuous of me to ask… but is me coming here a good or a bad thing?"

      "You seem to care a lot about good or bad, Jacob,” she answered with a giggle. "It all depends on what you do with being here. But if you had to put it in a box, I would call it a good thing."

      "Okay," he said, his brain trying to comprehend the situation he found himself in. Yet he didn’t question her judgment; he felt unable to question it. "Why did you bring me here, then?"

      "I wish to offer you a gift as well as a responsibility," the woman answered. "The gift is my blessing; the responsibility, to serve beneath me. To help spread my word to your universe."

      Jacob furrowed his brow at this. This did seem very much like some kind of religion. Jacob had never been the religious type, so he honestly wasn’t sure how to feel about the offer.

      "May I ask what spreading your word entails and to whom exactly we pray?" he asked, trying to learn what exactly he was getting himself into.

      On the other hand, the woman couldn’t hold herself back from giggling once more, mesmerizing Jacob completely. He was very sure by now that her charm was in no way natural, but magic of some kind.

      "The word is easy. To serve me, and to serve the Holy Light. My teachings are of hope, justice, and righteousness—of fairness and love for one another. Of the punishment of the wicked, and self-actualization to become the best one can be.”

      Jacob came to a shocking realization. One that he quickly got confirmed.

      "As to whom we pray… well, I don’t personally pray to anyone. But my followers pray to me."

      "Are you… God?" Jacob asked in disbelief. Was this God?

      "A god," she corrected. "Do not be so shocked; we aren’t like the ones you had heard of before the system. We are very much tangible entities, and as you can see, one can even meet their god. Though it is rare. If you wander far enough on your path, you too can step into godhood, Jacob, even if the path is long. But if you follow me, I shall help set you upon this path, though your success or failure will be entirely up to yourself as well as fate."

      Jacob had to take a while once more to compose himself after the bombardment of information and shocking revelations.

      "If you wish to join me, I will give you a blessing and send you back to the tutorial," she continued before Jacob could formulate a response. “Our time here is limited, after all. I can only hold you here for so long before the system drags you back.”

      "Wait, if you are a god, why can’t you stop the system?” Jacob said, failing to hold back some of the many questions he was struggling with. “And what is the system to begin with? What does it want?"

      "I am not all-powerful. No one is. As to what the system is… well, that requires an answer longer than we have time for.” She said this patiently, despite the seeming lack of time. "I understand that you struggle with the system as a concept… but from my experience, it truly doesn’t want anything. It is simply there. It is like asking what gravity wants or why light won’t stop being bright. If you truly wish to learn of the system, do so once you become powerful enough."

      Jacob nodded at the response, as it did kind of make sense. Enough sense for him to not want to think about it further, as that would just take him down another spiral of wandering thoughts.

      "What does getting this blessing entail?" he asked, getting back on track.

      "One can only ever hold a single blessing, bestowed upon them by a deity. As to what the blessing is… it depends on the god. But no matter what kind of blessing, it will open up paths, meaning more skills and evolution options. As to what I want… we can talk about that next time."

      As she said that, Jacob felt himself slowly start to fade away.

      "So, what is your answer?"

      Gritting his teeth, Jacob decided to take the chance. Perhaps he was just falling for the woman’s unearthly charm, but he still decided to give it a shot.

      "Yes!"

      With that, she reached out her hand and slightly touched his still-fading cheek. "Goodbye, my child. May you fulfill your destined purpose."

      And with those words, Jacob felt his vision spin once more, then found himself back on the ground he had disappeared from. It felt like hours had passed, but it had likely not even been an hour. Jacob even briefly considered if it had all been a hallucination—until he checked his notifications.

      
        
        [Greater Blessing of the Holy Mother (Blessing – Greater)] – A worthy follower personally recognized by the Holy Mother. To become a speaker for the Primordial herself is a great privilege, given to few throughout the multiverse. Through the vestige of karma given to you, you have tapped into a bit of her holy power. +5% Intelligence, +5% Willpower. Grants access to many new paths. Only one blessing can be held at a time.

      

      

      This was the first one he’d seen, and he was taken aback. It even gave stat bonuses… Though his stats were still meager currently, he knew it had to be significant later on. The other effect, such as opening up new paths, had to be related to those evolutions and skills that she—no, the Holy Mother, his Patron—spoke of.

      But this was only the beginning, as he had gotten quite the benefits.

      Still sitting only a few meters from the nearly dead Savant, William, he went through all that had changed him, knowledge entering his mind even as he began going through all the notifications.
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            Excelling

          

        

      

    

    
      Jacob felt a bit of excitement for the first time in quite a while reading his notifications. He had barely opened any of the system menus for weeks, and when he did, he only did so to either check the tutorial panel or his stamina. But now things had changed, as he had perhaps finally found a path for himself in this new world.

      With the blessing, a title apparently also came—the only other title Jacob had besides the one they’d all started with. He had honestly kind of forgotten the existence of titles before that moment.

      
        
        [Holder of a Primordial's Greater Blessing] – Obtain the Greater Blessing of a Primordial. In the vast multiverse, many gods exist, many pantheons rule, but the Primordials are few. To be blessed by a Primordial personally is a rarity, so bear it with pride. Grants the skill: [Lighthouse of the Holy Mother (Epic)]. +5 all stats, +5% to Wisdom, Willpower, and Vitality.

      

      

      Another massive gain and another stat-increasing effect. They were even the same stats Jacob got a lot of from his class. As for the skill it granted, he wasn't too sure.

      
        
        [Lighthouse of the Holy Mother (Epic)] – A beacon amidst a sea of confusion. A light for all to follow in order to find a safe shore once more. Allows you to take in emotions from those around you more easily, understanding their most profound inner desires. Passively makes you appear more trustworthy to those who have faith in you. The effect of Lighthouse of the Holy Mother is based on Wisdom and Willpower.

      

      

      It sounded downright creepy—the perfect superweapon of any stalker. But from the perspective of a leader, it was invaluable. Morale and happy employees were the cornerstone of a highly efficient company, especially one focused on knowledge rather than physical labor.

      Being able to convince others easier was also very helpful. It just rubbed Jacob the wrong way to imagine him quite literally mind-manipulating others into it. At least the skill appeared only to reinforce the trust others already had in him...

      After the meeting, he had naturally also gotten the level… as well as a whole bunch of lost skills.

      
        
        *' DING!' Class: [Augur of Hope] has reached level 25 - Stat points allocated, +8 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *Skill lost*: [Strike (Common)]

      

        

      
        *Skill lost*: Basic One-Handed Weapon (Inferior)

      

        

      
        *Skill Lost*: Basic Two-Handed weapon (Inferior)

      

        

      
        *Skill Lost*: Basic Sword & Shield (Inferior)

      

        

      
        *Skill Lost*: Basic Throwing Weapons (Inferior)

      

        

      
        *Skill Lost*: Balanced Approach (Common)

      

        

      
        *Skill Lost*: Basic Blocking (Inferior)

      

      

      He had lost all of his skills but two. One was Amplify Voice, which did exactly what it sounded like. The other one was Motivating Presence, his only uncommon skill before the events that had just transpired. It was a skill that reduced stamina expenditure for all allies around him.

      But of course, he had also gained several skills. Four, to be exact, the first being a mana-affinity skill—something he had heard about before.

      
        
        *Skill Gained*: [Light Magic Affinity (Uncommon)] – The element of light is an affinity of two faces. The light can shine upon allies, bringing them comfort and Strength, but also burn your enemies, along with a myriad of mystical techniques. Allows the user to turn their mana into the light affinity. May you walk where darkness never reaches.

      

      

      This skill was relatively simple, except for the fact that it was uncommon rarity. Jacob had heard that most affinity skills were of inferior rarity, meaning Jacob had skipped a tier when getting it. When he tapped into his mind, he could vaguely feel small wisps of knowledge on how to use the light element. However, as he had no idea how to use mana and had no skills to use the affinity with, it didn't do much currently. At most, he could make himself glow…

      The next skill was also a bit weird, but had a fascinating effect.

      
        
        *Skill Gained*: [Shepherd of the Lost (Epic)] – The shepherd who leads the lost is the one who forges the path of all those he guides. Allows the user to more easily influence the Records and thus future paths of others. Enables your teaching to grant a very minor amount of class and profession experience. Effect based on Wisdom and Willpower.

      

      

      He had no clue what all that influencing Records stuff was about. No, what he cared about was the second to last part. Grant experience. He could help others gain levels without having to go through the horrors of fighting. The next skill was equally as cryptic in many ways.

      
        
        *Skill Gained* [Divination of the Augur (Epic)] – Fate is everchanging, but some can begin to understand the flow. Allows the Augur of Hope to peer into the rivers of fate and destiny to interpret the omens found within. The time between each available divination is based on the Willpower and Wisdom of the Augur.

      

      

      Was this skill some kind of fortune-telling? Prediction of the future? He had a feeling it was far more complicated than that. And the knowledge that came with the skill didn't help him much either. It just allowed him to know how to start divining, and he knew that it was a rather lengthy process.

      The final skill… was just downright weird and nondescriptive.

      
        
        *Skill Gained*: [One More Light (Legendary)] – When the lights flicker, your will remains. In the sky of a million stars, when one's time runs out, One More Light remains. The Augur of Hope cares when the light goes out, even when a moment is all that we are. So his light shall remain alit to further guide the lost and the fallen, the lights that have flickered out. Hope is not so easily slain.

      

      

      … It was a legendary skill. A tier Jacob had never even heard of before. He remembered Richard boasting about getting an epic skill, making others green with envy. But now he had obtained a legendary skill… one he couldn't even understand himself.

      The description was just so unbelievably vague. Whenever one gained a skill, one would generally get the basic knowledge of how to use it too. It was like that with all his other skills. But with this… he came up blank. It seemed to do nothing, and he had no idea how to activate it. Was the skill passive, maybe? But if so… what were its effects?

      Jacob had no answer to that question. Even if he couldn't figure it out, he had a feeling he would know what it was for in time.

      He felt like he had been reborn. Like he had finally found a purpose, a path forward. One could live with the system without fighting. He could become someone leading people just like he had before. He could guide and help others.

      Perhaps he had finally found a new area where he could excel once more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Another person who excelled elsewhere was a man repeatedly stabbing a massive beast in the side as it tried to wrestle him off. But the man didn't let up; he kept holding on as his hands, grasping the beast, gave off a faint green glow.

      The beast was already wounded all over, with arrows sticking out of it everywhere and a huge hole that had left one of its claws hanging limp. The blood was oozing out of every wound, and the sword was most certainly not helping with the situation.

      Finally, the beast stopped moving, and its attacker received a notification.

      
        
        *You have slain [Alpha Venomfang Badger – lvl 77] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 114,000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *' DING!' Class: [Ambitious Hunter] has reached level 44 - Stat points allocated, +4 Free Points*

      

        

      
        *' DING!' Race: [Human (E)] has reached level 46 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

      

      Jake let go as he fell backward, a smile hanging on his lips, not caring at all about the blood he had landed in.

      More than half a day had been spent in this cavern since he entered. All five Alphas were finally dead, with only the Den Mother remaining.

      He had gone through the cycle of preparing for battle, fighting a big-ass badger, doing alchemy, and meditating before rinsing and repeating. The common-rarity hemotoxic poison was still underway, but he was getting close. Really close. He had even managed to get another level under his belt with all the alchemy done.

      In total, he had gotten four levels in his class, nearly getting one per Alpha. The second to last was the only one that hadn't awarded one. He didn't know if it was natural to get that many levels or if it was his Mark of the Ambitious Hunter showing its worth.

      And oh, that Mark was great. Before, he’d sometimes had issues when he ran away if the beast briefly exited his sphere, but now he could feel where it was anyway, showing great synergy with his Bloodline. The increased damage was also more than noticeable.

      It didn't make his blade cut more or his arrows dig deeper as he had expected. Instead, the effect was more peculiar. Whenever he hit a beast, dealing damage to it, what felt like a wave or maybe a small wisp of energy drifted out and consumed just a bit of health from the target. It was subtle but noticeable over a long fight.

      And to make it all better, it even worked with his poisons. He could clearly see it being amplified, just straight-up allowing the toxins to drain more lifeforce than before. He had yet to try it properly with a potent dose of Necrotic Poison, but he could imagine the effects being very noteworthy.

      In other words, the skill dealt damage directly to health points.

      The badger he had killed most easily was the second to last, coincidentally also the only one that hadn’t awarded him a level. His Infused Powershot had made all the fights a lot easier, allowing him to land an excellent blow to begin the battle with.

      He had managed to hit it from the side and penetrate through the ear canal and into the beast's brain. The damage released from the mark was insane, looking like a wave of energy washing over the creature.

      Applying the mark to a target was also easier than he had feared. The skill said it “covertly” applied it, and luckily, that had turned out to be very much true. None of the badgers had shown the slightest reaction when he used the skill on them, merely continuing their daily lives of loafing about.

      In the entire dungeon, only two living beings remained—the Den Mother and himself. He didn't know if he could defeat the beast. He had a feeling he maybe could, even without making the new poison. But he had already made the plan, so he decided to just stick with it.

      Besides, he needed another period of restoration. He had rushed the fight with the final badger quite a bit, not bothering to fully reconjure all his arrows, which was why he’d had to face it in melee for a bit. An endeavor that had only ruined his clothing… again, again.

      It had to be said that Jake looked like the poorest homeless person around. The other survivors had banded together, meaning they had tailors in their midst. Jake, on the other hand, had to make do with his own measly skills.

      His cloak could be restored, but under that cloak… yeah. His chest was bare and had been so for the last many days. He had many clothes from the challenge dungeon, but had decided to stop wasting the shirts by now. Nearly all of them had been ripped apart, and as they were just regular clothes, he had no way to fix them.

      He still wore pants, but even they were tattered and full of holes. He only switched them out when it was absolutely necessary, and even now, they were more shorts than pants.

      And speaking of his chest… he had to admit that he looked good. Jake had always had a rather lithe figure, having to spend a lot of time in shape for his archery. The habits of regular exercise and healthy eating had luckily stuck with him after the accident that stopped his pursuit of going pro.

      His current body had gone through changes since entering the tutorial. All the belly fat was gone, his muscles light and flexible. The evolutions had even resulted in his height increasing by a few centimeters. He had been of a rather average size before, while now he could be considered a bit above average.

      His face had remained the same. His brown hair had perhaps grown a little, but it was hard to tell. The glint in his eye was a bit sharper than before, and perhaps his features had become rougher on average. But it was hard to tell if it was due to the system or all the hardships he had gone through.

      Of course, his journey wasn't over yet. There was, for example, a giant badger to kill.

      He decided to retreat to the cave entrance just in case the Den Mother unexpectedly made a move. He doubted it would, but better safe than sorry.

      Taking out his ingredients, he got concocting. Purified water, infused blood, aged poisonous moss, Bloodthorn Stalk juices, and a shitload of mana later, he was good to go.

      His progress had been slow and steady over the last day. He had concocted many common-rarity Necrotic Poisons before and was no longer a rookie in the craft. In fact, he would say making that poison was easier than the inferior-rarity stamina potion.

      The only part that still vexed him was the merging process of the two opposing elements for the hemotoxin. They rejected each other, but he had started to find ways to slowly make them meld into one another and not explosively clash, spraying the concoction all over. After having it explode in his face far too many times, that is.

      Which was also the reason why he wasn't wearing his cloak at the moment. His skin had better resistance to poison than his clothing, after all.

      The beginning part of the process went as expected. The water, moss, and blood mixed well together, and soon the first part was finished. Adding the Stalk juices, however, Jake had started switching up the approach. Instead of adding it all at once, he would slowly drip it into the mix.

      As the first drop hit, it started sizzling. Jake wasted no time forcing it to merge with the rest of the mix. It struggled at first, but gradually, it started getting integrated. The concoction's nature began slowly changing as it was affected by the energy within the stalk.

      One could compare it to the effect of a vaccine. Of course, the body would naturally reject what was injected into the body, attempting to crush it and push it out. If one increased the vaccine dose significantly, all one would achieve was making the person sick. But with a small dosage, the body could get used to it, just like he was doing now.

      The rest of the brew could slowly absorb a small amount of the Bloodthorn juices and, with Jake's careful guidance, not cause any adverse effects. This allowed Jake to soon put another drop into the mix, and then another, and then another.

      Soon more than half of the required liquid was in the mix, and it still remained stable. The last few drops didn’t even show any unstable reactions, but merely integrated on their own.

      With a bit of courage, he decided to put in the rest of the liquid all at once. The poison's purpose was ultimately for the Bloodthorn Stalk juices' hemotoxic properties to overpower the concoction and make it take on its effect. A bit of instability was, in other words, required for it to succeed.

      Something, that to Jake's great relief, finally succeeded when he saw the mixture turn entirely red as well as the system notifications appearing.

      
        
        *You have successfully crafted [Hemotoxic Poison (Common)] – A new kind of creation has been made. Bonus experience earned*

      

        

      
        *' DING!' Profession: [Prodigious Alchemist of the Malefic Viper] has reached level 49 - Stat points allocated, +5 Free Points*

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 71

          

          

      

    

    







            Dream

          

        

      

    

    
      Smiling in satisfaction, Jake got out two empty bottles. Usually, a batch such as this would quickly fill four or five bottles, but the first creation’s output wasn’t exactly good. He had taken a long time doing the crafting and had thus evaporated a lot of the concoction. But it was kind of expected, so Jake didn’t think that much of it. It was a success, and that was the most crucial part.

      Bottling it up, he identified the poison.

      
        
        [Hemotoxic Poison (Common)] – Greatly increases bleeding on afflicted entities and makes any injuries harder to heal. The poison must be introduced directly into the bloodstream to have any effect.

      

      

      It was literally the same description of the inferior-rarity version, save for it adding "greatly" at the beginning. But Jake could feel that it was quite a lot more powerful. The energy it gave off was palpable, as one should expect after expending more than 2500 mana during the concoction.

      Not because the crafting process required that much typically, but because, once more, Jake had done it super slowly and inefficiently. Something that would surely improve as he got more practice.

      By now, his armor that could be restored by enchantments had been repaired. His mana was low, and his stamina also wasn’t full. He had even lost a few health points due to the toxic fumes released during the crafting process—a hazard of the trade.

      Cleaning everything up, he gave one look at the Den Mother. It still sat unmoving.

      Soon, he thought while smiling to himself.

      Entering meditation, time passed as he slowly restored his resources. During meditation, all senses except for touch were cut off completely. He could still feel his inner self and the energy moving within his body, but nothing outside of it. With his normal senses, that is. His Sphere of Perception was unaffected as always, and he had made it a habit to try and train it during meditation.

      In the beginning, he’d only seen material things through it, but after the first evolution at level 10, he had started to also faintly feel the mana in the air.

      It was only a slight nudge in the wind. When Jake focused, it was as if he could “see” a faint mist covering everything. As he practiced using his mana, and as his alchemy improved with his mana control, so did his ability to sense it.

      At all times, he could feel it around him. He could pull on it and attempt to bend it. He had tried a myriad of things, but so far, the only one he had ever really succeeded in was to weave his strings. It was one of the first-ever accomplishments he’d had with mana, and it had stayed that way. But his limitation was that these strings had to be attached to his body. Something that shouldn’t be necessary… in theory.

      So he spent his meditation trying to do just that: manipulate mana without touching it directly. His largest obstacle was to have the mana not simply scatter. If he made a string connected to his body, the moment he made it dislodge from himself, it would just get swept up. It was like it had no substance, so it just integrated back into the atmospheric mana.

      As he meditated, the hours ticked by, and soon he started to feel a different kind of tired. His stamina was restoring, but he still felt more and more tired. No, exhausted had to be the word. An exhaustion one feels after being up for far too long, and the body finally putting its foot down.

      Thinking about it… he had been awake for a long time. He didn’t need as much sleep as before, that much was obvious… but didn’t he need any sleep?

      Meditation and stamina potions had kept him going for a long time. Likely too long. The problem was, though… he didn’t want to sleep.

      Doing alchemy, practicing mana control, fighting… all of these were something to do. These things kept Jake’s mind active. Occupied. It kept stray thoughts and worries away.

      But if he slept, the floodgates would open. The last time he’d slept, he dreamt. Dreams that, to him, were nightmares. He’d seen his family, his friends, the ones in his life he cared about. The dreams only served as reminders of what he may have lost and what he didn’t even know if he still had.

      Importantly, upon entering the tutorial, Jake’s lowest stat had been Willpower. He had never been the strong-willed type. He was the type to focus on one thing and then become utterly devastated for a long time if it didn’t work out.

      When he’d had his accident that stopped him from doing archery, he’d been depressed for a long time. He’d never picked up any new hobbies, but just wallowed in despair. It was only because he was set on the path of going to university by his parents that he’d recovered. He’d had a new goal. But he still never got seriously into any new hobbies again.

      The same had happened with his first relationship. After that, he had never dared to pursue a new one. The experience had scarred him, and he’d hidden away from it. And now he was doing the exact same thing.

      He knew something bad had happened outside of the inner area, but he didn’t want to go check. He didn’t want to confront whatever it was. He preferred just to hide away and do his own thing. Fighting to the death was simple. He knew how to do it because the result of the fight relied on him in the end.

      But if his family still lived… if his friends were in the only now dozens of people outside who still lived… he didn’t know. It was not up to him.

      He wanted to avoid anything outside of his one-mind track, to put it in other words. He had learned throughout his life to do that wonderfully so. To focus excessively on one goal at a time and complete his set goal with excellent efficiency. It was why he’d been so good at his job and archery to begin with.

      Now, however, the distraction of sleep was upon him. He had managed to avoid dreams during the Challenge Dungeon somehow. He had slept then, but he had managed to dream of alchemy. To dream of his task. Something he feared he wouldn’t this time.

      Retreating even further, Jake entered into the tunnel connecting the two caves. Fighting the beast was foolish in his current state. He felt sluggish. Slow. He had to sleep, despite his desire not to do so.

      Summoning the bed, he just threw himself on his stomach as his eyelids got heavier. The moment his body hit the sheets, his eyes closed, and the embrace of sleep enveloped him.

      As his mind started resting, so did the chains he had shackled down his thoughts with. And once more, memories spiraled forth from his subconscious. A dream that instantly felt… wrong.

      The dream this time was a memory. One that was depicting the darkest period of Jake’s life.

      He was living with a roommate while he went to university. They’d been friends from before and had signed up for university at the same time. To save money, they had decided to get a place together and share the rent.

      It was only a small flat, but it was their flat. Everything was honestly fantastic. Despite a few hurdles at the beginning about who did the dishes and finally deciding to just get a dishwasher, their relationship only grew closer. Jake trusted his roommate with everything and believed that his friend trusted him back.

      At the time, Jake had even managed to land a girlfriend. She was in the same facility, and they meshed well together. Neither of them was the overly social type, so they found happiness by meeting up and watching a movie, enjoying their solitude together.

      Jake had two people he had let come close at university. Andrew, or just Andy, and Madeline. He’d been together with her for a little over two years, and things were also going great there. To sum it up, he had a close friend, a girlfriend, and things were just… great. At least Jake interpreted it that way… because he didn’t want to deal with it being otherwise.

      It all went wrong on one fateful day. Jake had been visiting his parents for the holidays and planned to stay with them for a few more days between Christmas and new year. But his mom convinced him to go back and spend some of the break together with his peers. Her thoughts had come from the right place, but the result was disastrous.

      Jake had thought his roommate was out; he had said that he would be at his parents’ until the next day. His girlfriend had said the same.

      That day he got off the train and took a bus to their flat. He stopped by a small convenience store on the way to get some milk and other essentials on the way. He wanted to have it stocked up for when Andy returned. To be a good roommate.

      With two bags, he waddled up the stairs like a duck. He wore a big, goofy smile on his face, as he had bought things to surprise the two people he cared the most about from his university life. His plans for a nice dinner the next day were set, and he was excited.

      Putting one bag down as he reached the door, he took out his key and unlocked it. It was evening by now, and the sun was already down. He had expected the apartment to be dark, but found the light was already turned on at the entrance. Weird, he thought as he entered. Andy must have forgotten to turn it off when he left.

      But that thought was soon expelled when he heard some muffled sounds. Someone was there, after all. Had Andy also come back early?

      He didn’t think much of it as he went and put the groceries away. He was halfway to the fridge when he noticed something off out of the corner of his eye. A blouse was on the couch. The one he had given Madeline for her birthday last spring. Not the best gift, but hey, she always complained about being cold.

      This should probably have made him suspicious that something was wrong, but he once more chose not to think about it too much as he finished emptying the bags. She must have come by or something after he left and accidentally forgotten it.

      After that, he went to take off his shoes to not dirty the place more than necessary. As he went to take them off, he noticed two pairs already there. Andy’s… and Madeline’s. What?

      A feeling started building in his stomach… a bad one. His mind was telling him shit was wrong. Very wrong. But he kept pressing it down, kept making excuses. There had to be a logical explanation. Yeah, they had just both come back earlier than expected and decided to hang out a bit. Totally normal.

      Jake, however, still couldn’t kill the feeling. Looking at the door to Andy’s room, he decided not to postpone. The muffled sound continued as he slowly got closer. Putting his ear to the door, he was dreading what he would hear.

      Luckily, what he heard was not what he had feared—a movie. He admonished himself for his stupidity and paranoia with a sigh of relief, as he no longer hesitated and opened the door with a smile. A smile that quickly faded.

      Two people were lying huddled together on the bed. One black-haired man with a beard, and a red-haired woman. Both butt-naked. And both turning their heads to Jake as he stood there looking like an idiot in the doorway.

      Thoughts spun through his head as he observed them. No one spoke, as the silence was finally broken by Jake turning around and closing the door again.

      He put his coat and shoes on once more and left the apartment without a word. He got on the bus again and back on the train.

      The entire journey, his face didn’t change. The thoughts kept spinning. How could he have been so stupid? Ignored all the signs for so long? He would be lying to himself if he said he hadn’t held any suspicions before. But he had trusted them.

      Arriving at his hometown, he got off the train and back on another bus. His phone had several missed calls from both Madeline and Andy, but he ignored all of them. When he made it to his parents’ place, his mother was, of course, surprised to see him after only a few hours. She didn’t even get to ask anything before Jake broke down crying on the kitchen floor.

      He missed the first month of that semester.

      When he returned, he already had a new place. His dad had arranged movers to do everything for him. He acted as if nothing happened, ignoring both Madeline and Andrew.

      Before the breakup, Jake had been a middling student. Afterward, he soared to the top of nearly all his courses. Jake ignored anything and everything as he dived into his studies. He thought nothing of friends or love. That part of him was cut off from that point on, and it would take many years before a faint spark would reemerge.

      Or that was what had happened. But dreams had a way of not being entirely accurate. Jake found himself back at the moment when he had just discovered the two of them together.

      As Jake closed the bedroom door in the dream, he went to get on his shoes and coat as he had back then. But instead of a jacket and shoes, he took his gear—boots, cloak, bracers, rings, and necklace—along with his dagger, sword, and, of course, his trusty bow.

      He left the apartment as usual, but this time, he found “Andy” in the hallway.

      "Just going to leave like that?" he asked. He was still naked, as if he had just teleported here from the bed. Yet on his face hung a smile Jake couldn’t recognize. It felt… wrong.

      "Yeah," Jake answered as he tried to walk past him, his face blank.

      "Like you left Jacob and the others?" Andy asked.

      "Yep."

      "Like you left the entire fucking world behind to go play hunter?"

      "Exactly," Jake answered as he turned back to regard Andy.

      By now, he was entirely lucid, the illusion of the dream broken. He was still dreaming… but he was aware. And he could feel it. The throbbing of his heart as the blood ran through his system. His Bloodline and instinct both flaring up. His sphere observing everything.

      He felt the intent of the “Andy” before him. Manipulation, something he would have fallen for so many times before when he disregarded his instincts.

      "Not that it matters; Jacob will betray you like everyone else,” the fake person before him said, still smiling creepily. “Oh wait, he already has, hasn’t he?"

      Jake shook his head. He felt what the being before him wanted him to do, and it pissed him off. He felt the thought of killing Jacob appear for a split second, but the way it occurred was too… unnatural. Whatever the thing in front of him had tried clearly hadn’t worked, but he didn’t let it show. Why he wanted him to go back for Jacob wasn’t relevant, because this stupidity unfolding before him only made him reaffirm what he wanted: power.

      A being like the Malefic Viper could disappear for countless years, yet none would dare touch the core of his Order. Not because of respect, decency, or morals. But because of fear. A fear that the backlash would be far more than they could ever handle. A fear that untold power would descend upon them. A power that Jake desired more than anything.

      He was no longer the man who would break down on his mother’s kitchen floor at a betrayal. He was the man who would make the situation right.

      If he’d had the power he held now back then, what would he have done? Spread tales of their affair to ruin their reputations? Get them expelled somehow? Tattle to their parents? Beat one or both of them up? Or worse, kill them?

      He didn’t know, and quite frankly, it didn’t matter. What mattered was that he could. He had the power to do so. Or he would have the power to do so. Besides, if he’d had that power… would they have even dared to betray him?

      The next moment, Jake disappeared from within the dream. From beginning to end, he had never shown the slightest reaction to anything that was said.

      With a sigh, “Andy” looked away as the entire apartment side of the apartment-complex turned to dust.

      "I am surprised you didn’t interfere," he spoke out loud.

      "Well, why would I?" a voice echoed out within the dreamscape. "I am pretty sure you just made him mad."

      Two green eyes opened in the sky of the dream as everything started slowly disintegrating.

      "Oh, and…" the voice echoed out as killing intent descended on the entire dreamscape. "Don’t ever pull that shit again."

      With that, the entire dream turned to nothing, leaving only the fake “Andy” in the void, his eternal smile still on his lips as a spark of interest entered his eyes.

      "Truly peculiar…" he spoke before his karmic projection disappeared.
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      Jake’s eyes snapped open as the remnants of the dream left him. But unlike normal dreams, he could remember every single detail vividly.

      Jumping out of bed, he threw it back into his necklace along with everything else. Right now, Jake was in a really shitty mood.

      He was angry. And sadly for the Den Mother, it had been chosen as his outlet. Jake was tired of feeling like he was stuck in some big game. Tired of not knowing why the hell people kept messing with him. Even now, he didn’t know exactly why Richard had wanted him dead or why that red-robed spearman had believed he had murdered his son.

      No, instead, he would just do what he did best: challenge and improve himself.

      Taking out one bottle of hemotoxic poison, he recklessly splashed it over a bundle of arrows in his hand. He summoned his bow as he walked toward the beast.

      Applying the Mark of the Ambitious Hunter was done as he lifted his bow, nocked the arrow, and charged an Infused Powershot. He didn’t aim for the head of the beast, as it would likely miss.

      Charging it as much as he could without affecting his combat effectiveness afterward, he released the string. The arrow was released in an explosion of mana and stamina, and Jake didn’t even wait for it to hit before nocking another. He was angry but also oddly focused.

      Perhaps he felt offended by his own thoughts—by his own perception of the weakness that he carried within. He was angry at himself for believing that he was weak. That the only reason why people wanted to manipulate him was because of his own weakness. And the best way to kill that feeling of weakness was to prove that he was strong. At least Jake believed it to be so.

      On the other end of the cavern, the Den Mother woke up abruptly when the Infused Powershot was released. It instinctively tried to dodge, but was still hit in one of its hind legs—a minor injury, but more than enough for the poison to enter its system.

      The follow-up also arrived far earlier than the beast had expected. Five arrows struck it simultaneously, penetrating only a bit, but penetrating nevertheless. The creature was surprised but not distraught as it located its attacker.

      With no hesitation, it charged toward the arrogant human who had dared to attack it. It had been the Den Mother of this group of badgers for such a long time, and now some lone human dared intrude upon its lair? One that felt far weaker than itself, even?

      It felt the poison, it knew something was wrong, but it didn’t have the mental faculties to comprehend what exactly it was. All it knew was that it had to kill the human in front of it as fast as possible.

      The first swipe was dodged by the pesky human as Jake Shadow Vaulted to the side, still releasing arrows whenever possible. The Den Mother had predicted this, as it turned its head and opened its mouth.

      Out came a torrent of green gas that eroded the very ground it hit. It enveloped the human, which the Den Mother gleefully believed to be the death of its prey.

      Instead, it was met by another Infused Powershot that tore right through its shoulder and out the other side. With the shot, the usual explosion of mana occurred as it blew away all the gas.

      Surprised, the giant badger locked eyes with the human and felt something it hadn’t in a long time. The feeling it had had when it looked at its Den Mother back in the day. The feeling it had felt when the King of the Forest had confined it to this cavern.

      Fear.

      It had misjudged. What was in front of it was not prey; it was a predator, just like itself.

      Screeching in fear, it hoped to throw Jake off balance temporarily. The sonic wave passed over him, but he just closed his eyes and stood unmoving, firing yet another Splitting Arrow.

      He felt his ears pop, then the blood flowing down the side of his face and his neck. He felt the pain, but he didn’t care. He didn’t need his hearing right now anyway, and the pain was easily suppressed by the pure feeling of ecstasy he currently felt.

      The Den Mother was far more powerful than the Alphas in every way. It was faster and stronger, its hide was tougher, making his arrows do far less damage, and it had far more skills and what seemed like a higher level of intellect. But in this fight, Jake had something he had been lacking in many of the others.

      Unwavering confidence. Confidence and momentum. For the first time, Jake was the one entirely in the driver’s seat. And the beast felt this confidence, as it showed signs of hesitation in its movements and attacks.

      It had fallen into the mentality of prey. A dangerous situation if it wished to display all of its strength.

      But even with all that going for him, it was still the Den Mother.

      The beast sped up as it leaped at Jake, forcing him to Shadow Vault once more. Even in his arrogance, he wasn’t stupid enough to take a swipe of the beast’s massive claws head-on.

      However, he quickly returned the favor with another barrage of arrows. The Den Mother’s wounds were slowly building up, as its once beautiful fur now carried a red sheen.

      Something unexpected happened then. The badger retreated, a first for Jake. It ran back to where he had initially pulled it from as it made another screech. This one was not a sonic attack, but something entirely else different—a mating call.

      After it screeched, the ground rumbled as three explosions of dirt fell down from the ceiling along with three massive bodies.

      Three Alphas came down around the Den Mother, guarding her. The Den Mother itself started giving off a faint green sheen as Jake felt the effect of his poisons lessen with his Sense of the Malefic Viper. Along with it, the wounds on its body started wriggling far faster than before, rapidly healing.

      Second phase, Jake thought, not discouraged at all.

      Luckily, Jake still had another bottle of the hemotoxic poison left. He quickly brought it out along with a handful of arrows and doused them. He still couldn’t see the level of the Alphas, but he could feel that all of them were weaker than any of the others he had faced so far. The ones too weak to gain the favor of the Den Mother.

      A favor the Alphas all seemed in a rush to earn as they charged toward Jake. They took a few seconds, allowing Jake to fire a fully powered Infused Powershot. The badger in the front didn’t have any possibility of changing directions, as its speed was too high, resulting in it getting hit square in the face and blasted backward as the arrow exploded.

      Jake had taken out one of the old common-rarity arrows, going for the kinetic energy of that instead of a normal arrow’s penetrative force. He knew he couldn’t kill it with a single shot, but he could sure as hell make it roll around on the ground in pain for a bit.

      The arrow had disintegrated when it hit the beast, the shards of wood and metal all embedding themselves in its face, and quite a few even finding their way into its eyes. One could only imagine the pain as the blinded beast rolled out on the ground, trying to scrape the pieces out.

      Which left only two Alphas for now. Jake managed to land a hemotoxin-poisoned arrow on one of them before they reached him, but didn’t have time to shoot the other. He hated to do it, but he was forced to return to kiting once more.

      He landed a few arrows, but quickly noticed something vital. The two badgers’ teamwork was… lackluster, to say the least. Whenever he Shadow Vaulted, the beasts both struggled to chase him individually, bumping into each other.

      With a flash of inspiration, he realized that the beasts weren’t allies to begin with. They were competitors. Both wanted to earn the favor of the Den Mother, and the best way to do so would be to kill the puny human that had wounded her. So both cared more about being the one to land the killing blow than actually managing to kill him.

      A weakness he would gladly take advantage of.

      Switching up his tactics, he dismissed his bow as he took out his sword and dagger. While the beasts were stronger than him physically, the gap had only narrowed since he had entered the dungeon.

      His Mark of the Ambitious Hunter was also still on the Den Mother. He decided to let it be to help keep an eye on the large badger. Besides, it was even damaging her little by little, as with every drop of blood that left her body, a pulse of energy that damaged her vital energy directly was released. Sadly, he could only have one active at a time.

      Charging toward the badgers startled them slightly as they also accidentally made eye contact with him. They, like the Den Mother, felt a sense of danger from the gaze of the human.

      Their slight hesitation was enough for Jake to make his way to one of them with a Shadow Vault, then stab an arrow in between its ribs. Only one of the beasts had been poisoned before, after all, and it was only fair to share the love.

      The beast, of course, didn’t take kindly to his attack as it snapped its maw of sharp teeth at him. He was, however, already long gone as he jumped behind it. In one fluid moment mid-dodge, he briefly let go of the dagger and produced a bottle of Necrotic Poison. Catching the dagger once more, he smashed the bottle, making liquid death splatter all over both weapons.

      Simultaneously, the other badger tried to get to him, but its “comrade” was in the way, so all it managed to do was to try and go around it awkwardly.

      Jake started circling the badgers as he landed minor cuts here and there. He made sure to always stay extremely close to them, making their big bodies a detriment. The Necrotic Poison seeped into their flesh.

      They got angrier and angrier, becoming more aggressive and less considerate of each other. The situation only got more interesting as the third Alpha charged over. It could only use one eye, and from the looks of it, it was the one most pissed off.

      Contrary to what one would believe, Jake actually only found that the fight got easier as another one joined. Like completely feral animals, they tried to crawl over one another and push the others out the way to get to him.

      Inadvertently they also landed several wounds on each other, Jake of course gladly accommodating their carelessness. He honestly believed fighting one of the beasts would be more challenging than three due to their reckless style.

      He had also managed to poison the third one as he kept building up the wounds on their bodies.

      Naturally, he couldn’t avoid feeling a bit of pain himself too. He had taken quite a few scratches here and there. Luckily, none of them used that skill to release their spikes of poison. Then again, it would likely help him if one of them did, as they would only hurt their allies.

      Briefly glancing at the Den Mother, he saw that it was getting closer and closer to being fully healed once more. The hemotoxin in its body had indeed shown its worth by slowing down the healing process significantly.

      A minute or so later, the first of the Alphas fell on the ground, Mark of the Ambitious Hunter being applied seconds before it died. Jake didn't want to miss out on that bonus experience, after all.

      Two minutes after that, the second succumbed to blood loss, leaving only a single badly wounded Alpha standing. It was too slow and weak by now to pose any real threat, as Jake simply left it to bleed out and turned his attention back on the Den Mother.

      Taking out a health potion, he quickly downed it since his health was starting to dip relatively low. The fight had gone in his favor, but his victory had not come cheap.

      His entire chest and arms were marred with scratches and bites, with a lot of venom making its way into his system too. While he could resist most of it, it still burned away quite a bit of his health to fully eliminate.

      Feeling the warm flow of the health potion, his wounds started rapidly healing. All the minor scratches disappeared in only a few seconds, but the more extensive injuries remained—including a nasty bite on one of his shoulders.

      Taking out his bow once more, he focused on the Den Mother. The beast had its eyes closed as it seemed to focus intensely on healing itself. The skill it used seemed similar to Meditate, as it hadn’t shown the slightest reaction to the Alphas dying, albeit far more powerful as it also regenerated health.

      Smiling, Jake prepared to give it quite the rude awakening. He usually aimed for the middle of the body when using Infused Powershot to ensure a hit. The arrow flew in a straight line, after all, and even if it was unbelievably fast, one shouldn’t underestimate the instincts of these badgers.

      But now, it was utterly unmoving and unaware. It had made the mistake of trusting the Alphas to buy enough time for it to heal. However, the hemotoxin in its system and the many wounds had made this healing process take far longer than expected. As Jake prepared his shot, he got the notification that the last Alpha had bled out. With that, he switched the mark back to the Den Mother.

      Nocking an arrow with a good dose of some more hemotoxic poison, he started to channel an Infused Powershot. He took his time with this one, bringing the equilibrium right to the limit where either his body or bow would break if he went above it.

      He aimed right for the eye of the beast. He didn’t know if he could penetrate all the way through its skull, but he knew that the eyes of these beasts were incredibly weak. Then again, few living things could claim for their eyes not to be a weak point.

      As he released his most powerful arrow yet, it encountered a barrier surrounding the Den Mother. It exploded the moment the arrow hit, making the attack miss, but it also removed any obstacles between him and the dungeon boss.

      He began charging another shot, the Den Mother still not reacting. This one, he saw, flew true as it struck the Den Mother right in the eye. It managed only to shudder as the arrow went right through and into its skull.

      A shriek like never before came out, and it started thrashing about as a purple mist secreted from its skin. Its glossy hide turned completely purple like the mist, and the hair grew sharper and started firing in all directions just like the Alphas had done.

      But Jake was already more than a hundred meters away, and the spikes were not aimed at all. The mist was also too far away to have any effect.

      So Jake just started shooting his arrows. He used Splitting Shot with every single one of them, just piling up the damage. His stamina was draining rapidly, so he kept the number of splits low to preserve it. He wanted to shoot another Infused Powershot, but he already felt sore from the ones used before.

      This situation showed one of the significant weaknesses of most living beings. While health points would prevent one from dying even if the brain was utterly destroyed, the functions the brain held would still be significantly disturbed.

      Like when a chicken had its head cut off and still managed to run, so would one lose control of their body. Skills still worked, however, independently of the brain, for the most part. Of course, the senses no longer functioned properly, making the badger both blind and deaf.

      Which meant that all it could do was thrash about as its body spasmed. In desperation, it released all of its skills, all to no avail. It couldn’t feel the pain, but it knew its health was rapidly draining as the arrows struck it one by one.

      It tried to crawl away, but its limbs didn’t listen. Its high Vitality only served to prolong its suffering as it powerlessly grew weaker and weaker. If it had enough time, it could regenerate the brain, but sadly, it would never get the opportunity.

      Vital organs took far longer to heal than anything else. Completely destroyed parts, as well as lost limbs, did too. The beast had far more Vitality than Jake, so it could likely heal its brain enough to regain close to standard functionality with only a few minutes.

      One had to say that the last phase of the fight was rather anticlimactic. The badger still had many more skills and strengths left to show, but never got the chance. It slowly died, unable to even fight back.

      Perhaps it was just a bad matchup for it. Jake had misunderstood its ability as it healed. Unlike meditation, it still retained some standard functions.

      It could still feel living beings and any mana that entered within fifty or so meters of it. Sadly for it, Jake’s arrow didn’t give off anywhere near enough mana to wake it up, and he, of course, hadn’t needed to walk closer to it.

      With an ending not befitting a Den Mother, the very last vestige of life left it.
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            First Quest & Venomfang

          

        

      

    

    
      As the Den Mother died, Jake felt like he had finally gotten out many of his frustrations. However, the feeling of relief was short-lived, as his entire body started aching only mere moments later. He had pushed himself to the limit, perhaps even above limits he didn’t know he had.

      His stamina was nearly depleted after only one fight. His mana had also taken quite the hit, since he had used more than a few Infused Powershots.

      This fight was likely the first time Jake had ever fully realized his body’s potential.

      Experiencing a doubling in physical stats in only a few days had done much to increase his combat strength.

      And the results spoke for themselves. Jake had won a convincing victory with the odds more than stacked against him.

      Deciding to go through his notifications, he first saw that the three Alphas had all been below level 70. Which meant they were indeed all weaker than any of the other Alphas he had met so far. Nevertheless, the three had still awarded a level as the last one fell, making him level up both his class and race during the fight.

      Apparently, he had been too focused to even notice. But he did notice the level he got when the Den Mother died. And speaking of the Den Mother…

      
        
        *You have slain [Den Mother – lvl 82] – Bonus experience earned for killing an enemy above your level. 124,000 TP earned*

      

        

      
        *’DING!’ Class: [Ambitious Hunter] has reached level 46 - Stat points allocated, +4 Free Points*

      

      

      The Den Mother had been level 82, and not just an average level 82, but clearly a potent variant. Only from what he had seen, the beast could wipe out any group of five he had met so far. And by a large margin.

      The first blast of poisonous gas alone would likely have killed most. Without Jake’s high resistance from Palate of the Malefic Viper, he would probably have suffered a lot too. And even with the skill, he had still taken damage.

      Overall, the Den Mother had been strong. Strong, but exceptionally poorly matched up against Jake. He’d countered most of what it did.

      He did wonder a bit about its name, though. How had it come to be called Den Mother? He doubted it was the name of its race, as he was pretty sure many animals out there in the vast multiverse had what one could call a den mother. Likely it was just something to do with the dungeon, but of course, he had no way to be sure.

      Moving down the list of notifications, he saw it was far from done. The next ones informed Jake of him successfully clearing the dungeon.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have cleared Tutorial Dungeon: Badger’s Den

      

        

      
        Objective: Defeat the Den Mother (Completed)

      

        

      
        Bonus reward for clearing the dungeon solo.

      

        

      
        Dungeon shutting down in: 00:57:29

      

      

      He was a bit happy to see that clearing the dungeon solo provided a bonus. He didn’t see any treasure chests anywhere, but perhaps they were in the tunnel behind where the Den Mother had died.

      A pleasant, though not unexpected, surprise was also the upgrade of two of his titles, meaning they weren’t new titles but changes to his existing ones.

      
        
        [Dungeoneer II] – Successfully clear a Dungeon suitable for your level. +2 all stats.

      

        

      
        [Dungeon Pioneer II] – Be the first to clear a dungeon suitable for your level. +6 all stats.

      

      

      Both had doubled in value, rewarding him an increase of 4 points in all stats from the upgraded titles. It didn’t seem like much, but it was equivalent to two entire race levels, or 36 stat points totals. Not a measly sum at all.

      It did make him wonder how high the titles went, though. He seriously doubted they doubled every time, as that would quickly escalate to the level of ridiculousness.

      Or maybe the most powerful being in the entire multiverse was indeed the mighty Dungeon Pioneer 25, with his or her +50,331,648 to all stats.

      All jokes aside, even if the title only added +3 to all stats per level, it was still a very significant bonus. Jake believed that there had to be a limit, and if not, was everyone in the entire multiverse just farming dungeons all day, every day, to get titles?

      Oh well, something to ask the Viper about next time, he thought to himself.

      Anyway, the titles were excellent and all, but the main thing was the very last message Jake received. Or, more accurately, the quest he received.

      
        
        You have been granted the Tutorial Quest: The Beast Lords.

      

        

      
        The forest murmurs with rumors of a King ruling from the shadows. The four Beast Lords each guard their dungeon as their King commanded, waiting for a suitable challenger to appear. With the death of his lords, the King is sure to be forced into the light. But be warned, the Lords will not meet their end that easily.

      

        

      
        Objective: Defeat the Beast Lords.

        Current progress: 1/4

      

      

      The first thing was, of course, a realization that quests existed. Of course they do. The system had already proven itself to love a whole slew of game elements, so quests also being a thing was entirely unsurprising.

      As for the contents of the quest, that too was very interesting. Jake remembered the initial tutorial message from when they’d entered, mentioning something about the Beast Lords or whatever.

      Quite honestly, he hadn’t paid much attention to it at the time. He had been a bit busy with his entire life and reality itself being flipped upside down. You know, the usual stuff.

      Of course, before he could meet this fabled King, he would have to kill the four lords. Very fantasy-esque.

      It didn’t take him long to piece things together. The inner area had five mountains, with four of them surrounding one colossal mountain in the middle. The dungeon he was in currently had been found at the top of the first one, making it somewhat reasonable to expect the other dungeons to be placed inside the other mountains.

      But all of that was for when he got out of here. For now, he still had loot to get to—the first piece perhaps being right in front of him on the badger itself.

      His Sense of the Malefic Viper kept giving off a strong reaction even after the Den Mother died. Whenever the badgers, including the Alphas, died, the poison on their claws and fangs lost all their effect. Without the supply of energy from the body, the venom couldn’t keep up its toxicity.

      But the feeling still had yet to subside from the Den Mother, making it quite apparent that something highly toxic was still within it.

      He didn’t really want to, but he got out his sword and went toward the corpse of the beast. It felt disrespectful to cut it up. But then again, using the natural materials found on an animal was often seen as a sign of respect in many cultures. Yeah, that is a good excuse, he thought to himself.

      Cutting the hide was far easier now that the beast was dead. It was still strong, but far more manageable. He cut toward the source of the toxin, finally managing to move the innards out the way and see what it was.

      It was a small bag-like thing. It was integrated into the beast’s stomach area by many small tendrils going into the flesh. He didn’t hesitate as he cut it out, making sure to not spill anything of what was within. Feeling like a plastic bag filled with water, it made squelching sounds as he took it out. It was disgusting, to say the least.

      It took him a good twenty minutes to get it out, as he had to walk away several times to get a breath. Not because he lacked air; he just lacked not horrendously smelling air. One had to remember that the Den Mother was several times larger than himself, forcing him to quite literally step into the body of the beast to get it out.

      Finally, having the squishy flesh-bag on the ground, he used Identify on it.

      
        
        [Den Mother’s Poison Gland (Rare)] – A gland containing a highly concentrated toxic liquid, condensed by the Den Mother over a long period.

      

      

      At least it was worth it, Jake thought to himself as he smiled a bit. One part of the smile was due to the item, and another was due to him seeing a new challenge before him. A rare poison to create something new with. Perhaps his first real creation above common rarity.

      Taking out a piece of cloth from his bag, he bundled up the gland and put it in his necklace. The thing was big, weighing a few kilograms easily, which meant that it likely contained liters of highly toxic liquid. Oh, the things he would make with it.

      Nodding toward the corpse of the Den Mother one last time in acknowledgment, he went toward the exit of the cavern. Where he, of course, found himself in another tunnel. Because why wouldn’t there be another tunnel?

      Luckily, this one was short, as he soon found that the tunnel broadened. Before Jake even turned the corner, he already saw the two black holes in his Sphere of Perception. Lockboxes.

      He walked over to them with a smile, a bit giddy to see what would be rewarded. One of the boxes was small and rectangular, while the other was slightly bigger but relatively flat.

      What mattered more, however, was the rarity. The rectangular one was rare, and the other one uncommon.

      Jake wasn’t overly excited or surprised by this. Perhaps a little disappointed, even. After clearing the Challenge Dungeon, he had gotten an epic along with a rare item. Then again, this dungeon had been far faster, and in many ways, easier.

      Not saving the best for last, he first opened the rare box.

      Inside was a small weapon. At first, he thought it was a spike or something, but looking closer, one could see it was actually a carved tooth. Or a fang, to be more accurate. It had a simple-looking handle and a slightly curved blade, and, from its looks, seemed more suitable for stabbing than cutting. Using Identify, he got a good look at its specs.

      
        
        [Venomfang (Rare)] – The fang of the Den Mother still carries substantial remnants of its condensed Records, granting this weapon strength akin to when the beast still lived. The fang itself has taken shape resembling a shiv, fit to be wielded by the humanoid races. Enchantments: Venomfang.

      

        

      
        Requirements: Lvl 45+ in any humanoid race.

      

      

      The whole thing was relatively simple. The dagger only seemed to have one single function: poisoning. It seriously made him think precisely how much the system tailored these lockboxes to the receivers.

      He needed a second weapon to go with his sword, and the system gave him one. It was even made of bone, making his Twin-Fang Style work. Heck, his skill was called Twin Fang, and he had just gotten a goddamn fang.

      With it even being enchanted with venom also made it all the more suspicious, though Jake had yet to find out if the poison even worked with his concocted ones, and more importantly if his skills had synergy with the enchantment.

      Either way, the weapon was a great addition to his repertoire.

      Which led him to the next lockbox.

      Opening it up, he found a black cloth of some kind. Taking it out, he noticed that it was pants that were very smooth, almost silk-like, but looking closer, he could see that it was actually woven out of a multitude of small pieces of hair. Or fur, to be more accurate.

      On the inside, the pants had something resembling leather. It, too, had little padding, making the pants look incredibly comfortable.

      Identifying the pants, it quickly became apparent what it was made of.

      
        
        [Alpha Venomfang Badger Pants (Uncommon)] – Pants made from the hide of an Alpha Venomfang Badger. The hide is refined and comfortable, granting high resistance to slashing and corrosive attacks. Enchantments: Self-Repair. +25 Endurance, +25 Agility. Grants the ability: [Badger Jump (Common)].

      

        

      
        Requirements: Lvl 40+ in any humanoid race

      

      

      Another badger-themed piece of equipment. Not entirely unsurprising, considering the entire dungeon had consisted solely of badgers. The stats on them were higher than anything else Jake had encountered so far in this tutorial. But then again, so was the level requirement.

      And talking of the levels, it was also slightly suspicious that all the items he found he could use right away, or he was extremely close to being able to. One would think that a dungeon with a level 80+ final boss would drop items better than level 40. Again, it was likely that the loot was designed for whoever cleared the dungeon.

      Interestingly, these pants also provided an ability. This was Jake’s first time encountering such a phenomenon, and it was quite interesting to see how it worked. As for the ability itself… well, it was rather basic, to say the least.

      
        
        [Badger Jump (Common)] – Make a jump empowered with the power of a badger, increases jump height and speed. Adds a minor increase to the effect of Badger Jump based on Agility.

      

      

      Having no reason to delay, he bound the pants to himself and put them on. The first thing he noticed was how comfortable they were. This was also the first piece of gear where he truly experienced the system’s ability to “fit” it to his body.

      The waist shrank in to sit perfectly on him, while the legs got slightly less baggy after putting them on and binding them to him. The pants in their entirety took on a sleeker look. He didn’t know if it was somehow linked to the Self-Repair enchantment or if it was just something the system did by itself.

      His boots had also fit perfectly the first time he put them on. But that could just be brushed up to luck, as he hadn’t noticed them changing in any way. The pants, however, had clearly gotten smaller overall.

      He also tried to use the skill.

      When he used it, it simply increased his leg strength slightly while jumping. He found that it worked best when jumping sideways, compared to up and down. And even better if he did a jump from being down on all fours… though he didn’t plan on using that part very often, if at all.

      Eventually, he found it most comfortable to just slightly lean in a direction and then take off. The more horizontal his body was, the more effective the skill was. Perhaps to emulate a badger, as they were usually on all fours.

      Feeling a bit experimental, he tried taking off the pants again and found his ability to use Badger Jump gone. He could remember how he did it, but it just didn’t work whenever he attempted to. The stats did remain, though, so that was a bit weird, and after putting the pants back on, the skill worked just like before.

      A bit sad that farming equipment wasn’t a way to permanently gain a plethora of new skills, he made his way toward the dungeon’s exit.

      Finally, after all this time, he looked a bit less like a hobo. Or maybe just a hobo with nice pants. Either way, he felt pretty good about his gains from the dungeon as he walked out the eerie-looking doorway that marked the dungeon’s exit, his next target already in mind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        The Primal Hunter continues in Book 2.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading The Primal Hunter

          

        

      

    

    
      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: The Primal Hunter to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

      Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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      Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors like Shirtaloon, Zogarth, Cale Plamann, Noret Flood (Puddles4263) and so many more?

      Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.

      
        
        Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

      

      

      You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

      
        
        CONTINUE THE SERIES? BOOK 2

      

      

      
        
        Looking for more great books?
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        The Earth has been overrun with monsters... 
        Post-Apocalypse America is unrecognizable from the past. Jake survives by working as the leader of a scavenging adventuring team. A former mage, now he follows the strange path of cultivation, taught to him by a mysterious traveler.
        As far as he knows, he is one of the only people on Earth with this power.
        Events will unfold that change Jake's life forever. Jake might even lose his very humanity while trying to do the right thing. But in return, perhaps he will grasp a second chance to save himself and others, to correct the past. He is about to be caught up in something much greater than himself.
        Will he be consumed by the machinations of greater powers? Only one thing is for certain. No matter how terrible the odds, Jake doesn't give up.

      

      
        
        Get Trojan Nightmare Now!
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        Death is a disease, and there is only one cure.
        Tian, a Cultivator at the precipice of ascension, is thwarted in her quest for immortality. Defeated, she escapes to another world with Levels, Classes, magic, and monsters.
        She becomes a Lost Soul. Her core begins to dwindle, but she does not abandon her goal.
        Working with a group of rebels in this new world, she opposes the unkillable tyrant Galgom to learn his secrets. Against his army of machines wielding laser guns and laser swords, she will cultivate her new powers, achieving Feats as she seeks her antidote:
        Immortality.

      

      
        
        Get Lost Soul Now!
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        Coming of age is hard enough when you don't have to face monsters…
        When your family ends up stranded in a magical world, you don't have much choice.
        Jackson's class as an Ironwood Monk puts him right in the front line. He gets stronger the more he gets hit and can pass that on to the rest of the team. That is if he can get his mom to actually let him fight. 
        No one, least of all Jackson fully understands the importance he holds for his family's future or that of all Talos. He will have to navigate challenges both in dungeons and the halls of power if he is to find A New Home. 
        The next LitRPG series from the Amazon Bestselling author of Life in Exile, Sean Oswald is here. It’s perfect for fans of Dakota Krout, Luke Chmilenko, and Troy Osgood.

      

      
        
        Get An Unwitting Prince Now!
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        In the West, there are worse things to fear than bandits and outlaws.
        
        Demons. Monsters. Witches. James Crowley’s sacred duty as a Black Badge is to hunt them down and send them packing, banish them from the mortal realm for good.
        He didn’t choose this life. No. He didn’t choose life at all.
        Shot dead in a gunfight many years ago, now he’s stuck in purgatory, serving the whims of the White Throne to avoid falling to hell. Not quite undead, though not alive either, the best he can hope for is to work off his penance and fade away.
        This time, the White Throne has sent him investigate a strange bank robbery in Lonely Hill. An outlaw with the ability to conjure ice has frozen and shattered open the bank vault and is now on a spree, robbing the region for all it’s worth.
        In his quest to track down the ice-wielder and suss out which demon is behind granting a mortal such power, Crowley finds himself face-to-face with hellish beasts, shapeshifters, and, worse … temptation. But the truth behind the attacks is worse than he ever imagined …
        The Witcher meets The Dresden Files in this weird Western series by the Audible number-one bestselling duo behind Dead Acre.

      

      
        
        GET COLD AS HELL NOW AND EXPERIENCE WHAT PUBLISHER’S WEEKLY CALLED PERFECT FOR FANS OF JIM BUTCHER AND MIKE CAREY.

      

        

      
        Also available on audio, voiced by Red Dead Redemption 2’s Roger Clark (Arthur Morgan)
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        His first quest is to survive the day. Then, do the same tomorrow...
        When Kenny is chosen for InterRealm, a real-life wargame where defenders are portaled in from their homeworld, he is forced to survive in a violent fantasy landscape.
        Build a powerful presence in InterRealm and his homeworld will likely remain safe.
        Fail, and the invaders will break through.
        If there’s any consolation prize between Kenny getting to be a famous wizard, or building a Dread-fortress from the bones of his enemies, it may not be enough to make up for the fact that real live orcs are trying to kill him. To top it all off, the game master in his head couldn’t be any less impressed with his assignment.
        Someone obviously botched their chances when they chose future-college-dropout, Kenny. His opportunity to prove everyone wrong starts now…

      

      
        
        Get Dreadlord Wizard Now!
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        When there's no way to win, cheat, and cheat BIG. Howard, desperate to save his friends and countless innocents, hatches a plan to fix things. Using his deep knowledge of game mechanics, he’ll start again as a level 0 necromancer and exploit his way to power.

      

      
        
        Get Manufacturing Magic Now!

      

      

      

      
        
        For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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      Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

      I’m also very active and thankful for LitRPG Books and GameLit Society

      Also, check out www.amazon.com/litrpg for more books in the genre!

    

  


  
    
      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group
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