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Book 1 Summary


​
Six towers that pierced the sky suddenly arrived on earth. The people who entered them became known as ascenders. By completing the tower’s trials, they gained powerful abilities and superpowers. There was only one downside. The tower periodically released monsters to attack humanity. At first there was little threat, but over the years, the monster waves became unstoppable. Billions died, until there were only a hundred ascenders left. They were the strongest humanity had to offer.


​
They combined their forces under Roy’s command and attacked the final floor of the tower. They succeeded, but at great cost. Jason, a man known for his incredible tenacity, was the only survivor. As a reward for clearing the tower, his soul was sent back in time, back to the first day he entered the tower.


​
From there, he began his journey of ascending the tower once again. But this time was different. He had lost his powerful stats and skills, but retained his combat techniques and knowledge of the tower. With those two weapons in hand, he ascended the tower with breathtaking speed. Knowing that clearing the top floor of the tower was impossible alone, he gathered allies.


​
Although they were young, under Jason’s training their potential blossomed. Together they climbed the tower, encountering all types of strange floors, from parkour to monster transformation.


​
Jason used his knowledge to great effect. His secret identity—Index—released information about the tower on the internet. This allowed humanity to progress even faster. He even cured his father of his disability by converting him into an ascender. Jason’s happiness was short-lived, however. His father, an ex-soldier, once again took up arms and fought for the U.S.’s dominance over the tower in Brazil. He tragically lost his life before Jason could save him.


​
In his grief, he wanted to go on a rampage, but Olivia stopped him. Thanks to her, he kept his morality intact. Jason’s mission to save humanity weighed heavily on him, so he had little time to grieve. He sadly said his farewells and once again entered the tower.


​
Now his journey continues...

Chapter 1


​
In the alternate timeline that Jason had lived through, the thirtieth floor of the tower was considered the end of the lower floors and the beginning of the middle floors. Even though it wasn’t that high up, it had remained filled with people until the end times. Besides the dungeons that provided endless gear and materials, the war between the six kingdoms raged on.


​
On the thirtieth floor, residents of the tower were separated into two groups: Peasants and nobles. The peasants were allocated land on which they grew crops. They provided their kingdom with food for a small profit. The only other option they had was to become a soldier and wage war against the other kingdoms.


​
The nobles were residents of the tower who were considerably wealthy.  They generally held important positions in the kingdom like owning a notable business or serving the king as a minister.


​
The war between the six kingdoms would continue until they were eventually wiped out by monster hordes. In the end, no kingdom was able to unite the floor. Jason planned to rectify this now that he had returned to the past, but now was not the time. He had just finished clearing the undead floors and finally reached the thirtieth floor. He was not yet powerful enough to stand up to a kingdom, much less five of them.


​
 Creating a skill, raising his turtle companion Tank, and unlocking Killing Intent early on had dealt a heavy blow to his strength. So, over the past two weeks, Jason had worked hard to catch up to Roy and Olivia in levels. It had been two weeks since his father died. During this time, Jason settled his emotions and finally recovered to a decent level, reaching level fifty-two.


​
Jason entered an inn in the residential district and glanced around.


​
“Over here!” Roy called out from the back of the inn. His smile was as bright as his golden hair.


​
Jason strode over and joined Roy and Olivia at their table. He thought it would be awkward, but Roy seemed unfazed. “Hey, it’s nice to see you again. I’m sooo happy that those undead floors are long gone.”


​
“It was pretty depressing.” Olivia added. The undead floors lacked sunlight and were dark and dreary. It affected their mood greatly. Olivia’s long, black hair hung lank, as if affected by the lack of sun.


​
Jason sat quietly as he listened to Roy prattle on about his adventures through the last few floors. It was nice, coming back to Roy. His seemingly endless energy affected Jason more than he’d thought. It was like everything would be alright as long as Roy was around.


​
When Roy finally stopped talking, Jason took a deep breath and turned to Olivia. “About before, I just wanted to say thanks for stopping me.”


​
Olivia nodded. “No problem.”


​
Roy leaned forward. “What’s this about?”


​
Jason shook his head lightly. “Nothing.”


​
“Hmph.” Roy grumbled to himself.


​
Jason pulled out two books and handed them over to his companions. They looked down in confusion. They weren’t skill books, but rather seemed like regular books from outside the tower. “What’s this?” Roy asked.


​
Jason tapped a book with his finger. “Floors thirty-one to thirty-five are a bit special. It will be useful no matter how far in the tower you reach. Much like before, these floors are combined into one and are a solo floor.”


​
“Aww.” Roy’s shoulders fell as he pouted. “I thought we would finally be together again.”


​
Olivia opened her book and took a quick glance through it. “I’ve heard a bit about this floor. Apparently, it was quite hard for the first ascenders who arrived there. Over time, as more knowledge was acquired, the floor became somewhat easier.”


​
“Who’s this Index person?” Roy pointed at a name on the book.


​
“Never heard of them.” Olivia shook her head.


​
Jason coughed lightly. Over the past two weeks, he had tried to bury his grief by spending most of his time creating this book. It was basically a guide for the so-called ‘kingdom’ floor. He had uploaded it to the internet for free, so that humanity would have a better chance moving forward. It was already causing quite a sensation, and left even the top-tier guilds in awe.


​
Jason explained calmly. “This is a guidebook to help you build your kingdom. It was released on the internet not long ago, and even the top-tier guilds rate it highly.”


​
“Building a kingdom?” Roy tilted his head.


​
Jason nodded. “Remember when I said there are a few floors that are strange? This floor is one of them. In this one, you are kind of like an omnipotent and omniscient god. You start with a small group of peasants and must build a settlement by commanding them with your mind. There’s literally no danger here, but keep one thing in mind. If you lose all your territory, you will lose access to the floor, forever.”


​
Olivia added from the side. “Even the top-tier guilds keep returning to this floor to manage their kingdom. If done right, you can acquire materials and equipment, among other things.”


​
“That’s so strange! And cool!” Roy opened the book and began to read through it. A second later, he glanced up at Jason. “Where’s your book?”


​
“Ah.” Jason waved his hand. “I already read through it.”


​
Roy nodded before returning to his book. For the next hour, Olivia and Roy read through the guide book. Jason trained as he waited. Underneath the table, he mutilated his legs with battle energy. He tried his best to keep a straight face.

“Whew!” Roy closed the book with a thud. “There is so much to know. I bet those first ascenders lost their territory pretty quickly, huh?”

Olivia closed her book a second later. “Thanks to them, we have a fighting chance.”

Jason smiled at Roy. “So, what type of kingdom do you want to build?”

Roy pointed at the ceiling. “Arrr, I want to build a seafaring kingdom. The book only mentioned it briefly, saying that it's still uncharted territory. I want to be the first to conquer it!”

“Ugh.” Jason found himself burying his face in his hands. He had made this book in the hope that Roy would choose a safe path. In the end, he only ended up encouraging him to pick a dangerous route.

Roy turned to Olivia. “What about you?”

“Hmm.” Olivia rested one slender, callused finger on her chin. “I want to make money, so I think I’ll build a kingdom specialized in making potions.”

Roy nodded repeatedly. “Great. Maybe you can supply our guild with potions. I spend most of my money on potions, it’s ridiculous! Those alchemists must make a butt-load of money.”

Roy turned to Jason and waited expectantly. Jason tapped the table. “If you must know, I’m going to specialize in mining and creating equipment.”

Roy muttered to himself. “These guys have no sense of adventure!”

Olivia’s eyebrow twitched. Roy jumped to his feet, practically trembling with excitement. “I’m all hyped up after reading that book. I’m going to start my kingdom right away.”

Jason tapped his communications necklace. “We can still communicate while you’re in god-mode. If anybody has any questions, just ask.”

“Good to know.” Roy sped towards the entrance of the inn. “I’m off!”

Jason stood up. “I guess I’ll get going too.”

Olivia rose just as quickly and grabbed Jason’s shoulder. He looked back in confusion. She stated simply. “Training.”

Jason grimaced. “Fine, fine. Once a day, we’ll meet at the colosseum, okay?”

Olivia pulled back her arm and favored him with a rare smile. “That’s a promise.”

Together, they headed towards the portal leading to the thirty-first floor.

Chapter 2


​
In Jason’s alternate timeline, some speculated that the kingdom-building floor was the tower’s way of helping those who were solo ascenders or those that lacked funds. If you were smart, it was possible to make loads of money on this floor. It didn’t depend on how strong you were in combat. Instead, it was a test of your planning and strategic ability.


​
Jason’s plan was simple. To grow stronger, he needed loads of weapons to extract battle energy from. He wanted to build a kingdom that was capable of producing equipment for him to consume. That way, he wouldn’t have to spend vast sums of money buying weapons from other ascenders.


​
After saying goodbye to Olivia, he entered the portal leading to the thirty-first floor. There was the familiar, uncomfortable feeling of being teleported, and then weightlessness. It had taken many decades for him to get used to the sensation. Jason glanced around and found himself hovering in the middle of the sky. The sun was rising over the horizon, lighting up the untamed landscape. Directly underneath him were small houses surrounding a large rectangular building.

He felt many connections in his mind, much like his connection with Tank. In his mind’s eye, he could see fifteen humans sleeping in the small wooden houses. At the top of his vision, he saw several boxes informing him of his resources. Fifty wood, fifty stone, fifty food, and fifty gold. An abysmal amount. At the bottom of his vision, he saw a bunch of boxes. Units, buildings, commands. When he focused on the unit box, a larger box appeared with detailed information.

Under the unit section, he was able to spend his resources to purchase villagers. As of right now, he had fifteen villagers. Jason knew from experience that there was no threat to his village in the first week, so he poured all of his resources into buying more villagers. Each one cost ten food and ten gold.

Inexperienced ascenders would back out of the unit box and open the commands box. From there, they would issue commands to their units. That way was slow. Instead of doing that, Jason sent out his will directly and commanded his villagers to act. As if inspired by god, they immediately moved according to his will. Villagers were automatically equipped with the tools to harvest resources, though they were the least efficient. For now, though, they would do.

Five villagers went to harvest wood by chopping down the surrounding trees, five went to mine boulders littered in the forest, five went scavenging for food, and five went mining for gold. Considering that in the early stages of the kingdom there was very little to do, Jason activated the speed-up feature. Time could be increased up to sixteen times faster. This way Jason wouldn’t have to wait twelve hours doing nothing while his villagers slept during the night.

While he waited for his villagers to gather resources, he constantly used his battle energy to mutilate his body. He found that his legs were the least painful, so he focused his efforts there. If I remember right, there was a potion that dulled your sense of pain. I should look into that.
 As time passed, his villagers carried resources into the large building in the center of the settlement. Unlike the houses, this was a storage facility. It could store up to five hundred resources in total.

After around six hours, right when the cap was about to be met, Jason returned the time to normal. Because he had purchased five more villagers, there was now no room for them to sleep. Instead of opening the building box, he willed five more wooden houses into existence. Each house cost fifty wood and twenty-five gold. There were now ten houses.

Keeping in mind that there was no need for defenses or soldiers until the seventh day, he heavily invested into the number of villagers he had. During the first week, he would maximize his economy as best he could.

One thing that made things interesting for Jason was that his kingdom was different than the one from his previous life. As luck would have it, there was a wide river not far from his village. A river could provide a large amount of food. The only problem was that it had a maximum output. Still, for the early days of development, it was a godsend.

Each villager was like an ascender in that they had the ability to grow stronger. If they chopped wood, they gained the woodcutting skill. It was the same for the other tasks. Because of this, it was efficient to make sure villagers performed the same tasks every day. From experience, Jason knew that building roads was the best way to speed up the efficiency of his entire kingdom. Unfortunately, the best road he could make right now was just a dirt path. It sped up all who walked upon it by twenty percent. A meager, but decent bonus.

When he found the river, Jason immediately focused on building a path between it and the village. He also invested in a fishing hut, which sped up those who fished nearby by twenty-five percent.


​
As trees near the settlement were cut down, more room was created for buildings. Jason had his roadbuilder make crude dirt paths throughout the village. Much like a modern city, Jason created blocks. Ah.
 His resources were capped. I need to upgrade the storage building.
 Almost every building could be upgraded. Now that resources were flowing in smoothly, and the need for more storage was growing apparent, he spent a hefty sum to upgrade his storage facility to tier two. Now it could store a total of two thousand resources, four times as much as before.


​
The sun fell over the horizon, dyeing the night black. He could order his villagers to work through the night, but that would lower morale, among other detriments. Plus, there was no need at the moment. He paused all tasks, whereupon his villagers made their way home and fell asleep.


​
Jason immediately sped up time as much as he could. Instead of waiting, he inspected his territory. The land was surrounded by a gray fog, which he couldn’t see through or pass. His units could, however. If they did, the fog would be swept away, allowing Jason a wider range of influence. That reminds me, I need to get a scout or two.



​
Jason recalled the harvests of the day. He figured that his kingdom had to be the most developed in history after a single day. He acquired a total of forty villagers, set up a fishing hut near a river, and upgraded his storehouse to tier two. The only thing that could have made things better was finding a mine. Jason shrugged. I can’t be greedy.



​
A cry from Tank came from above, followed by the image of armor. Almost simultaneously, Jason’s stomach rumbled. He rubbed Tank’s head. “All right, let’s fly down and eat.” Thankfully, Tank showed no signs of growing bigger. She remained palm-sized, with grey streaks running across her shell. Jason hoped she wouldn’t grow to become the size of a monster. She was adorable as is, and everybody he met agreed.


​
Jason landed on a boulder and sat down. He pulled out a few pieces of crappy equipment and tossed them on the ground. Unlike a typical turtle, Tank jumped off Jason’s head and landed next to the equipment. She opened her mouth and sucked in, whereupon a wave of gray energy flew into her mouth. The equipment disintegrated into dust.


​
Jason chuckled to himself. As he ate a sandwich, a wild deer wandered over, munching on some grass. Tank immediately growled threateningly, but the deer was unfazed. Jason explained. “Tank, we can’t interact on this floor. The inhabitants of this world can’t see us.”


​
As if she didn’t believe Jason, she walked up to the deer. By chance, it just so happened that the deer stepped on Tank. That was when something miraculous happened. The deer's foot passed right through Tank’s body. It was like they existed in separate dimensions. Jason chuckled. “See?”


​
Tank let out a curious squeak before returning to her food. When they both finished, Jason picked up Tank and flew into the sky. Soon, the sun would be rising, which would signal the start of another day. Jason planned to challenge himself. He wanted to annihilate the first monster wave without a single casualty. He figured that nobody else had done so before.

Chapter 3


​
A week later, Jason beamed in delight as he looked down upon his flourishing kingdom. No longer was it a small settlement that would collapse at the smallest threat. Now, it was a bustling village with one hundred and fifty villagers.

The village was shaped in a square with well-developed dirt roads. In the center was the storage facility, now tier four. Made of stone instead of wood, it could store up to ten thousand resources. Over the past day, Jason had been stockpiling resources, and as of this moment, his storage was full.

During the past week, the nearby forest had been cut back quite a bit, giving the village sight of the surrounding landscape, as well of plenty of land to be developed. It’s time to get ready for the battle.
 Jason cracked his fingers. It was time to go all out. He purchased two buildings; a smithy and a barracks. The buildings instantly appeared in the desired locations.

Under the units section of his screen, two new units appeared. A spearman and a swordsman. Each cost twice as much as a villager.  A spearman didn’t deal as much damage and had less health, but the increased range made them less likely to die. These two units didn’t appear out of thin air like villagers. Instead, a villager was converted into a different unit type. Thankfully Jason had plenty of villagers to spare.

Jason recalled how many monsters would appear during the first monster wave. Considering that his goal was to prevent anybody from dying, he needed to overwhelm the monsters by having superior numbers.


​
He spent half of his remaining resources purchasing fifty spearmen. Such an army composition didn’t deal much damage, but he wasn’t finished. He spent his remaining resources on defenses. A five-foot-high palisade was erected around the village. On the inside was a platform for his spearmen to stand on. Like this, his spearmen would be able to attack without worry for their safety. This was something the swordsman unit wouldn’t be able to do.


​
If push came to shove, his villagers could join the fight. The only problem was that they only had tools for weapons, and their health was severely lacking. The monsters would massacre them. These fifty spearmen would have to hold.


​
Jason made sure to build a gate in each cardinal direction so that his villagers could continue to gather resources during the little time he had left.


​
As the sun neared the horizon, a horn suddenly sounded in the distance. Jason narrowed his eyes as he turned to face the noise. There, to the south, he saw something. Green creatures exited the forest, covered in leather armor and carrying crude weapons. They were goblins, with levels ranging from five to ten. To Jason, they were nothing much, but he was unable to participate in the fight. The problem was that his combat units were fresh recruits. They had no combat experience, meaning their morale would quickly fall should things go south. In addition, they had no combat skills.

Over the past week, Jason had prepared as much as he could. The only thing he could do was trust in his village. As the goblin horde approached, he sent out his will. His villagers ran back and forth in a panic, while his spearmen lined up on the palisade. When they saw the goblins, they froze and trembled in fear.

“Don’t be afraid! We have the defender’s advantage!” A youth with short brown hair called out to his brothers-in-arms.

“Defender’s advantage? What’s that?” The nearby spearmen asked in confusion.

The youth tapped the palisade with a grin. “See this? A goblin is only what, four feet tall? Up here, we must be giants to them!”

The spearmen glanced at their weapons and then over the palisade. Upon realizing that the youth’s words were true, their fear vanished into the wind.

As Jason watched from above, his eyebrows rose in surprise. A special unit?
 He focused on the youth with brown hair, whereupon a screen with detailed information appeared. Jason nodded his head. I was right. This kid Ronald has the makings of a leader.


Sometimes, a unit has a random chance of acquiring a skill. Ronald had the Brave passive skill, which allowed him to keep a cool head. Thanks to him, his spearmen were no longer trembling. With this being the case, Jason would make sure that Ronald would survive this battle. He had the makings of a hero unit. Jason shivered at the thought. If he could get a hero unit this early, the development of his kingdom would skyrocket.

The horn sounded again, this time followed by high-pitched shrieks. The goblins started to sprint at full speed. They would reach the palisade in a few moments. Just as Jason was about to send a command, Ronald called out. “Spears at the ready!”

The spearmen lowered their spears over the palisade, turning it into a barbed wall. The goblins charged forward recklessly, hollering all the way. Their war cries quickly turned into screams. The frontline was littered with holes as they turned into shish-kebabs.

There were multiple flashes of light as the first goblins died. The goblins behind them were undeterred. Unlike normal goblins, they held no fear. Their mission was simple: destroy the village at any cost. When they reached the palisade, they hacked at it with their weapons.

The palisade trembled underneath the spearmen, making them stagger. One fell forward over the palisade, screaming in horror. Up above, Jason clicked his tongue in annoyance. Just then, a hand stretched out and grabbed the falling spearman, stabilizing him. It was Ronald. “Watch your footing!”

After saving his fellow soldier, Ronald turned and stabbed out repeatedly. He cared not for accuracy. There was no need. As long as he pierced forward, he was sure to hit something. Suddenly, a green arrow facing up appeared above Ronald’s head. Only Jason could see this. When he did, his eyes glittered as he once again read Ronald’s information. He gained the Pierce skill!
 Jason clenched his hands in excitement. This kid would be his lucky star.

As the goblins hacked and slashed at the palisade, the durability of the wall fell. It was only made out of wood, so its health wasn’t the highest. Deep cuts covered the palisade. It was on the verge of collapsing.


​
Just as it was about to break, the last goblin fell to the ground, dead. The combination of fifty spearmen and palisade was too much for the first monster horde. They were completely outclassed.


​
Ronald raised his spear and roared, followed by the rest of the spearmen. Jason let out a sigh of relief. If the goblins had better equipment, the battle would have gone completely different. Thankfully, this was only the first monster wave, so the difficulty wasn’t that high.


​
After the spearmen finished celebrating, Jason commanded them to return to a non-combat state, except for a few. After the first week, monsters were allowed to roam freely. This meant the village would occasionally be beset by monsters. That meant patrols would now be mandatory. Not only that, but when villagers entered the forest for resources, there was a chance they would encounter monsters and be killed.


​
To counter this, Jason planned to set up a squad system. He would send squads into the forest to clear out the monsters nearest to the village. In this way his villagers would at least have some degree of protection.


​
As night fell, the village fell asleep. Only a few spearmen remained awake to patrol the palisade. Jason set up a shift system so that the spearmen on patrol would remain well rested. He also set up ten squads, each with five spearmen. The composition of the squad was lacking, to say the least. It was a problem to be fixed later. When he was finished, the sun once again rose over the horizon. With the speed set at sixteen times, night passed in less than an hour.


​
When his village awoke, the villagers and squads set out to perform their tasks.


​
There was one thing that left Jason full of anticipation. His goal was to complete the tower in less than five years. He had reached the middle floors in record time, but that was only because they were rather easy. From this moment on, it would take much longer to ascend. He had twenty years of catching up to do. That was what made this floor unique. He had the option of speeding things up by sixteen times. That meant if he used his experience in the kingdom-building floor he would be able to quickly catch up and surpass the other ascenders.

Just then, a report from a villager broke him away from his thoughts. As he read the notification, his eyes squinted in glee. A mine!
 To the east, a mine full of iron had been found. Finally, Jason would be able to start producing equipment for his units, but more importantly, for himself to consume.

Another notification came, which caused Jason to pause. The same villager that just made the report suddenly died. He could tell because the connection between them was severed. That meant one thing: there were monsters in the mine. Monsters which needed to be wiped out.

Jason cast out his will. Ronald received Jason’s command and turned to the east, calling out to his fellow squad members. “Follow me, my brothers and sisters!”

Chapter 4

Deep in the forest to the east was a giant crater, littered with chunks of raw iron. Wandering inside were level 15 rock golems. Considering that Ronald and his group of spearmen were all under level 10, Jason knew they were completely outmatched if they fought head-on. Not only were the golems a higher level, but Jason’s units had poor equipment.

As Jason’s thoughts spun, he ordered a group of villagers that were out scavenging to head over to the mine as fast as possible. Jason wanted to build structures at the top of the mine, but it was impossible unless a villager unit was nearby. When the villagers arrived, Jason began his plan.


​
Wooden walls were erected at the top of the mine, creating a narrow passageway. It was so narrow that only a single golem would be able to pass through at a time. When the structures were finished, Jason began the next phase of the plan.


​
Ronald looked down from the top of the mine, watching as the golems wandered aimlessly. Just then, he received a divine command. He slid down the side of the mine, sending rocks and dirt flying in his wake. After making it a third of the way down, he slammed his spear into the ground, stopping himself. Not more than twenty feet away was a golem, turning in his direction from the noise. Upon seeing Ronald, it roared and stumbled over.


​
Ronald turned and climbed back up as fast as he could. The golem was hot on his tail. The roars grew closer. Ronald wanted to glance back, but decided that he couldn’t afford to waste a single moment. It was good that he didn’t, because just as he reached the top of the mine, he could feel its hand brushing against his back.


​
Heart pumping wildly, Ronald rushed down the narrow passageway created by the wooden walls. The golem followed after him, unaware of the trap that was about to be sprung.


​
“Now!” Ronald hollered as he turned around. On each side of the wooden wall, numerous spearmen suddenly appeared. They had been been hiding, waiting for Ronald’s command.


​
The golem froze to a halt. Its head was just a tad higher than the walls, so it got a good look at the spearmen. It wanted to raise its hands and swat them away, but found that it couldn’t. The passage was so narrow that it didn’t have enough room to raise its limbs. It felt a stinging pain as numerous spears slammed into its body. It roared and struggled, but the reinforced wooden walls held on.


​
A short minute later, the golem dispersed into light. Numerous spearmen leveled up, Ronald included. After a brief moment of respite, Ronald went to gather another golem.


​
An hour later, Jason nodded to himself. With the tactic of luring individual golems and ambushing them, Ronald’s squad leveled up several times, making them the highest-level squad under Jason’s command. With their new strength, they no longer needed to employ such tactics. They could fight the golems head-on.


​
By nightfall, the mine was cleared of monsters. Jason spent the majority of his resources to build a wooden wall around the mine. It was deep in the forest, and quite far from the village, so it was best to have a squad dedicated to protecting the mine from the occasional monster attack. That way his miners could harvest ore in peace. At the same time, he invested in building a mining outpost in the center of the mine. At tier one, it boosted mining speed by ten percent.


​
Jason planned to have his kingdom specialize in producing equipment. That meant he would need to supply his kingdom with a vast amount of ore. He wanted to transform this into an active mine by the end of the next day. After a moment of calculation, he decided to dedicate thirty villagers to the mine. Jason also didn’t forget to begin building a road between his village and the mine. Efficiency was key to growth.


​
Two days later, Jason inspected the information on his village. He couldn’t help but be pleased at its progress. Less than two weeks since the village was created, he had almost two hundred villagers and a hundred spearmen. Thanks to the river, he had a steady supply of food.


​
Now that the iron mine was up and running, the village gained a steady supply of iron ore. That meant it was time to upgrade the smithy to tier two. A tier two smithy was able to forge iron ore into iron bars, which could then be used to create iron equipment. With iron equipment in hand, Jason would be able to outfit his spearmen with it, boosting their survivability and damage.


​
Everything was progressing smoothly. The only thing that Jason wanted now was a gold mine, but that was being greedy. It was already great that he found a river and iron mine so early.


​
As Jason watched his villagers run here and there, he fell into thought. Maybe I could…?
 He glanced at his resources before coming to a decision. It was early, much too early, but his village was progressing rapidly. Because of that, he decided to build a research center.


​
After consuming quite a bit of stone and wood, a large building appeared near the center of the village. It was filled with books and scrolls. Jason scrolled through his villager’s information and picked out five villagers with the highest intelligence stat. He changed their roles to researcher.


​
A tier one research building only allowed five units to research at a time, while a tier two building allowed ten, but it was way too expensive to upgrade. Jason could do it, but it would drastically slow down the development of his village. It wasn’t worth the risk.


​
A research building was the most important building a kingdom could have, besides maybe a royal palace or god statue, but those things were basically a money sink. Jason was still years away from being able to build those. Until then, a research building was considered the most important.


​
A research building had one function: the ability to unlock new technologies. It didn’t cost anything to research, unless you counted time as a resource. Jason had a plethora of options to pick from. He could research a bow to unlock the archer unit, a farm to unlock farming, a wheel to unlock carriages, stone walls, and many other things.


​
For now, Jason focused on one thing. Growth, growth, growth! He needed to catch up to the other ascenders and surpass them. He couldn’t afford to waste time here. With that being the case, a farm it was. With farming, he would gain access to an unlimited amount of food. The only thing that mattered with farming was how much land one had access too. The more land, the more food.


​
When ascenders started building farms in the alternate timeline, they didn’t account for one thing. A very important thing. Monster attacks. When monsters attacked, they would destroy all of the farms they came across. Ascenders learned the hard way that when one started to farm, it drastically increased the amount of land one had to protect.


​
Jason wasn’t worried. He already had a hundred spearmen before the second monster wave. The monster wave would be handled with ease. In addition, the nearby forest was filled with squads on patrol. Jason set it up so that no monster would be able to slip through.


​
It would take five days for farming to be researched. Until then, Jason made sure his woodcutters continued to cut back the forest. The more space he had, the more farms he could create.


​
Before he knew it, the second monster wave arrived. Two hundred goblins marched from every direction towards his village. As they passed by the iron mine, they destroyed the mining outpost and wooden walls. Thankfully, Jason already sent his miners back to the village, lest they be killed in the attack.


​
The morale of his units was at an all-time high, largely due to the perfect victory last week. No longer did the spearmen cower on the walls. No, they faced the monster horde without fear.


​
After less than an hour, the monsters were killed. Another perfect victory.

Chapter 5


​
As Jason was celebrating with Tank, his communication necklace trembled. He willed the connection to form. “What’s up?”



​
One word came from the other side. “Training.”



​
“Now?
” Jason rolled his eyes.


​
Olivia invoked the sacred oath Jason had sworn not long ago. “You promised.”



​
Jason’s eyebrow twitched. “Fine. Meet me at the colosseum in ten minutes.”



​
“If you aren’t there…”
 Her voice trailed off.


​
“I’ll honor my word.”
 Jason groaned inwardly. This girl is so needy.



​
With that, the connection was severed. Jason shook his head before performing a final check on his kingdom. After confirming that there were no problems, he paused time itself. The villagers, and even the wind, halted. It’s better to play it safe.
 Only when the kingdom was fully self-sufficient and there was no chance of the kingdom randomly collapsing would Jason keep time running when he was outside of the kingdom-building floor. Before then, it wasn’t worth the risk.


​
Just as he was about to take out a teleportation scroll to the thirtieth floor, his communication necklace rang again. He answered impatiently. “What?”



​
“Hey, hey, Jason! This kingdom thing is so freakin’ cool. I never would have thought the tower would have something so different!”
 Roy’s animated voice came from the necklace.


​
Jason’s impatience was swept away by Roy’s vibrant energy. It was something that happened quite frequently. He responded with a warm smile. “I’m glad you like it. What day are you on?”



​
“The fourth, uh, no, the fifth!
 I’m getting prepared for the monster wave right now.”
 Roy sighed lightly. “Man, if Index didn’t write that book, I don’t think I would’ve been ready for the attack. I really have to thank them!”



​
Jason’s smile widened. The guide book he wrote was probably even helping those top-tier guilds. It contained a bunch of tips and tricks that even a top-tier ascender might not know.

Roy clicked his tongue. “One thing sucks, though. My village spawned in a mountainous region; I don’t see the sea anywhere. How the heck am I gonna build my seafaring kingdom now?”


Jason shook his head. “Unlucky. Keep in mind that there might not even be a sea for you to find. The geography is random, after all.
”

“Noooo! Don’t jinx it!”
 Roy exclaimed.

Jason coughed. “Well, the odds of finding a sea are pretty high. I’m sure you’ll find it.”


“I better!
 I already have five scouts searching for one right now.”
 Roy explained. “I did find a river though. It might lead to a sea.”


“One can only hope.”
 Jason remarked. As he talked, he teleported to the thirtieth floor. He didn’t want to disappoint Olivia by being late.


​
“Anyway, I was calling to see if you wanted to go get something to eat on the thirtieth floor. I asked Olivia to come, but she said no.”
 Roy lamented.


​
Jason walked through the crowd as he headed towards the colosseum. “I can’t right now. I told Olivia I’d train her.”



​
“Ah. How long will that take?”



​
Jason mused for a moment. “Probably an hour? It depends on when she gives up.”



​
Roy chuckled. “You realize how arrogant that sounds, right?”



​
Jason shrugged his shoulders. “I’ll give you a call when we’re done. If you’re still hungry, then we can go out to eat.”



​
“Sweet.”
 Roy paused briefly. “I suppose I’ll challenge the colosseum while I wait. I haven’t done it in a while.”



​
Just as Roy was about to hang up, Jason added. “Oh, and if you really want Olivia to come with us, just tell her it’s a weekly guild meeting. A required one.”



​
“Oooh!
 Nice idea! She can’t decline the guild master, hmph, hmph.”



​
With that, the call ended. Just in time too, because Jason could already see Olivia standing in front of the colosseum entrance, eyeing her surroundings like a hawk. No doubt she was looking for him. When she spotted him, her small oval face lit up, only to return to normal a second later.


​
Jason walked up and greeted her. “How’s your kingdom coming along?”


​
“Fine.” Olivia responded curtly. “So how are we going to train?”


​
“Right to business, huh?” Jason chuckled inwardly. At least in this regard, Olivia was the same as the one in Jason’s alternate timeline. No funny stuff. Straight to the point. “We’re going to be dueling each other. Simple, right?”


​
Olivia tilted her head. “What about the differences in our gear? And aren’t the levels of my skills higher than yours?”


​
“Don’t worry about that.” Jason waved his hand dismissively. He manipulated the colosseum’s screen, adjusting its options to fit his plan. “The colosseum will supply us with equivalent gear and change our stats and skill levels so that they match. Should I make us the same height and weight too?”


​
Olivia paused and considered the last sentence seriously. “No, don’t do that.”


​
Jason almost fell over. “It was a joke, a joke! The colosseum doesn’t even have that option.”


​
Olivia gave Jason a strange look. “I know it was. I was joking too. What, do you think I don’t have a sense of humor?”


​
Jason inspected Olivia’s expression, only to find it was as flat as a board. Doesn’t she know with her personality, she can’t joke that way? Nobody can tell the difference!



​
Coughing awkwardly, Jason sent Olivia an invitation, which she promptly accepted. A second later, both of them appeared in an independent dimension inside of the colosseum.


​
Different from before, a screen appeared in front of Jason, asking him what equipment he would like to use. Deeply familiar with the interface, he selected a set of thin metal armor, a shield, and a longsword. On the other side of the arena, Olivia picked out a set of leather armor, a pair of daggers, and a belt which was equipped with various tools.


​
Olivia glanced upwards, but found no countdown, only a scoreboard which said zero to zero. Jason swung his sword to become familiar with its weight. He noticed Olivia’s confusion and explained with a shout. “I set it so that there is no winner, only an endless number of duels. Pain is set to normal. If you die, the arena will be reset and we’ll both return to full health. That okay?”


​
“Perfect.” Olivia drew her daggers and leaned forward, her posture low. Jason noticed a slight grin tugging at her lips.


​
Without any warning, Olivia slowly disappeared. It wasn’t abrupt, which meant it wasn’t teleportation. That left only one option: stealth.


​
Jason called out. “Don’t make me wait too long!”


​
He recalled one instance when he’d fought a life or death battle against an ascender with a high stealth level. Jason had been mentally exhausted near the end and almost lost his life. Sometimes, the threat of an assassin appearing at any moment was worse than fighting one. Thankfully, Olivia was using this opportunity to train, not to assassinate someone.


​
Jason squinted his eyes when he saw footprints coming towards him from the left. He smirked. “Hey, don’t forget the arena floor is sand.”


​
The footsteps paused. A second later, Olivia appeared, her cheeks deep red. “You… did you do that on purpose?”


​
“Of course!” Jason roared with laughter when he saw how embarrassed Olivia was. This only caused Olivia to tremble.


​
Jason wiped a tear from his eye as he explained. “I’m here to train you remember? If I hadn’t told you I could see your footprints, I would have acted as if I didn’t see them and caught you unaware. Wouldn’t that be terrible?”


​
The way she looked at Jason subtly changed. She smiled. “I didn’t expect you to take this seriously.”


​
“Of course I take it seriously. You’re my friend and companion.” Jason shrugged.


​
“Oh, really?” Olivia tilted her head innocently. “Then why did I have to ask like five hundred times for this to even occur?”


​
Jason shook and began whistling at the sky.


​
Sighing helplessly, she clenched her daggers and lowered her posture once more. “I’m going!”


​
Jason noticed her regain her composure and grew serious. “Come!”


​
Instantly, Olivia disappeared. Jason’s eyes widened, and without hesitation, he rolled forward while swinging his shield behind him. Not even a split second later, there was a loud clang, followed by the click of a tongue.


​
Jason jumped to his feet, only to find Olivia hot on his tail. Her daggers glinted in the sun as they flashed forward, only to have a shield meet her every blow. In just five seconds they exchanged over twenty moves.

Olivia specialized in agility, while Jason’s stats were distributed over stamina, strength, and agility. Even though Jason’s speed was far lower than Olivia’s, he was able to keep pace with her.

Every time Olivia’s dagger met with Jason’s shield, her weapon seemed to be magically pulled out and to the side. It left her exposed. Thankfully, Jason didn’t seem to have time to counterattack.

“You seem to think you’re safe?” Jason suddenly said. Before Olivia could react, a large wall of metal covered her vision. With a bang, her nose shattered as she was sent flying backwards.


​
She hit the ground with a thud. Anxious, she forced down the pain with her iron will and used the momentum from the attack to roll to her feet. When she recovered, the world spun around her. Glancing up, she found her body falling to the ground. Just as she understood what had just happened, and as the thought of death entered her mind, she found herself standing thirty feet in front of Jason.


​
Glancing up, she saw the scoreboard change. Jason: one. Olivia: zero.


​
She stepped back, horrified at what had just occurred. She died? Just like that? She had thought the fight was one-sided, with Jason on the run. He could only defend himself, right? So why did it turn out like this?


​
After the horror came anticipation. This was strength. This was the power she sought. The wall that must be overcome. The three realms. She needed to seek it with all her strength. Fear and cowardice were not allowed. It must be culled, as her father would say.


​
“Are you okay?” Jason asked with concern, his voice breaking the silence.


​
“I-I’m fine.” Olivia tried to calm her breathing. To her surprise, she found that her heart was beating fiercely in her chest. The thought of death had overwhelmed even her.


​
“Are you sure? We can take a break.” Jason suggested. Even though death in the colosseum wasn’t final, it sure as hell didn’t feel that way. Even after experiencing a hundred deaths in the arena, most ascenders still weren’t used to it.


​
Olivia was silent for a few moments as her breathing returned to normal. She lowered her posture, clenched her daggers, and took a step forward. Her intent was clear.


​
Jason smacked his sword against his shield. “Come then!”

Chapter 6


​
Jason had his hands behind his neck as he lay on the ground, while his leg swung over his knee. Thirty feet away from him sat Olivia, digging away at the sand with her dagger in irritation. For the past few hours she had relentlessly fought against Jason. Time and time again she was killed, only to fight once more. Never had she been able to wound him. Worse, he had barely used any skills, while she used most of hers.


​
Olivia raised her head and stared at Jason. He’s a monster in human flesh. The only thing he’s lacking is stats and skill levels.
 She imagined Jason fighting the strongest person she knew. Her father. If they had equal stats, who would win? Even after thinking long and hard about it, she couldn’t find the answer. She deeply hated her father, but she would never underestimate him.


​
She was lucky to have met Jason. With him, she would be able to grow stronger. Perhaps one day strong enough to surpass her father. She imagined it. What face would he make at that moment? Olivia smirked. It sent shivers down her spine just thinking about it.


​
Stay calm.
 Olivia chastised herself. A reward only comes after hard work; she couldn’t lose herself to fantasies. She felt her face set in lines of determination as she shot Jason a challenging glare.  As she was about to stand up, her communication necklace trembled. “Who?”



​
“Roy
!” A vibrant voice came from the other side. “You guys have been training for forever. Don’t you know taking a break is good for the body? Let’s get some food, yeah?”



​
Olivia’s stomach rumbled at the thought of eating. The past few hours of constant battle had left her exhausted. Still, she forced the feeling down. “No thanks.”



​
Just as she was about to hang up, Roy adopted an intimidating voice. “As the guild leader, I have determined that this food outing is a mandatory guild event. If you skip, there will be punishment, young lady!
”


​
Olivia’s eyebrow twitched. “I’ll take the punishment.”



​
With that, she hung up and began to stretch her body.

Outside the colosseum, Roy was stunned silly. That jerk!
 He immediately called someone else. “Jason! The guild meeting scheme didn’t work.
 What do I do?
”

“Hm? Really? Maybe it’s because you were the one that asked. She might not take you seriously,”
 Jason wondered aloud.

“I’ll show her that I’m not to be messed with! Hang on.”
 Roy ended the call and kicked the ground. I don’t have enough authority, huh? I’m not taken seriously, huh? Don’t want to listen to me, huh?


Roy folded his arms over his chest as he dialed Olivia. She answered a second later. “What?”


Roy glared at an invisible enemy. “Let’s duel. If I win, you have to come. If I lose… well… I don’t know.”


Olivia rolled her eyes. “I don’t have time for this.”


“Hmph. Too scared? Fine. I understand.”
 Roy moved to end the call.

Olivia’s face fell. “Scared? Of you? Are you serious?”


“It’s okay. I won’t tell anybody,”
 Roy said seriously. Inwardly, he was laughing with glee.

Olivia cooled down and snorted. “Trying to rile me up? It won’t work. Although, I think it’s time you figure out how weak you are.”



​
The call ended just as Roy was about to respond. He was unsure if his plan had worked or not. A moment later, a screen appeared in front of him, asking whether he wanted to join Jason and Olivia’s colosseum dimension. With a grin, he entered the arena and glanced around.


​
Jason felt something and sat up, only to find Roy. “What’s going on?”


​
Roy waved to Jason as he explained. “I’m dueling Olivia.”


​
“Oh. Good luck.” Jason stood up and moved to the edge of the arena.


​
Roy picked out a sword as his weapon. He swung it around a few times and grew confused. “Why do I feel so weak?”


​
Olivia explained calmly from the other side of the arena. “We have the same stats and skill levels.”


​
“Oh, that’s cool.” Roy nodded in understanding. He performed a few exercises to get used to his new body.

After a minute, Olivia called out. “Ready?”

Roy stopped, took a deep breath, and faced his opponent. “Yep.”

Both of them grew quiet as they prepared for battle. Olivia’s posture was low, while Roy’s was balanced. He could advance or retreat at a moment’s notice. Suddenly, Olivia kicked the ground, charging straight for Roy.

Unwilling to be outdone, Roy narrowed his eyes and sprinted forward. Just as they were about to clash, Olivia twisted her wrist and shot out a shuriken. Caught by surprise, Roy hastily parried with his sword, deflecting the shuriken to the side. When he looked back, Olivia was nowhere to be seen. Before he could look around, he felt pain in his back. He tried to move, but his body wouldn’t respond. He was stunned.

Quickly, he activated freedom, removing the effect. Flustered, he spun around with a swing of his sword. Olivia ducked and swiped out with her leg, knocking Roy off his feet. He hit the ground with a thud.

Olivia plunged her daggers towards Roy’s heart. Victory was in sight. All of a sudden, a blinding golden light shot out from Roy’s body. Olivia felt her daggers meet an invisible barrier. No matter how hard she pressed, they wouldn’t budge. Shocked at the unfamiliar skill, she backed off.

As Roy got to his feet, Olivia inspected the transparent golden barrier surrounding Roy’s body. However, in the next moment it dissipated into nothing. Frustrated at already using a trump card, Roy charged forward in order to capitalize on Olivia’s shock.

Olivia was no novice and quickly recovered. She expertly stepped back and dodged Roy’s attack. Seeing that Roy had gained the initiative, she grabbed at her waist and tossed out a small ball. With a soft boom, smoke covered both Olivia and Roy.

Roy glanced around in surprise. Even this is possible?
 He squinted his eyes, but it was no use. He could only think of one thing to do. Roy plunged his sword into the ground, activating consecration. Golden veins spread along the ground, dealing damage to all foes in the area. Olivia’s stealth was canceled from the damage, but it was too late.

A loud snap rang through the air as Roy’s leg bent inward. He groaned as he fell to the ground. Olivia stabbed out in succession. By the time Roy hit the ground, he had eight holes in his body. In the next moment, Roy dissipated into light and reappeared on the other side of the arena.

He was flabbergasted. “It’s over, just like that?”

Olivia twirled a dagger between her fingers as she walked over to Roy. “Satisfied?”

Roy’s mouth hung open, still surprised at how quickly the fight had ended. In the next moment, he blinked as a wide childish grin spread across his face. “Wow, you are so strong! That’s great. The guild definitely needs more experts like you, hahaha!”

Olivia nearly staggered from Roy’s unexpected reaction. She had assumed he would say ‘you cheated’ or ‘that’s not fair’, but instead he was happy? It didn’t make any sense.

Roy patted Olivia shoulder excitedly before taking a look at the gadgets on her belt. “Wow, look at all these tools. Maybe I should get some?”

From afar, Jason called out. “Hey, are you two done? I’m starving over here.”

Olivia glanced over. “We’re done. Let’s go.”

“Huh?” Roy stood still as Olivia teleported out of the colosseum. Upon realizing what she meant, he turned and gave Jason a thumbs up.

Jason shook his head with a laugh as he disappeared in a flash of light.

A short while later, Jason, Roy, and Olivia were eating at the best restaurant in the city. They ate near the balcony on the second floor, so they got a good look at the patrons below. As Roy ate, he praised Olivia. “Wow, you attack so fast. I noticed it was quick when we fought monsters together, but experiencing it firsthand is totally different.”

“Mm.” Olivia struggled to respond. She didn’t know how to. When had she ever been praised? She couldn’t think of a single instance.

Suddenly, a devilishly handsome man in a gray tailored suit strolled over to their table. He knelt down on one knee and handed Olivia a ring. “My lady, you are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. Would you please accept my gift?”

Jason and Roy were stunned at the unexpected visitor. Olivia simply gave the man a glance before inspecting the ring. As she read its stats, she froze.
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“Celestial grade!” she muttered aloud. This was the first time she had seen celestial grade equipment. How rare was this? If sold, it would probably sell for over a hundred thousand gold! And this man was simply giving it to her because she was pretty?

“What?” Both Roy and Jason went wide-eyed upon hearing Olivia. Their thoughts were the same as hers. Jason himself had never expected that a piece of Celestial grade equipment would appear so soon. It wasn’t that it couldn’t happen, but that it was just so rare. Celestial was only one grade lower than Divine, and Jason had only ever seen one Divine grade piece of equipment in his entire life.

“My lady, your hand, please.” The man said softly, his voice bewitching.


​
Still shocked, Olivia cautiously extended her arm, prepared to react at any sudden movement. The man slipped on the ring before gently kissing the back of her hand. By the time everyone recovered, the man was already walking down the stairs. They watched as he tossed a large bag onto the counter next to the kitchen. Coins fell from the bag and covered the counter. Surprisingly, it was full of gold coins.


​
The man glanced around with a charming smile. “Thank you for the delicious meal. This is just a small token of my gratitude. I hope you accept it.”


​
A well-dressed elderly woman exited the kitchen upon hearing the commotion. When she saw the bag of gold coins, she connected everything together and bowed. “Of course we will accept. Thank you for your patronage!”


​
The man swaggered out of the restaurant, leaving everyone wide-eyed from his flamboyant display of wealth.


​
An excited babble rose as everyone in the restaurant began to discuss what just occurred. Up on the second floor, Roy leaned forward. “This ring really is Celestial grade!”


​
Olivia held her hand up to the candle on the table. The ring glittered with colorful lights, as if it knew it was Celestial grade.

Suddenly, a shriek came from below. “Where’d the gold go?!”

Roy, Olivia, and Jason glanced over the balcony, where they found the well-dressed elderly woman shaking the bag back and forth. “All of the gold coins just dispersed into light! What happened? Is there a thief?”

“A thief?” Roy glanced around warily.

As the restaurant burst into motion, Jason fell silent. His train of thought was interrupted by a gasp from Olivia. “My Celestial ring disappeared!”


​
“What?” Roy widened his eyes. “Wow, it really is gone!”


​
Jason felt like he’d been struck by a bolt of lightning. He shot to his feet, ran down the stairs, and exited the restaurant. He gasped for breath as he glanced left and right, but was unable to find the handsome man from before. A moment later, Roy and Olivia appeared by Jason’s side. “What’s wrong? Did you see the thief?”


​
“That was no thief.” Jason smirked. “It was the champion of Alister, the god of tricks!”


​
Roy and Olivia gasped in shock. “A champion?!”


​
Jason nodded as a carefree smile spread across his face. He had finally met yet another comrade from the alternate-past. Alas, he just missed him. Finding the champion of Alister was harder than finding a needle in a haystack. It was a futile effort.


​
Roy was confused. “What abilities does that champion possess? He can make items disappear?”


​
“No.” Jason shook his head. “The champion of Alister specializes in illusions. The Celestial ring and gold were fake.”


​
“Oooh!” Roy’s eyes lit up. “So he’s basically a scammer!”


​
Jason coughed lightly. “Uh, yeah. I suppose you can say that.”


​
Unable to find the champion of Alister, Jason, Roy, and Olivia split up. Jason and Roy went to manage their kingdoms, while Olivia made her way to the colosseum.

Chapter 7


​
Inside one of the pocket dimensions in the colosseum, Olivia was surrounded by a horde of monsters. Ten goblins and ten orcs, to be exact. In other words, she was taking on the fifth challenge of the colosseum. Unlike the previous challenges, these monsters weren’t just melee combatants. A significant portion of them were mages and archers. This only added another layer of difficulty when fighting. One had to pay even more attention to their surroundings lest they be killed by a long-range attack.


​
Olivia had been stuck on this challenge for the last few months. Every death was caused precisely by those long-range monsters. It was either an arrow through the back, or a fireball to the face. Olivia was a quick learner, and soon realized the trick to the floor. Stay on your feet. If you kept moving, it became harder for long-range attacks to hit.


​
That was her strategy for the past few months. Even so, she had yet to beat it. Running around allowed her to survive longer, but it quickly exhausted her.


​
Only in the past three weeks had she once again begun to progress. Her movements had become quicker and her attacks sharper. It was only to a small degree, but it allowed her to kill a few more monsters. All of it was due to her training with Jason. From him, she learned a core element of battle: conserving stamina.


​
At long last, she finally caught sight of her ultimate goal. She saw the wall that was the three realms. It was still foggy, but it left her exhilarated. Olivia knew that once she perfected control over her body, she would be at the border of the first realm.


​
Unlike Jason and Roy, Olivia barely focused on her kingdom. She instead spent all of her time in the colosseum challenging the fifth floor. To her, the kingdom-building floor didn’t offer anything valuable. Strength was what she sought. And for that, she’d fight, and fight, and fight.


​
That was exactly what she did. Over the past three weeks, she had challenged the fifth floor over a hundred times. Each time she fought to her fullest, seeking perfection. Slowly but surely, she inched ever closer.


​
Olivia glanced at her stamina and frowned. It was empty. Once again she was out of gas. I’m still wasting stamina.
 She reviewed the battle and found several moments where she had wasted too much movement. Exhausted but still aware, she habitually tilted her head to dodge an arrow.


​
Olivia’s breath rasped as she glanced around, her vision was blurry. Only when she strained her eyes did she gasp. Shockingly, there were only three monsters left. Two goblins, one of them an archer, and one orc.

The archer was actually out of arrows, so it was basically useless. The other goblin was missing a leg. It crawled along the ground, slowly making its way over to Olivia. The biggest threat was the orc. Or so she thought. Only after her vision grew clear did she realize that the orc’s eyes were missing. By the looks of it, a fireball from one of the goblin mages had accidentally collided with its face.

Olivia’s heart shook. Realizing the state of her enemies, she thought, I can win!
 For the first time, an opportunity to beat the fifth challenge appeared. She stepped forward, only to stagger and nearly fall to the ground. Her legs felt like jelly. They could barely support her weight.


​
Her iron will kicked into motion. Like an emperor, it commanded her muscles to move. They twitched and moaned, but the emperor’s command was absolute. It could not be disobeyed. Step after step she drew closer to the crawling goblin. She looked down at it, a grin tugging at her lips. Victory is mine.



​
The goblin seemed to understand what she meant. Enraged, it swung its sword at her ankle. With a simple kick, she sent the sword flying. That was the last straw. Olivia’s legs collapsed, utterly exhausted. As if expecting this, she fell forward and used the momentum to shove her daggers into the goblin’s back. It cried pitifully before dispersing into light.


​
Once more her will reached out, but no longer did her legs respond.  They had already been pushed past their limits. Olivia glanced over at the blind orc and sighed with relief. It was swinging blindly at the air. It was no threat to her. That only leaves the-



​
A high pierced shriek interrupted her train of thought. She spun her head to the left and found the goblin archer sprinting towards her. Olivia could only lay there, powerless. The goblin pounced onto her, its hands clasping her throat.


​
Olivia tried to raise her dagger, but it felt like it weighed a thousand pounds. The goblin screamed, saliva covering Olivia’s face. The last of the air in her lungs was used up. What came next was a pain so unbearable most would have cried out. Olivia clenched her teeth in defiance. It was futile. As the seconds passed, her vision grew dark. Am I going to die here, when I’m so close?



​
The goblin laughed gleefully, but even that could now barely be heard. Just as her consciousness was about to go dark, her father’s voice echoed in her mind, taunting her. Are you giving up? I expected as much.


Her broken will, exhausted from the long battle, started to move. The broken pieces came together, their bond growing stronger than before. It was being refined. The more you beat her down, the stronger she would push back. That was the quintessence that was Olivia.

Even so, no matter how strong her soul, her will could not overcome reality. She could no longer see, hear, or feel. But that didn’t matter. She knew where the goblin was. It was on her chest, choking her. That was all she needed.

Her dagger moved, slicing across where she thought the goblin’s eyes were. Instantly, a flood of air entered her lungs. Her hearing came back, followed by her sense of touch. Last was her vision. She found the goblin clutching its face on the ground next to her.

Olivia struggled to her feet and looked down at it. She was grateful that it had no weapon. If it hadn’t spent the last minute choking her, she wouldn’t have regenerated enough stamina to turn the tide. This was probably the closest she had ever been to death. She shivered. Even though she knew she would be revived, it certainly didn’t feel that way when she was at death’s door.

With the two monsters blinded, Olivia backed off and recovered. When she regenerated enough stamina, she easily finished them off.

A ten-second timer appeared which quickly hit zero. Olivia prepared for the next challenge, but when she saw the monsters that spawned, she chuckled bitterly. It just keeps getting harder, huh?


Twenty goblins and twenty orcs. Twice as much as the last round. Considering she had barely any stamina, this battle would be futile, but the thought of giving up disgusted her. It just wasn’t in her nature.

She kicked off the ground and charged forward.

Chapter 8
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Satisfaction filled Jason as he inspected his skills. During the past three weeks since he began his masochistic training, his skills had gained multiple levels. Most significant was reflection’s pierce damage. Against monsters or ascenders with any defense, reflection wouldn’t deal any damage. Now, though, the true potential of the skill was beginning to show.

It had been around two weeks since the first training session with Olivia, and three weeks since he’d begun his village.

Jason closed the screens covering his view and glanced down at his village. No, perhaps it would be better to say town now. His goal of expansion, expansion, and more expansion was coming to fruition. After farm technology was researched, Jason made use of all the free land around his town.


​
Large tan fields surrounded the town. A hundred farmers wielding iron sickles worked tirelessly under the sun. A hundred farmers. That was around a quarter of Jason’s current villagers. The food produced every day from such a colossal workforce was incredible. Jason had to upgrade his warehouse two times to store all the grain, lest it spoil.


​
With such a large supply of food, Jason began his plan of rapid expansion. He purchased two hundred villagers. The town was filled to the brim. Jason immediately felt a wave of complaints coming from his connection to the kingdom. His new villagers complained that they had no home.


​
Sheesh
, hold your horses. I’m working on it.
 Jason used up all of his wood to build over fifty homes. Like magic, the town nearly doubled in size as the houses spawned in. Jason was no architect, so he just used a simple square block design. The layout of the town was reminiscent of modern cities.


​
The complaints of the villagers fell drastically. The only ones remaining left Jason with a headache.


​
I want to be a soldier.



​
I want to be a woodcutter.



​
I want to be a farmer.



​
This was what gave many ascenders trouble. Some even ignored this aspect of managing a kingdom because it was too annoying.


​
Every villager of a kingdom had desires. You could ignore them, and there would be no major problems, but that wasn’t ideal. Jason sought efficiency and speed. The pressure he felt had slowly risen in recent weeks. In the alternate timeline, Jason had ignored this aspect of managing a kingdom. This time, however, he would not do so.


​
By changing the role of the villagers to match their desires, they would gain a slight increase to their efficiency. A bonus to their skill levels. It might seem simple to manage, but villagers were annoyingly fickle. Their desires changed frequently.  And, it wasn’t just limited to what job they wanted either.

I want some damn alcohol.

This town is a little too boring. Can I get some entertainment around here, huh?!

I don’t feel safe enough. Someone might break into my home during the night.

The complaints were endless. Jason could imagine how a god felt when billions of people prayed to them on a daily basis. The thought left him chuckling. Jason spent the next few hours satisfying his villagers’ desires. By the time he finished, two new establishments appeared in the town. A tavern which sold alcohol and a theater which held performances.

In addition, Jason dedicated some soldiers to patrol the town during the night in order to prevent crime. As more villagers spawned in, crime would slowly become a problem if it wasn’t responsibly managed.


Now on to the military.
 Jason shifted his gaze towards the research center. During the past week, he’d unlocked the archer unit. Horse breeding was currently being researched and would be done in a few days.

Jason had around six hundred villagers, with half focusing on gathering. Almost two hundred villagers were spearmen, and a hundred were archers. In total, he had hundreds of units. For the third week, this was unprecedented.

After doing all this, Jason’s resources were basically depleted. There wasn’t anything he could do for a while.

“Awooo!” Howling came from all directions, interrupting Jason’s thoughts.

“How foolish.” Jason grinned as he watched a horde of goblins exiting the forest. Several wolves accompanied them.

As the monster horde entered the fields of wheat, they began to set it aflame. This was the problem of expanding too rapidly without building up your defenses. If Jason wanted to build a wooden wall around his entire farmland, it would require tens of thousands of wood. He just didn’t have that much wood at this stage.

But it wasn’t a problem. He had around three hundred soldiers; more than there were monsters. The wolves would be a bit of a problem, but that was where spearmen excelled.

Instead of fighting atop the wooden wall surrounding the town, his soldiers rushed out in all directions. A human could already fight a goblin one to two. With the fight being one to one, it was a massacre.


Some monster horde that was.
 Jason laughed to himself. He had to thank the monsters for coming to him. Almost every soldier gained a level.


​
The fires were taken care of as quickly as possible. In the end, the goblins just didn’t have enough time to lay waste to the farmland. There was hardly any damage.

It was deep in the night, and he had just spent the whole day micromanaging his kingdom, so he was exhausted. It was time to sleep.


​
The next morning, Jason awoke to a startling report from one of his scouts.




	
Level 15 Hobgoblin Dungeon has been found.








​
Jason jumped to his feet as his face lit up. “A dungeon?!”


​
This was great news for his army. Much like the dungeons on the thirtieth floor, the dungeons on the kingdom-building floor could be entered and farmed for loot and experience. If Jason hadn’t found an iron mine to create iron equipment, he would have needed to find a dungeon to acquire loot. There was only one problem: a level 15 dungeon would be slightly difficult for his current army.


​
Jason flew over to the location of the dungeon, which happened to be about a mile south of the iron mine. The dungeon was above ground, and was located in the middle of a destroyed human settlement. A hobgoblin tribe had taken it as their new home.


​
Jason opened the interface for the dungeon.




	
Level 15 Hobgoblin Dungeon.

5/5 Entries left. (Resets Daily)

Maximum of 10 units allowed inside at a time.

Each dungeon run takes 30 minutes.








​
Once Jason selected ten units to enter the dungeon, he would no longer have control over them. Their chance of success was based on their current level, skills, equipment, and team composition.


​
Jason selected his strongest ten units. The team was composed of Ronald, five spearmen, and four archers. Unfortunately, Jason had yet to research magic, so he had no priests. The chance of success would rise drastically if he had one. Oh well.
 Jason shrugged and checked his chance of success.




	
With these units selected, chance of success is: 74%.








​
Jason clicked his tongue. Seventy-four percent wasn’t low, but it wasn’t reassuring either. The chance was so low because the level of his units was lower than the dungeon. Ronald was the highest-level unit Jason had, and he was only level thirteen. Still, a failure usually only meant a few units would be killed. The chance of success was acceptable.


​
As soon as Jason clicked confirm, the ten units that were selected began to head towards the dungeon. When everyone arrived, they entered the dungeon with Ronald in the lead.


​
Half an hour later, Jason received a notification with the result of the dungeon run.




	
Failure! Party has been wiped out. There were no survivors.

Loot: None.








​
Damn it!
 Jason was exasperated. Didn’t it say 74%? The chance of a failure was only 26%, and a full party wipe is usually less than 1%! How could I be so unlucky?



​
In the alternate timeline, Jason had failed numerous dungeons. He’d even had full party wipes, so he could handle losing a few of his units. The problem was that his potential hero, Ronald, was no more. What crap luck!


Chapter 9


​
A gray dagger made entirely of battle energy zoomed through the air, heading straight for Tank. The small turtle somersaulted to the side, narrowly dodging the attack. After missing, the dagger spun around and gave chase. A game of tag ensued.

Jason sat on a nearby boulder, casually waving his finger in the air like a conductor in an orchestra. He watched Tank’s strangely acrobatic movements with interest. She’s more monkey than turtle.


Besides curing his boredom, there was a good reason why Jason was chasing his beloved pet with the dangerous battle energy. A pet could not level up the way an ascender could. No, a pet could only level up when interacting with their owners. Play-fighting was one such route.

Besides mutilating his legs, Jason also trained in manipulating his battle energy. He had never specialized in the manipulation of mana, as he was more warrior than spellcaster, but that hadn’t stopped him from observing mages train in the alternate-future. The most powerful mage Jason had ever known was an Indian woman by the name of Amara. Nearly half of her time was spent communing with the mana she controlled. Jason ventured that this must be what made her so powerful.

Jason quickly realized some fundamental differences. One, battle energy was terrifyingly destructive. Anything it touched would be destroyed. He was left with goosebumps when he recalled the vast amount of battle energy sleeping within his body. He figured the only reason why the energy didn’t harm him was because he possessed the battle physique. It was only now that he understood why Aros required his champion to have a battle physique. No one would survive without it.

On the other hand, mana could be destructive or gentle. It could be fire, water, earth, air, or any other element. The only thing battle energy could do was destroy. In this, however, it excelled. It rivalled even the demonic energies wielded by Baal, the final boss of the tower.

The second fundamental difference was how rigid battle energy was. Whenever Jason tried to mold battle energy into a complex shape, he would feel tremendous resistance. If he forced it, the battle energy would explode. The only thing he could create was simple weapons.


​
Another thing Jason learned was that manipulating battle energy was taxing. After several tests, he learned that the cost of manipulating battle energy rose the farther it was from his body. Additionally, if he mimicked Chop or Cleave with battle energy, the cost was actually higher than if he used the skill. The answer as to why eluded him.

As Jason’s thoughts reached this point, he sighed and flicked his finger, causing the gray dagger to dissipate. Tank let out a soft cry, and through their telepathic connection, Jason felt a wave of disappointment. He shook his head. “I can’t play anymore. I used up all my battle energy.”

Jason picked up Tank and rose into the air. Down below, the town was full of life. Villagers hurried here and there, and soldiers patrolled the streets. There were even horses pulling carriages full of resources. Every facet of his kingdom was progressing.

It had been one month in real time since he’d created his kingdom, and four months in sped-up time. Without knowing it, a restless feeling had taken root inside him. His kingdom was progressing, true, but he wasn’t actually getting stronger. It felt like the past month had been a complete waste.

He knew logically that his kingdom was worth the investment, but that was in the future. Right now, in this very moment, it was doing absolutely nothing for him. Over the past few days, the restlessness had grown into anxiety. His goal of clearing the tower in five years was once again weighing heavily on his mind. The pressure mounted so much he was on the verge of having a panic attack.

“I can’t do it.” Jason released a breath. As of this moment, he decided he would leave the kingdom-building floor and head to the thirty-sixth floor. Of course, that didn’t mean he would abandon his kingdom.

It was a bit risky, but there was a feature called queuing. Basically, it allowed Jason to build up a list of commands which would be completed in the order in which they were created. This feature was useful when the kingdom was self-sufficient. At that point, everybody used it. Now, though, when his kingdom was still in its early stages, it was too inefficient.

The only reason why Jason opted to use it, besides the mounting anxiety, was because of how far ahead his kingdom was. If that weren’t the case, he might have delayed for a few more weeks.

With his mind set, Jason spent the next few hours building up a list of over a thousand commands. As soon as the requirements for a command was met, it would be fulfilled. Jason glanced through the queued-up list and nodded. This’ll last me a week in real time. I’ll check back then.
 After finalizing everything, Jason teleported to the entrance of the thirty-sixth floor.

He found himself on top of a small rocky hill overlooking a vast prairie. The land was covered in beautiful beams of sunlight as far as the eye could see. Fresh wind brushed against Jason, cooling him. For a time, he stood there, enjoying the view. The anxiety gripping his heart loosened, although only slightly.

A familiar presence approached from behind. The newcomer stood next to Jason and took in a deep breath. “Smell that?”

Jason nodded, his face turning grim. “Bloodlust.”

The newcomer, a hooded woman shrouded in tattered robes, turned to Jason, her eyes widening slightly. “That’s unexpected. You have sharp senses, for a newbie.”

She returned her gaze to the prairie beneath them. “Tell me, how many can you sense?”


​
Jason slowly closed his eyes and reached out. In his mind’s eye, several auras emanating killing intent appeared. They overlapped one another, so it was difficult to accurately count how many there actually were, though this was no problem for Jason. His senses had been sharpened from decades of combat. Less than a second after closing his eyes, they snapped open. “Five. Two on the left, two in front, and one on the right. Their levels are around 60.”


​
“Impressive.” The woman’s eyes glittered underneath her hood. “Though I must warn you: killing intent can be misleading. How do you know they aren’t a fox in sheep’s clothing?”


​
Jason fell silent. It wasn’t that he hadn’t considered the possibility, but rather that he knew that the monsters on the thirty-sixth floor weren’t capable of that ability yet. Only on the thirty-ninth floor would they start to bait you by feigning a weak killing intent. The woman next to him wasn’t an ascender, but rather a resident of the tower. She intuitively knew that this was Jason's first time on the floor. In the end, he could only say, “You’re right, I hadn’t considered that.”


​
“Good attitude.” The woman nodded curtly. “I like you, so I’ll give you an explanation of the floor. Listen closely, because I’ll only say this once.”


​
For the next five minutes, the woman explained the rules of the next four floors. If she hadn’t been frighteningly strong, Jason would have left mid-explanation. He didn’t dare to upset her. When she finished, she took a deep breath. “Did you get that?”


​
Jason nodded and raised his arm. There, on the back of his hand, was the brand of a snake wrapping around his wrist. It wriggled as if it was alive. This brand was of vital importance, and was the main feature of the next four floors. Jason focused on the brand, whereupon a small screen appeared.




	
0/5 Bloodlines Slotted.

Empty

Empty

Empty

Empty

Empty








​
The next four floors were called the bloodline floors. On them, every monster contained a bloodline. Upon killing a monster, its bloodline could be absorbed through the power of the brand. Furthermore, two bloodlines could be combined to craft an even stronger one. In total, only five bloodlines could be equipped at once.


​
If a bloodline was not absorbed, they dropped as an item, which could then be traded to other ascenders or saved for experimentation. Months ago, when Jason sold a map of the thirty-ninth floor to the Skyfall guild, he had included a list of crafted bloodlines.


​
Back then, Jason hadn’t been entirely truthful. When he created that map, he had intentionally left out some information regarding the most powerful bloodlines. These bloodlines would only be discovered much later, and would cause an uproar amongst ascenders.


​
The people who spent the most time experimenting with bloodlines weren’t the top-tier guilds, but rather the ones who came after them. The top-tier guilds were focused on ascending the tower, not exploring all the little secrets of each floor.


​
In the alternate-future, Jason had spent a considerable amount of time and money acquiring the best bloodlines. This time would be different. Nobody knew they existed, so who would compete over them?

Chapter 10


​
“Well, good hunting.” The cloaked woman made her way over to a flickering campfire next to the portal. Her purpose was to guide newcomers, and so she waited for the next ascender to arrive.


​
Jason cracked his neck as he carefully made his way down the rocky hill. Let’s see, what should I go for first?
 Five bloodlines could be slotted, which meant he could enhance five stats. Attack speed, movement speed, health, mana, reaction speed. There were plenty to pick from. Jason’s path was as an offensive tank. Which bloodlines would enhance his strength the most?


​
As he was thinking, Jason arrived at the bottom of the hill. The prairie was filled with green grass that reached up to the knees, perfect for hiding small monsters. The five auras he’d sensed earlier originated from a pack of twin-fanged foxes, dog-sized creatures that had two sharp fangs. The pack silently surrounded Jason, only moving when the wind brushed against the grass.


​
Hmm. I should try experimenting a bit.
 Jason stood still, relaxing his guard, as if inviting the foxes to play. They took the bait. The foxes pounced forward, their fangs bared. Each pounce was timed differently as they attacked from all directions.


​
Jason instantly sent out an invisible wave of killing intent. It disappeared as soon as it arrived, but the job was done. The foxes’ instincts screamed at them. Their minds were overwhelmed by fear.


​
Jason gripped his weapon. He used burst consecutively, and in the next moment, his sword returned to its sheath. Four severed heads rolled along the ground, leaving a trail of blood. The last fox hit the ground with a thud. The battle was over before the foxes knew what was happening.


​
He had spent nearly five hundred Battle Energy. If not for wanting to level up Sever, Jason would never have wasted so much energy at once.


​
As the monsters dispersed into light, their blood rose into the air and flew towards Jason. By habit, he held out his hand, whereupon the snake on his wrist opened its maw and devoured the blood.




	
5/5 Bloodlines Slotted.


Twin-Fanged Fox - 1% Harder to Sense


Twin-Fanged Fox - 1% Harder to Sense


Twin-Fanged Fox - 1% Harder to Sense


Twin-Fanged Fox - 1% Harder to Sense


Twin-Fanged Fox - 1% Harder to Sense









​
The twin-fanged fox monster was especially useful for assassins, rogues, and archers. Not so much for Jason. To save space, Jason combined all five into one.




	
1/5 Bloodlines Slotted.


Twin-Fanged Fox - 3.5% Harder to Sense


Empty


Empty


Empty


Empty


 









​
A bloodline could only be improved by so much. The higher tier a monster, the stronger the bloodline. For a common monster like the twin-fanged foxes, they could at most be improved to 10%. Elites, 15%. Field bosses, 20%. Raid bosses, 25%. Even though Jason considered himself pretty powerful for his level, he was still far away from soloing a raid boss. The problem wasn’t a lack of skill or equipment, but of stamina. A raid boss had an absurd amount of health. Even if Jason consumed all of his energy, he would at most bring it down to 80% life.


​
The thirty-sixth floor was filled with upper-tier guilds farming for bloodlines. The top-tier guilds had made their way past the fortieth floor by now, which left plenty of hunting grounds for the upper-tier guilds to fight over. Jason intentionally avoided them. Not out of fear, but to avoid wasting time.


​
Alas, he could only do so for so long. The hunting grounds left for solo ascenders like him were terrible, to say the least. The zones which held the most popular bloodlines were controlled by the upper-tier guilds. Those were the ones he wanted.


​
A few hours after arriving on the floor, Jason stood not far from one such zone. Ahead of him was a cluster of rocky outcrops, from which emanated the irritating laughter of hyenas. This place was home to hundreds of hyenas, famous for their bloodline which increased attack speed. Attack speed was useful for every ascender, thus the conundrum. This place was a hotspot for the upper-tier guilds. As such, only the strongest guilds could compete over it.


​
In front of Jason were two such guilds. One was Vengeance, the guild Jason had seen on the undead floor, while the other was Crusaders. Both were on the verge of becoming top-tier guilds. Vengeance and Crusaders each had around thirty ascenders. The groups stood twenty feet apart, glaring at each other. By the looks of it, they were on the verge of fighting.


​
A man decked out in glittering gold armor stepped forward. “Ivan, it seems your informants did well.”


​
Ivan, a stocky man covered in two layers of leather armor, separated himself from his group. On his back were two massive hammers, which Jason recognized as a pair of Heroic grade weapons. Ivan snorted. “Hans, Vengeance arrived here first. This hunting ground is ours.”


​
Hans raised an eyebrow. “Really now. We arrived here at the same time, didn’t we?”


​
Ivan’s gaze was sharp as he fell silent. Hans spread his arms. “Why don’t we settle this the old-fashioned way?”


​
Ivan gazed over the Crusaders standing behind Hans. They were equipped in high grade gear, but no more than his own guild. If only gear was considered, there was an equal chance of winning. Thankfully, his guild had been the first to arrive when an undead horde appeared. They wiped out the majority of it and gained a huge boost of XP. By his estimate, he was several levels above Hans. Both he and Hans were high-ranking officers. If he failed here, it wouldn’t look good. But if he won, he might be able to get Hans demoted. Ivan pursed his lips. “Fine. A one versus one it is, whoever gets three wins first gets the hunting ground.”


​
“Sounds good. Shall we go first to kick things off?” Hans pulled out a massive silver greatsword from his inventory. It too was Heroic grade.


​
The two groups created an impromptu arena by forming a circle. Fierce shouts and hollering erupted. “Come on, beat his ass, Hans!”


​
A Vengeance member retorted in a slightly louder voice. “He’s nothing! Show him our guild’s strength!”


​
Jason couldn’t see what was happening from his position, so he made his way over. Just as he arrived, the ascenders in front of him parted. Hans fell out of the ring, his armor covered in dents. As he was about to hit the ground, Jason caught him and pulled him to his feet.


​
“Damn.” Hans steadied himself and wiped the blood from his lips. He turned to Jason, expecting one of his own. “Thank-, who are you?”


​
“Just watching.” Jason gave a slight nod.


​
“Hm.” Hans was too upset over losing to continue the conversation. He made his way back to his group.


​
 Jason thought for a moment before he called out. “A word of advice. Vengeance wiped out an undead horde about a month ago. It was a pretty big one too, I saw at least three raid bosses.”


​
Hans paused, his countenance falling. He glanced over his shoulder and gave a grateful nod before continuing onward. Conversely, the Vengeance members around Jason gave him hateful glares. Coughing awkwardly, Jason gave an apologetic smile.


​
Even though Hans now knew that Vengeance’s levels were higher than his guild’s, there was nothing he could do. The duel continued.


​
As Jason expected, Crusaders lost another duel, and were now at zero to two. If they lost one more, they would lose their right over the hunting ground. The only fortunate thing was that Ivan ran out of stamina and had to pass the torch over to his second-strongest member. Even so, the outcome was still grim for Crusaders.


​
Hans gripped his hands in frustration. Crusaders desperately needed this hunting ground. His guild master was counting on him. If he failed here, then his guild would surely fall behind.


​
Ivan taunted from the other side. “Come now, we’re waiting. Who’re you gonna send out?”


​
Hans grimaced. He turned to his second-best man and called out. “Vin-”


​
“I’ll do it.” Jason stepped forward. Sixty pairs of eyes, all from powerful ascenders, focused on him. The guild master of a mid-tier guild would waver in fright, but Jason was as calm as a still lake.


​
“Who the hell are you? No outsiders are allowed.” Ivan snorted in irritation. Just as his guild was on the verge of victory, some random was delaying things. Even worse, it was the one who outed their secret.


​
Jason tilted his head. “I’m a member of Crusaders, aren’t I?”


​
Just as Hans and Jason’s eyes met, Hans’ communication necklace trembled as a message appeared informing him that someone wanted to add him as a contact.

Chapter 11

As soon as Hans accepted, he asked. “How confident are you?”


If not for Jason giving him information, he wouldn’t give him the time of day. His guild master was relying on him getting this hunting zone. Normally he wouldn’t rely on outsiders for this, but his confidence was lacking. Why not take a chance?


​
Jason thought for a moment. If he said 100%, Hans probably wouldn’t believe him. He decided to take a more sensible approach. “75%.
”


​
Hans released a breath. That was more than enough for him. “What do you want?”



​
“To partake in the bloodlines this zone has to offer. Only enough for myself.”
 Jason’s demand was reasonable.


​
Their conversation only took a few seconds. Hans nodded and said aloud, “He’s our newest member.”


​
“Fine, then. I don’t care.” Ivan felt that something was off, but what did he have to worry about? His guild members were among the strongest humanity had to offer. Only those freaks in the top-tier guilds were stronger.


​
The members of Crusaders looked at Hans in confusion. He feigned a look of confidence, which assuaged their concerns. The thirty members of Crusaders placed their hope in Jason. Two losses back-to-back had been a hard blow to their morale. They were hoping for a miracle.


​
Ivan turned to a muscular woman clad in thick tan leather. “Anna.”


​
“No problem.” Anna pulled out a pair of longswords adorned with jewels and stepped forward.

Jason’s eye twitched when he saw her weapons. Damn. These guilds are decked out.
 Anna’s longswords were an obscure pair of Arcane grade. Although a grade lower than Heroic, they were a two-piece set. Because she had both of them, their power was on par with a Heroic grade weapon.

Jason’s equipment was lacking compared to his opponent. The best grade he had was Rare, one lower than Arcane. It couldn’t be helped. These upper-tier guilds were filthy rich due to fighting in the tower for twenty years. Jason had just started, so no matter how much he abused his knowledge, his foundations were nowhere to be seen.

Anna gave Jason a smile. “Want me to lend you some equipment?”

The members of Vengeance chuckled behind Anna, boosting her ego. Jason shook his head as he pulled out his sword. “No need.”

One of the Vengeance members suddenly commented. “Why does he have a turtle on his head?”


​
Strange looks appeared on everyone’s faces when they spotted the sleeping turtle on Jason’s head. Jason stood as still as a statue, unsure of how to respond. Thankfully, a man wearing cloth robes used the inspect skill and exclaimed. “It’s a pet! The species says battle turtle. How lucky!”


​
“A pet!” Everyone grew startled. A pet was extremely rare. The only way to acquire them was to purchase them for a vast sum, or be lucky and get them as a drop.

“Let’s get this over with.” Ivan snorted impatiently. He had seen a few pets, so he figured Jason had just gotten lucky. Ivan began to countdown. “Three, two, one. Begin!”

Anna let out a fierce bellow as she activated Leap. She flew into the air, barreling straight towards Jason. Almost instantly she slammed into the ground, forming a small crater. A shockwave swept out, stunning all opponents in the area for one second.

Leap was no secret among the ascenders who reached this floor. Upon encountering it, a simple step backwards would avoid the stun effect. Anna counted on it. As soon as she landed, she activated Charge. Her movement speed spiraled upwards as she entered a status immune state.

Much to her disappointment, Jason blocked her follow-up attack with his shield. He angled it in such a way that her attack was pulled to the side. Anna’s eyes widened as a thought flashed through her head. An expert!


The realization changed nothing. She was a barbarian. Her style of combat was to be relentless, so as her attack was deflected to the side, she followed the momentum and spun around, activating Tornado. Her figure blurred as her swords collided against Jason’s shield. Time and time again Jason was pushed backwards.

The tornado skill had an infinite duration, but would consume stamina every second. The attacks were unending, and the skill would fell most foes. Any moment now Jason would buckle from the pressure. Any moment now.

“Do you want to die?” Jason’s cold voice cut through the air.

Anna snorted. In her mind, she would win any second. Her opponent was only threatening her like a cornered dog. Suddenly, her vision swam as something collided into her side, knocking her to the ground.

In a fury, she shot to her feet. “Who dares to inter-!?”

She froze when she realized that it was Ivan who knocked her to the ground. Anna was in disbelief. Why would Ivan interfere, knowing that doing so would result in a loss?

“You dumb muscle-head! Do you not feel any pain?” Ivan shouted in anger and pointed at her chest.


​
Anna glanced down, only to be thunderstruck. Her body was covered in small wounds. Shocked, she inspected her health and found that it was nearly zero. She turned to Jason. “How? You didn’t attack a single time!”


​
Jason rubbed the back of his head. “Reflect damage.”


​
Ivan raised an eyebrow. He’d never heard of an ascender having that before. “Is that a skill, or an effect from an item?”


​
“Who knows?” Jason shrugged and walked over to his starting position. “One-to-two, right?”


​
Ivan clicked his tongue. Although it wasn’t rare to encounter a new skill, to have it happen now was annoying. The good news was that it was easy to counter. The next battle would be his. Ivan turned to a giant man with a rugged beard. “Cheslov, you’re up.”


​
“I got it, boss.” Cheslov dragged a massive broadsword along the ground as he walked forward.


​
Ivan grinned as he began to count down. “Three, two, one, begin!”


​
Cheslov gripped the giant broadsword with both hands and took in a deep breath. To win the battle, he only needed to hit Jason a few times. Such was the power of the weapon. Unfortunately, the broadsword was so heavy he needed two hands to lift it. To counter its slow speed, he used area of effect skills to guarantee a hit.


​
Cheslov charged forward, awkwardly dragging the broadsword behind him. Jason stood still, watching the clown in front of him with amusement. Cheslov roared as the veins on his arms popped out. He raised the beast of a weapon overhead and slammed it into the ground. Ground Slam was activated, dealing damage to all targets in the area.


​
Jason casually activated Shield Block and stepped forward. As the damage was negated, his sword cut through Cheslov’s arm, severing muscle, tendon, and bone. It fell to the ground with a thud, shocking everyone.


​
Cheslov gave a deep, guttural groan as he fell to one knee. He clutched his shoulder in pain. Several members of Vengeance ran forward. “Cheslov! Are you okay?”


​
Ivan appeared next to Cheslov and poured a high-grade health potion down his throat. As Cheslov’s health was restored to full, an arm appeared in a flash of light. With the pain gone, he stood up and glanced at Jason before turning around and leaving the area.


​
A member of Vengeance clicked his tongue. “Damn, he’s in that mood again.”


​
Ivan turned to Jason with a frown. “Are you a tank or swordmaster?”


​
Jason shrugged. “Who knows?”


​
Getting the same response two times in a row irked Ivan. A Vengeance member, equipped in cloth robes, whispered into Ivan’s ear. “I cast inspect. His health and stamina are still over 80%.”


​
“Damn it.” Ivan clenched his hands in frustration. He turned to Hans and spat. “Great new recruit you have, so damn lucky!”


​
He turned around and waved to his allies. “Let’s go.”


​
A heavy weight was lifted from Hans’ shoulders. He had been surprised when Jason easily handled Anna, and shocked when Jason severed Cheslov’s arm. Most striking was how calm Jason was during the entire ordeal. His eyes were like a hawk’s, able to see through everything.


​
Hans called out to Ivan. “Haha, isn’t there still another round?”


​
Ivan glanced over his shoulder. “Don’t push your luck. Next week, we’ll be back. Who knows, maybe we’ll have a ‘new recruit’ too!”


​
“Good luck!”

As Vengeance disappeared, the members of Crusaders surrounded Jason. “Damn, how do you reflect damage? That’s overpowered!”

“Overpowered? He casually severed Cheslov’s arm! That’s a rare as hell skill!” another member of Crusaders commented.

Jason scratched his cheek. “Not really. The majority of reflect’s damage is blocked by physical armor.”

The members of Crusaders pressed Jason for more information on his skills, but he declined to give out anything more. A few moments later, Hans shouted. “All right, all right. That’s enough. Squad one, go determine how strong these hyenas are. Scout squad, go verify the map we bought and see if it’s correct.”

Hans gave out a flurry of orders. In a few short moments, Jason and Hans were alone. Hans patted Jason on the shoulder. “Thanks, I owe you one.”

Jason shook his head. “As long as I get a spot to grind in, we’re even.”

“Of course! I’m a man of my word.” Hans paused briefly before narrowing his eyes. “How about joining my guild?”

Jason declined respectfully. “Sorry, I’m already in one.”

“Oh.” Disappointment flashed through Hans eyes. “Might I ask for the name?”

Jason coughed. “Uh, it’s a new guild. We don’t have a name yet.”

Hans blinked in confusion, only to understand a second later. “Ah, you’re starting your own guild. A man of your caliber should have no problems with that.” Hans extended his hand. “If you need it, Crusaders will gladly be your ally.”

Jason didn’t bother to clarify Hans’ misunderstanding and shook hands. “I’d be delighted.”

“Come.” Hans turned towards the hyena hunting ground. “Let’s see if this was worth the effort.”

Chapter 12


​
As the Crusaders members entered the rocky forest, the laughter that filled the area turned into yelps. The hyenas were no match for the combined strength of Crusaders’ parties. Each party had a tank, damage dealers, and supports.


​
Jason and Hans entered the hunting zone side by side. Out of the corner of Jason’s eye, he could see Hans’ necklace tremble continuously. Hans’ subordinates were sending him information, leaving him unable to talk with Jason. Not that Jason minded.


​
Jason’s eyes narrowed as a hyena suddenly dashed out from behind a large boulder. It charged straight towards Hans, who reacted by unsheathing his greatsword. It pounced, probably moving far faster than any monster Hans had encountered before, Jason figured. Still, as a high-ranking officer of an upper-tier guild, Hans would have already entered the first realm.

With perfect control over his body, he managed to block the hyena with the blade of his greatsword just in time. Bellowing, he gave a shove, tossing the hyena into the air. The skill Quick Slash was used, allowing the greatsword to move with far greater speed. While the hyena was in the air, he cleaved it in half. Because no Sever skill was used, only a blood-red line was left behind. The hyena rolled along the ground and jumped to its feet. To Hans’s obvious surprise, the hyena still had plenty of life. It was much stronger than a wolf.

The hyena lowered its head and charged forward. Hans smirked and leveled his greatsword. “The result will be the same as last time.”

Another hyena suddenly sprinted out from a boulder behind Hans. By the time he sensed it, it had already pounced, its jaws about to close around his neck.

Jason stepped forward, bashing the hyena and pinning it between a boulder and his shield. The hyena snapped at Jason’s shield arm, dealing negligible damage. In response, Jason dug his sword into the hyena’s stomach. He dragged up and down, slicing through the hyena’s organs. It yelped as its health plummeted.


​
When it dispersed into light, Jason turned just in time to see Hans land the killing blow on his hyena. Hans turned and gave Jason a curt nod before continuing deeper into the hunting ground.


​
A few minutes later, Hans paused and sighed. “Sorry about that. That should have been the last report.”


​
Jason scanned his surroundings. “No problem. Everything in order?”


​
Hans took out a tattered rag from his inventory ring and cleaned the blood from his greatsword. “Yep. We’ve found the location of the elites and the field boss. According to the map we bought from a top-tier guild, the respawn time of the elite hyenas is ten minutes, and the field boss hyena is one hour.”


​
Jason nodded as he compared this information with his memory. “How often does a raid boss spawn?”


​
Hans put away the rag and sheathed his greatsword. “Depends on how fast we hunt the lower-tier hyenas.”


​
“Same as before then, huh?” Jason talked as if he was a newcomer to these floors.


​
Hans turned to Jason and squinted. “Say, I’ve been watching how you fight. You’ve entered the second realm, haven’t you?”


​
“Not long ago, yes.” Jason nodded. With the strength Jason was showing, others were bound to come to this conclusion. It was inevitable, so he had already come up with the maximum level of strength he would reveal. If he only used the second realm and were to be compared to an upper-tier guild, only the vice guild master and guild master would be able to compete with him in pure skill. Of course, the equipment they had would far outshine Jason’s. It was unknown who would win if they fought to the death.

Just thinking about it left Jason irritated. He remembered the equipment he used to have; a complete set of heroic and celestial gear. Even his accessories were that grade. After purchasing equipment for his father, Jason was left with around forty thousand gold. With that much, he would be able to buy a couple pieces of heroic grade gear or one celestial grade piece. It just wasn’t worth it, considering that he was still at a low level. Only heroic grade gear past level 100 mattered in Jason’s eyes.

Hans rubbed his chin as he fell into thought. He glanced at Jason every now and then while muttering to himself. After around half a minute, he nodded. “Our guild could definitely use someone with your skill. What do you say about making a contract?”


Catch!
 Jason responded calmly. “And what would this contract entail? I already said I’m not interested in joining your guild.”

“I know, I know.” Hans waved his hand. “By the looks of your equipment, you don’t have any backing. No offense.”

Jason shook his head. “None taken.”

“Anyway, if you help my guild secure hunting zones, we’ll help you max out your bloodlines. What do you say?” Hans fell silent, waiting patiently for Jason’s response.

Jason didn’t let his excitement show. This was what he had hope would happen when he shoved himself into the duel earlier. His goal was to gain access to hunting grounds with the least amount of backlash, and as of this moment, he’d accomplished it. He nodded. “I accept.”

Hans smiled brightly. “Great.”

Hans and Jason spent the next few minutes introducing themselves and finalizing the contract. It was just a verbal contract, but the details still needed to be hashed out. When both parties were satisfied, they were officially allies, at least for the time being.

Hans showed Jason to a free spot in the hunting ground where Jason could hunt without worry. Just as he was about to leave Jason alone, Hans paused. “Oh, right. Jason, are you a tank?”

Jason responded as he fought a pair of hyenas. “I have tank skills.”

Hans pondered for a moment. “Are you confident in tanking a raid boss?”

Jason narrowly dodged a pincer attack before responding. “How good are your healers?”


​
Hans proudly puffed out his chest. “Although the ascenders under my command aren’t the best in my guild, we’ve hunted several raid bosses successfully. I must admit that I don’t know the exact strength of the hyena raid boss, but with you tanking, we should be fine. You’re in the second realm, after all.”


​
Jason finished off the two hyenas and turned to Hans. “All right. We’ll split the loot according to the agreement.”


​
Hans gave a thumbs up. “Sounds good. I’ll contact you when the raid boss appears.”


​
Hans headed towards his own party to hunt more hyenas. Their bloodline was of vital importance to his guild, so he couldn’t waste any more time. He was ordered to gather enough bloodline vials for his entire guild. Not only would he need to work overtime, he also needed to maintain control over the hunting ground. Vengeance was sure to come back.


​
Now that Jason was alone, he started to fight with all of his skills in order to level them up. Having a high skill grade was more important than good equipment and level combined. After spending so much time managing his kingdom and training Olivia, his skill levels had been leveling slowly, except for the ones that leveled up when he mutilated himself.


​
As Jason killed one hyena after another, he started to fall into a trance. Kill, loot, search, kill. After two days, Hans sent him a message. “The raid boss appeared.”



Chapter 13


​
A massive hyena with lustrous brown fur, at least two times larger than a bear, slept in the center of an open clearing. Layers of dense muscles covered its body. A single swipe of its paw could easily shred through rock, much less human flesh. Such strength was to be expected from raid bosses.




	
(Raid Boss) Hyena Lord - Level 60





	
Health: 150,000/150,000








​
Jason leaned against a boulder at the edge of the clearing. Next to him stood Hans and the other Crusaders members. Hans made a quick headcount. “Looks like everyone’s here. Let’s buff up.”


​
As the ascenders with support skills buffed their allies, Hans summoned a massive iron crockpot. When he lifted the lid, the aroma of meat and vegetables filled the air. The stomach of a young woman wearing embroidered robes rumbled. She rushed forward. “Me first!”


​
The Crusaders members followed after her, each taking out a bowl from their inventory. Hans turned to Jason and handed over his bowl. “Take mine.”


​
“Thanks.” Jason took the bowl and waited. When it was his turn, he approached the crockpot and breathed in through his nose. The meat and vegetables mixed with the broth, creating a fragrant aroma. The cook who made this was at least Apprentice grade.
 Jason filled his bowl and went back to leaning against a boulder. He lifted the bowl to his nose and took another whiff. This time he could smell the subtle scent of herbs. After savoring the smell, he slowly began to eat, making each bite last.




	
Health, Stamina, and Mana have risen by 400 and all regeneration is increased by 150% for 4 hours. Primary stat (Vitality) increased by 20. All damage dealt is increased by 2%. All damage taken is reduced by 2%.








​
Compared to Jason’s favorite restaurant on the thirtieth floor, the buff created by this meal was vastly superior. Jason glanced at Hans. “Your guild’s cook is this good?”


​
“I wish.” Hans shook his head. “My guild master purchased a hundred of these meals from a top-tier guild. He allotted ten to me.”


​
“Ah. I see.” Jason now had a clearer understanding of the top-tier guilds’ power levels. From this meal alone, he could tell that they had already invested heavily into cooks, blacksmiths, and alchemists.


​
When Hans finished his meal, he stored his bowl away and handed Jason an inventory ring. “Take what you need from here.”


​
Curious, Jason took a quick look inside. The ring was filled with potions and herbs. In total, everything combined was worth over ten thousand gold. Jason nodded slightly. To be expected of a high-ranking officer in charge of thirty ascenders. Preparation is key to success.



​
“Thanks. I just need a few bloodseal potions.” Jason transferred five dark red vials to his own inventory before handing back the ring.




	
Bloodseal Potion





	
Removes the bleeding status. 30 second cooldown.








​
Hans put on the ring as he raised an eyebrow. “You already know the abilities of the boss?”


​
Jason panicked. Based on the identity he’d created, he had no backing, meaning he would have no knowledge of the skills that monsters had on this floor. Especially a raid boss. Jason quickly put on a casual expression and shrugged. “Just a precaution. It’s a beast monster, so odds are it has a bleed skill.”


​
“Oh.” Hans nodded, finding nothing unusual. Seeing that the coast was clear, Jason sighed inwardly and berated himself.


​
“Here. Take a quick look.” Hans summoned a thick folder and took out a piece of paper.


​
Jason gave it a glance and found that it contained a report about the hyena raid boss. Just in case, he compared the report with his memory. A few moments later, he handed it back.


​
“We paid quite a bit for this.” Hans shook the folder. “One advantage us upper-tier guilds have is that we don’t have to experiment and take things slowly when ascending a floor. Those top-tier guilds already did the legwork for us.” He stored the folder away. “You ready?”


​
Jason straightened his posture. “Let’s do this.”


​
Hans returned the now empty crockpot to his inventory ring before clapping his hands. “Okay, folks. You’ve all read the report, so you know what to do. Just stick to your roles and everything should be fine.”


​
Everyone grew serious as they spread out and prepared for battle. When everyone was in position, they glanced at Jason. Sizing up the hyena, Jason stepped forward, entering the clearing. His heart pumped with adrenaline. This would be his first raid boss since time-traveling. Tank stood on standby, ready to activate her shield at any moment.


​
The hyena’s eyes snapped open. The beast silently rose to its feet and glowered at Jason. There was no growling or snarling. Just absolute silence. Jason slammed his sword against his shield and activated Taunt. “Bring it on!”


​
The hyena, previously calm and observant, suddenly felt a compulsion to attack rise from within. Letting out a low snarl, it lowered its posture, then dashed forward in a zigzag pattern.


​
Jason’s eyes darted left and right. In less than a second, the hyena was at his side, its foreleg already mid-swing. Its claws were as long as daggers, and if they made contact with Jason, he would be severely wounded.


​
“It’s so fast!” A ranger exclaimed from the side. Only with a skill could the ranger keep up with the hyena’s movements.


​
Just in the nick of time, Jason leaned backwards. The claws narrowly missed his cheek. Following through with the momentum, Jason performed a backflip, releasing Cleave at the same time. When he landed, he immediately jumped backwards. The hyena’s mouth snapped shut in the place where he just stood.

The hyena stared at Jason, realizing that a mighty foe stood before it. For a moment, time stood still. Jason’s mind raced as his body absorbed all of the stimulus around him. On each side of the hyena, Crusaders charged forward. Arrows flew through the air, accompanied by all type of spells. A complete image of everything within thirty feet appeared in Jason’s mind.

Dodging around like he did might look cool, but it wasn’t helping anybody at all. He was currently tanking, which meant that he had to keep the boss as still as possible in order for his teammates to deal damage. As his thoughts reached this point, a bead of sweat fell from his cheek. When it hit the ground, both he and the hyena moved.

Sparks flew through the air. Jason’s arm was knocked backwards, his sword threatening to leave his grasp. Tightening his grip, he raised his shield, just in time to block a bite from the hyena.




	
-214







He lost over two hundred health in a single attack, even with the Block skill taking effect. If he took ten more attacks, death was all that awaited him.

Jason tried pulling his shield back, but the hyena’s jaws held it in place. The hyena raised its head, lifting Jason off the ground. Its claws turned red as it sliced through Jason’s legs.




	
-290










	

You are bleeding.


-33 Health a second for 30 seconds.









​
Jason noticed the hyena’s eyes squirm with glee. Instead of feeling like his life was in danger, he chuckled. “Idiot.”


​
Over twenty attacks landed on the hyena. Several arrows pierced its skin. One was covered in poison, while another exploded upon contact. Fireballs charred parts of the hyena black, while frostbolts burst apart at its feet, slowing it slightly. Daggers and swords left small cuts, while hammers smashed against its body. The hyena cried out in pain, inadvertently dropping Jason.


​
When Jason landed on his feet, he quickly drank a bloodseal potion, removing the bleeding effect. At the same time, his body began to glow with light.




	

You have been healed.


+142 Health.











	

You have been healed.


+22 Health a second for 10 seconds.











	
A barrier has been cast on you. It will absorb 200 damage. Lasts 30 seconds.







Jason’s plan was a success. He had baited the hyena into staying still, allowing the first wave of attacks to take away a large chunk of its health. Now the true battle would begin. Jason needed to maintain aggro over the boss. If he didn’t, it would be able to kill someone else in less than five attacks. That was unacceptable. Taunt was still on cooldown, so he needed to deal damage.


​
When the hyena recovered, Jason had already used Chop three times, securing aggro. The hyena focused on Jason, unleashing one attack after the other. Unable to move, Jason dodged and blocked as best he could. Still, there was a limit when facing a raid boss, and he was hit time after time. Jason’s health fell, only to rise again. This process was repeated continuously. His life was truly in the healer’s hands.


​
As the battle raged on, the hyena suddenly raised its body. Noticing this, Hans canceled his attack and exclaimed. “Back off!”


​
The hyena briefly stood on its hind legs and swiped with both arms. Ten thin lines of white energy shot out from the hyena’s claws. The energy continued outward, disappearing only after traveling fifteen feet. As members of an upper-tier guild, everyone was experienced and followed Hans’ command, dodging the attack in the nick of time. Well, almost everyone. An ascender dressed in heavy armor was hit, dropping his health to dangerous levels.


​
Hans’ eyes scanned around the battle like a hawk. Upon seeing his ally get hit, he shouted. “Rob was hit, quickly heal him!”

It took a few moments for the healers to locate Rob in the chaos of battle. As the healer’s attention was focused on Rob, Jason had to make sure his health stayed at a safe level. During moments like these, he used Shield Block, saving Tank’s Bulwark for emergencies. When Rob’s health was restored to full, he unleashed a roar and re-entered the fight.

The battle raged on, with the hyena unleashing its special skills every now and then. Occasionally someone would be hit, only to be healed to full a few moments later. The hyena’s health continued to drop, and inevitably, it fell before the might of Crusaders.

As its body dispersed into light, a plethora of loot was left in its place, forming a small hill. Bloodline vials, equipment, potions, currency, and herbs. A raid boss was truly a gold mine.

Chapter 14


​
Some ascenders fell to the ground, exhausted from the battle. All of them specialized in close combat. This boss was only a danger to those close to it, so the ranged ascenders were the most energetic. “Anything good drop?”


​
“Let’s see, let’s see.” The Crusaders surrounded the pile of loot, searching for anything that stood out. There was no worry for anybody stealing anything; they were all allies here.


​
“Ah! A Unique grade leather belt dropped.” A female ascender held up the belt for everyone to see.


​
Jason stood in the back, calmly observing how excited everyone was. A memory of his early days surfaced, causing him to smile. Back then, he had been in a guild that was like a family to him. Much like the scene before him, he and his friends would get excited over every drop. Then they fell. One after the other. In time, he grew numb to their deaths. Who did he have now? He had no close friends. No family. Was it even possible for him to find that happiness again? Olivia and Roy were both so young, compared to him, and he felt responsible for them. But the differences made it hard for him to feel close to them.


​
“Hey,” Hans slapped Jason’s shoulder, breaking him away from his thoughts, “Nice tanking. Some of the best I’ve seen.”


​
Jason shook his head, clearing his mind and focusing on the present. “Your guild is pretty good too.”


​
“Hahaha!” Hans burst into laughter, proud that someone in the second realm praised his guild.


​
A youth, more boy than a man, rushed up to Hans with a handful of red vials. “Hans, look at all these bloodline vials. We struck it rich!”


​
Hans’ eyes lit up as he counted the number of vials. “A raid boss sure does give plenty of vials compared to the common monsters. It looks like at this rate we’ll have enough for the entire guild in a month.”


​
Hans stored the vials in his inventory, then stepped over to the pile of loot and did the same to that. The ascenders who were inspecting the loot cried out. “Hey, Hans, we were still checking that out!”


​
Hans gave them a stern look. “I’ll hand out the loot later. Don’t forget that we need to be as efficient as possible or else we’ll fall behind.”


​
The ascenders collectively groaned as they stood up. Seeing their defeated looks, Hans frowned. “Vengeance will be back before we know it. Quit dilly-dallying and go, go, go!”


​
Everyone seemed to wake up at that. They formed their squads and headed back to their farming spots, leaving just Hans and Jason. Hans turned to Jason. “As per our prior agreement, we’ll fill up your bloodline slot once all the damage dealers get theirs.”


​
Jason waved his hand dismissively. “You don’t need to remind me. I trust you.”


​
Jason agreed to delay getting any bloodline vials from the raid boss in order to let Crusaders’ damage dealers hunt faster. Of course, the hyenas he hunted were his alone.


​
Hans was relieved. “That’s good then. I’ll let you know when the raid boss respawns.”


​
As Jason watched Hans jog away, he recalled the recent battle. There were a few things he could have improved on. For example, when the boss employed its Cleave skill, he could have used Defense Aura on an ascender who got hit, reducing the damage they took slightly. Since it was a relatively new skill, and added to the fact that Jason never really hunted with anyone, he didn’t know exactly how best to use it. Only now did he understand how it was meant to be used. Who knows, using it at the right moment might save someone’s life.


​
Jason returned to his farming spot and resumed hunting. He had almost gained enough blood to reach the 10% limit. Once he reached that, common hyenas wouldn’t raise it any further. He’d have to hunt higher grade monsters. Still, he planned to hunt enough for Roy and Olivia too. They were focused on building up their kingdoms. If he could let them skip these bloodline floors entirely, that would speed things up. Jason was really looking forward to the forty-first floor and beyond.


​
As the days passed, Jason was called over several times to tank the raid boss. It usually respawned every three days or so. Like with every boss, it became easier to hunt over time. Every boss had a pattern which could be exploited, especially bosses on the middle floors. The hyena boss in particular had very noticeable movements when it was about to execute its skills.


​
After a week, the members of Crusaders grew tense as they anticipated the arrival of Vengeance. However, after two weeks passed and they still hadn’t arrived, Hans decided to message his guild master. “Hey, Otto, you have any idea why Vengeance hasn’t shown up at the hyena hunting ground?
”


​
Otto was a middle-aged man. As the guild master of an upper-tier guild, he was an exceptional fighter and an experienced leader. In particular, he was on the verge of reaching the second realm. He was stronger than the vast majority of ascenders. He was on the thirty-ninth floor hunting for bloodlines like every other upper-tier guild. After hearing Hans, Otto was reminded of a report from his scouts. “Oh, I forgot to tell you. Ivan and his group ended up claiming another hunting zone instead of duking it out with you.
”


​
Hans rolled his eyes. “That would have been nice to know a week ago. Everyone was stressing out over why they hadn’t showed up.
”


​
“Sorry, I’ve been busy
.” Otto sighed. When the top-tier guilds headed to the next set of floors, the newly available hunting grounds became highly contested territory. Especially at the start.


​
“Ah, whatever. I’ll leave you to it then
.” Hans ended the call and informed his subordinates of the news.


​
Now that the hyena hunting zone was fully occupied by Crusaders, with no one to contest them over it, everyone felt a heavy weight lift off their shoulders. Two weeks after arriving, Jason finally acquired enough blood for three people.




	
2/5 Bloodlines Slotted.


Twin-Fanged Fox - 3.5% Harder to Sense


Hyena - 25% Attack Speed


Empty


Empty


Empty









​
With no reason to stay, Jason headed towards the next hunting zone on his list. It was occupied by Valkyrie, an upper-tier guild with close relations to Crusaders. As per the agreement Jason made with Hans, Hans vouched for Jason, informing Valkyrie that Jason could guarantee victory whenever any duels occurred. They were more than happy to have him.


​
Due to the fierce competition between upper-tier guilds, alliances eventually formed. Over time, alliances turned into coalitions. Crusaders and Valkyrie were in the same coalition. Having already picked a side, Jason went around to every hunting ground owned by the guilds in Crusaders’ coalition.

As the weeks passed, Jason helped kill raid bosses as well as win duels. Every upper-tier guild soon learned that Jason was in the second realm. It reached the point that when Jason stepped forward in a duel, the opposing side automatically forfeited.

Unfortunately, because of picking a side, it was impossible for him to acquire certain bloodlines due to enemy guilds occupying them. As a result, he had to spend twenty-thousand gold to acquire what he needed for himself, Roy, and Olivia.

Three months after reaching the thirty-sixth floor, Jason finally acquired every bloodline he wanted. As he inspected the screen in front of him, he felt that all of his hard work had finally paid off.




	
5/5 Bloodlines Slotted.


Fusion - 25% Attack Speed + 25% Movement Speed


Fusion - 25% Health + 250 Health


Fusion - 25% Increased Physical and Magical Defense


Fusion - 25% Reaction Speed + 25% Critical Damage


Fusion - 5% Experience Gain









​
The last bloodline in particular stood out from the rest. Unlike the others, it had a maximum of 5%. Still, it was enough for Jason, who was trying his best to beat the tower as fast as possible. With his title included, Jason now had a bonus of 10% experience gain.

Chapter 15


​
Jason hovered thousands of feet above the ground. Directly underneath him was a small city. The city was filled with stone houses and all sorts of facilities. A magnificent twenty-foot high stone wall surrounded the city, protecting the villagers from monster attacks. Most striking were the four towers on each corner of the city wall. On top of each tower was a ballista.

Villagers could be seen running around. Soldiers patrolled the city, blacksmiths hammered away, and scientists researched new technologies. Outside the city, hundreds of villagers toiled away in the fields. Wheat could be seen stretching for a mile in every direction. Cobblestone roads led in each cardinal direction, boosting movement speed by 40%.

Carriages pulled by horses traveled along the roads. Each carriage stored several goods. Food, stone, wood, gold, etc. Half of the carriages headed in the direction of the city, while the other half traveled in each cardinal direction.

Jason looked east and found a large village a few miles away. A similar village could be found in the west, north, and south. After three months of real time, Jason now had five settlements. Four were developing villages, while one was a city, his capital. The capital was home to three thousand villagers, while the four villages each had one thousand.

His kingdom was coming along nicely. Though for a kingdom to actually come into existence, a castle must be built and a king or queen elected. A notification suddenly appeared in front of Jason.




	
As per your command, a castle was built upon reaching the required resources. You may now select a king or queen. Would you like to directly elect one, or would you like your citizens to vote for a leader?







Jason grew excited. Finally, after all this time, his kingdom was coming into existence. It was only from this point onward that his kingdom would directly benefit him. Unfortunately, even after all this time, Jason still hadn’t found a good candidate to be a leader, otherwise he would have directly chosen one. With no other choice, he selected the democratic process of electing a leader.




	
Your villagers have voted to elect 'Francis Moore' as King.










	
Your kingdom has been founded.

+10% Efficiency

+10% Stats To All Units

+10% Gathering Speed

+10% Production Speed

+10% Research Speed








Francis Moore?
 Jason pulled up the information of the new king, wondering what stats and skills he had. As he read through Francis’ stats, he was immediately stunned speechless. Francis had been a lumberjack since the beginning, and was normal in every aspect. That was, except for one thing. Francis had a skill that Jason had never seen before.




	
Luck - Level 3 - Apprentice





	
You have been blessed with tremendous luck. Good things will come your way.








How does this work exactly?
 The description of the skill was sorely lacking, so Jason couldn’t make heads or tails of it. Though, Francis did get elected king. Perhaps he would bring great fortune to the kingdom. Only time would tell.

Now that Jason officially had a kingdom, a unique building was unlocked. A structure that was of absolute importance to an ascender’s power. The only thing required to build it was a vast amount of stone, which Jason had plenty of, thanks to the ten mines he had running. As Jason selected the structure, his hands shook from excitement. The only suitable place to put such an important building was directly in front of the castle.




	
A statue in your image has been erected. Based on the population, prosperity, and strength of your kingdom, you may gain permanent stats.







Based on the current population, prosperity, and strength of Jason’s kingdom, he could gain an extra 26 points or 1% in any stat. He chose to put all 26 points into vitality. From this point on, the stronger his kingdom grew, the stronger he would become. In addition, the citizens of his kingdom could offer tributes to the statue. For example, if they offered a crude quality sword to Jason, it would be transferred to his inventory at the cost of some resources.

With a king in place, Jason could have Francis watch over the kingdom while he was out ascending the tower. There was a very complicated screen that allowed Jason to control Francis’s actions somewhat. After a few minutes of work, he set it so that Francis would focus on development and expansion, with military as the next priority.

With everything set in place, Jason contacted Roy and Olivia. Less than ten minutes later, all three of them sat in a private room at an inn on the thirtieth floor.

“What’s with all the secrecy?” Olivia asked solemnly.

Jason pulled out two boxes and handed them to Olivia and Roy. “Remember how I told you the mechanics of the bloodline floors and asked what bloodlines you wanted?”

“Is this?!” Roy quickly tore the lid off of the box, finding five dark red vials inside.

Olivia was calmer in her actions, but the excitement in her eyes couldn’t be hidden. Both of them inspected the vials, upon which a screen appeared, asking them if they’d like to absorb the bloodlines. Even though they hadn’t reached the thirty-sixth floor, a brand appeared around their wrists.

Jason watched silently as they absorbed their bloodlines. Roy’s bloodlines enhanced his skills, with a focus on mana and cooldown reduction. Olivia focused on her strengths: speed and critical attacks. In a matter of seconds, both of them grew much stronger.

“Thanks, Jason!” Roy ran up to Jason and gave him a bear hug.

After seeing Roy’s display of affection, Olivia stood up and bowed slightly. “Thanks.”

“No problem, no problem.” Jason laughed happily and stood up. “So, how’re your kingdoms coming along?”

“Great!” Roy’s face lit up. “I finally found the ocean and starting building ports. Adventure awaits!”

“Uh, it’s going all right.” Olivia glanced around the room awkwardly. For the past few months, she had spent all her time inside the colosseum. Her kingdom was basically still in its infancy. With the combination of her training with Jason and constant battling, she had finally reached the first realm. She was currently on the ninth challenge. On the other hand, Roy was stuck on the seventh challenge. He was at the border of the first realm, and had been stuck there for over a month.

“Good.” Jason gave a nod. “So, since you two already have your bloodlines, how about we head to the fortieth floor? It’s pretty easy. We should all be able to pass it. The forty-first floor through the forty-fifth floor is where the fun really begins.”

Roy rushed to the door of the room. “What are you waiting for? Let’s go!”

A short while later, Roy, Olivia, and Jason appeared on the thirty-sixth floor. Roy turned to Jason. “So, what’s got you so excited for the forty-first floor?”

Jason pursed his lips. “Secret.”

“Aww.” Roy visibly deflated.

“I know what it’s about.” Olivia smirked.

Roy stepped in front of Olivia and clasped his hands. “Oh, dearest Olivia, would you please tell me?”

“It’s a secret, didn’t you know?” Olivia stuck out her tongue.

Jason gave Olivia a wink as he strode forward. “C’mon. Let’s go.”

“You two are combining forces, huh?!” Roy stomped his foot before following after them.


​
A few hours later, after passing through the bloodline floors, their party arrived at the portal to the fortieth floor. However, there was one problem. A giant man sat before the portal, blocking their path. He had a shaved head with a rugged beard, and a gigantic broadsword laid across his lap. It was Cheslov, the man who stormed away when he’d lost to Jason during a duel.


​
“I’ve been waiting for you.” Cheslov slowly stood up. Shockingly, the same broadsword he had struggled to lift with both hands was now being held with only one. With the way he held it made it seem as a light as a feather.


​
“Cheslov. I remember you.” Jason sized up the man who stood over seven feet tall. He was practically a miniature hulk.

Cheslov’s eyes were filled with stubbornness and resolve as he said. “I have a request.”

“Oh? Do you want a rematch?” Jason pulled out his sword and shield. Roy and Olivia glanced at each other in confusion, wondering what history these two had.

“No.” Cheslov shook his head. “I want to join your guild!”

Jason paused. “Huh?”

Chapter 16


​
Seeing the giant that Cheslov was, Roy excitedly rushed forward. “Of co-!”


​
Jason blocked Roy with his arm before glancing curiously at Cheslov. “Why would you want to join my guild? I’m relatively unknown, aren’t I? Compared to Vengeance, I’m not worth much.”


​
Cheslov pierced the ground with his broadsword and leaned against it. “I’ve watched all of your duels. Famous? No. Strong? Undoubtedly. Compared to Vengeance’s guild master…” Cheslov squinted. “You’re stronger.”

Jason laughed lightly. “I have yet to fight your guild master. How would you know I’m stronger?”

“Instinct.” Cheslov stared at Jason for a moment before closing his eyes. “When I look at you, I see a weapon that can destroy anything.” Cheslov’s eyes snapped open. “A sword!”

Jason’s eyes narrowed as a terrifying thought flashed through his mind. Could he…?
 A few moments passed in silence. Roy and Olivia sensed that Jason reacted strongly when Cheslov said sword. Was there some deeper meaning behind it? They glanced at each other in confusion.


​
Jason suddenly pointed at Roy and Olivia. “What do you sense from them?”


​
Cheslov closed his eyes. Silence reigned as Jason waited patiently. After around a minute later, Cheslov pointed at Roy. “A light that embraces all.”


​
Roy was visibly shocked, but before he could say anything, Cheslov then pointed at Olivia. “A cold darkness.”


​
Olivia stiffened. Confused, Roy and Olivia glanced at Jason. “Has he been spying on us?”


​
“No.” Jason shook his head. After confirming his guess, a carefree smile spread across his face. “Cheslov, have you noticed that you react to danger before your peers? That you can sense things others can’t? That humans and monsters have unspoken thoughts?”


​
This time it was Cheslov’s turn to be shocked. This was an innate ability of his that he had kept secret. He had once thought it was normal, but upon asking his friends, he realized that the ability was unique to him. He staggered forward. “You! How did you know that?”


​
Roy’s eyes lit up. “Is he psychic?”


​
“He isn’t a psychic.” Jason glanced at Roy with a grin before turning back to Cheslov and raising three fingers. “Are you familiar with the three realms?”


​
“Of course I am.” Cheslov snorted with a frustrated expression.  “The three realms might be strong, but they are nothing before absolute strength. I haven’t entered the first realm, yet I’ve beaten people who have.”


​
“Well, that much is true.” Jason shrugged. With a sly smile, he raised a fourth finger. “Then do you know about the fourth realm?”


​
Roy’s mouth formed an ‘O’. Both Cheslov and Olivia were in disbelief. “There’s a fourth realm?”


​
“There is. It’s called the heavenly instinct realm. This realm cannot be reached through training, only enlightenment.” Jason grew serious and pointed at Cheslov. “As for you, you possess the immature form of the heavenly instinct realm.”


​
Olivia stepped forward to stand in front of Jason, excitement coursing through her veins. “Does that mean I can enter the fourth realm without entering the previous realms?”


​
Jason nodded, though what he said next caused Olivia to be disappointed. “Theoretically yes, but having entered the three realms first makes one much more likely to reach the fourth realm. It’s nearly impossible otherwise.”


​
There are no shortcuts, huh?
 Olivia sighed as she thought to herself.


​
Roy jumped to Jason’s side. “Which realm is the strongest?”


​
“The fourth realm.” Jason said without hesitation.


​
Cheslov scratched his head. “I don’t recall being enlightened about anything.”


​
Jason crossed his arms and began to explain. “The fourth realm is related to the soul. Much like the five senses us humans have, the soul can sense much, much more. Only by being in tune with the universe can you enter the fourth realm.” Jason raised his eyebrows while looking at Cheslov. “I suspect you were born with this ability, yes?”


​
When Cheslov nodded, Jason sighed with envy. “How lucky. You were born with a rare gift. It is still immature, which is why it takes a long time to sense the things you do. If you had a mature heavenly instinct, you would instantly grasp these things.”


​
Everyone fell silent as they mused over Jason’s explanation. This was the first time they were hearing about the fourth realm. Jason was filled with jealousy and frustration as he looked at the muscle-headed Cheslov. He had spent countless hours trying to enter the fourth realm, but to no avail. This was the reason why he couldn’t beat the fifteenth challenge in the colosseum.


​
After several minutes, Cheslov stepped forward. “I am in awe of your knowledge. Now more than ever I want to join your guild.”


​
Roy awoke from his thoughts and tugged on Jason’s arm. “Please say yes.”


​
Jason rolled his eyes. “You’re the guildmaster, aren’t you?”


​
“Oh!” Roy blinked. He turned to Cheslov. “My name is Roy, and this is Olivia. With you, that makes four of us!”


​
Cheslov smiled widely. “Great. What’s the name?”


​
Roy nearly fell over. He coughed. “W-we don’t have a name yet.”


​
Cheslov shrugged indifferently. “It doesn’t matter that much.”


​
Jason clapped his hands to gather everyone’s attention. “Well, Cheslov. Welcome to the guild. Have you finished gathering your bloodlines?”


​
Cheslov flexed his arm and clasped his biceps. “Of course!”


​
Jason nodded to the portal floating behind Cheslov. “The fortieth floor?”


​
Cheslov flexed both arms. “Done!”


​
“Hm.” Jason clasped Roy and Olivia’s shoulders. “We’ll meet you on the other side. It shouldn’t take too long.”


​
“Understood!” Cheslov gave a thumbs up before grabbing his broadsword and entering the portal. Jason, Roy, and Olivia followed after him.

Chapter 17

The Gluttonous Lion was the most famous restaurant in the Vistar Kingdom. Its patrons ranged from high-ranking nobles to powerful ascenders. It was rumored that even the king ordered take-out from here. When nobles filled the place, it was quiet and dignified. Not so for ascenders. As of this moment, shouts and laughter could be heard coming from inside. The restaurant was filled to the brim with ascenders wearing all sorts of powerful and glittering equipment. There was even a band playing rock music in the back.

A man wearing casual clothes walked through the front entrance. The linen clothing threatened to rip apart from his compact steel muscles. Most striking was his chiseled jaw. His brown eyes swept through the first floor of the restaurant.


​
“Cockroach, up here!” Roy’s voice came from the second floor. Jason glanced up, finding Roy waving him over while hanging over the balcony.


​
With a twitch of his eyebrow, Jason made his way over to the stairs while greeting his fellow guild mates as he passed them. When he arrived on the second floor, he found Roy pointing to an empty seat across from him.


​
 Peter, the guild master of Skyfall, called out. “Jason, we already ordered your favorite meal. Come, come, come!”


​
Jason smiled as he made his way over and sat down. “Thanks, bro. Sorry I’m late. I had to go to the barber.”


​
As Jason dug into his meal, Roy slapped the table as Peter roared with laughter. “You are so obsessed with your looks.”


​
“He goes once a day.” Roy shook his head. “This pretty boy loves keeping up appearances.”


​
“Hmph.” Jason rubbed his jawline with a charming smile. “If you had this face, you would understand.”


​
The ascender on Jason’s left suddenly wrapped her arms around his shoulder. Compared with other women, Jason thought she was one of the most beautiful in the world. Her hair was lustrous and seemed to glow with light, while her face was something out of a fairytale. “Big brother Cockroach, won’t you date me?””


​
Jason snorted and pushed the woman away. “Who would date you, you pervert!”


​
The woman pouted before suddenly transforming into a thin black man. “Ah, how did you know?”


​
Roy shook his head. “Andy, you need to transform in moderation. Moderation! Anybody could figure out your illusions if they’re too perfect!”


​
Everyone at the table nodded repeatedly. “Right, right!”


​
Andy clenched his hands as he complained. “Alister, that schmuck, said the same thing. Nobody understands my vision!”


​
Peter whistled at Andy. “Damn, you got balls to call your god names.”


​
Andy snorted. “He’s the real pervert, not me!”


​
“Doubtful,” Jason retorted.


​
Everyone at the table burst into laughter. They were all familiar with one another, and as such ragged on each other any chance they got. Their bonds were forged through life and death battles, through victory and loss.


​
After multiple meals, Jason glanced around the table, focusing on each person for several moments. Waves of pain and sadness flashed through him. Roy noticed and asked. “What’s wrong, Jason?”


​
Jason shook his head with a sigh. He gathered his resolve and stood up. “It was nice to see you all again, but I must go.”


​
Roy was confused. “Go where? We are your family. Where else do you want to go?”


​
“Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” Jason raised his hand and clenched tightly. A wave of battle energy flew out from his body, cutting everything to pieces. Before Jason’s very eyes, the entire world suddenly cracked before shattering into pieces. In the next moment, he found himself standing in the middle of a foggy world. In front of him was a blue portal.


​
A screen appeared before him.




	
As you have already unlocked the Willpower stat, you have instead gained +5 Willpower.








​
With a wave of his hand, he made the screen disappear. Jason stepped forward, unwilling to look back. He was afraid that if he did, he would be stuck in this illusion forever. When he arrived on the other side of the portal, he found Cheslov not far away. “Yo.”


​
“That was fast.” Cheslov glanced over and commented.


​
“Mm.” Jason moved away from the portal and sat down on a boulder. Ten minutes later, Jason received a message from Olivia. “I- I failed.”



​
Jason was surprised. He knew that Olivia’s will was one of the best. If she failed, what exactly did she fear? Although impolite, he asked. “What did you see?”



​
Olivia didn’t respond for a moment. Jason added. “The illusion targets what you fear most. You don’t have to explain if you don’t want to.”



“What I fear most, huh?”
 Olivia sighed. “It was my father.
 I- I couldn’t face him.”



Her father?
 Jason had already felt in the past that he didn’t quite know Olivia as well as he thought he did. It was even more so now. A moment later, Jason responded. “Do you know what you have to do to complete the floor?”


“Yes… but I don’t know if I can do it. I’m sorry I disappointed you.”
 Olivia ended the call.

Jason stood up and prepared to run over to the thirty-ninth floor, but a notification stopped him in his tracks.




	
Humanity has been upgraded from a Tier 2 to a Tier 3 Trial Taker. Changes will now occur. Many previously locked mechanisms and rewards have been unlocked. To adjust to this transition, use caution.







Roy appeared before the portal, grinning from ear to ear. He hopped over to Jason and exclaimed. “Jason, guess what?! I just got accepted as Piety’s champion. Isn’t that amazing!?”


​
Jason was unresponsive. Only when Roy waved his hand in front of Jason’s face did he react. Jason’s face was grim. “Why is this happening?”


​
Roy tilted his head in confusion. “Huh?”


​
Cheslov arrived next to Jason and waved his hand, sending his notification over to Roy. As Roy read through it, his jaw fell. “What does this mean?”


​
Jason covered his face with his hand. No, what is this? Why is this? What is going on?
 The first major divergence from Jason’s alternate timeline had occurred. He had never seen this message before. Tier two? Tier three? What did they mean?

A new notification appeared in front of Jason.




	
God Aros is summoning you.

Accept / Decline








​
Before Cheslov’s eyes, Jason suddenly disappeared. He turned to Roy. “Where’d he go?”


​
“Uh, he’s fine.” Roy raised his hand. “I’ll be right back.”


​
In the next moment, Cheslov was alone. He scratched his head. “Strange things happen around this Jason fella.”

Chapter 18


​
Once again, Jason found himself in a milky white world, except this time there was no wave of terrifying killing intent. Aros wore a gray robe and still had the same short gray beard. With his hands clasped behind his back, he gave Jason a nod. “I’ve been watching your progress. I’m quite pleased.”

Jason forced back his irritation and put on a respectful expression. Although he doubted Aros was a god, Aros was still the most powerful living thing Jason had ever encountered. It was best to be polite and not let his emotions get the best of him. “Sir Aros, what does tier two and tier three mean? Please enlighten me.”

“Of course, of course.” Aros stroked his beard and gave a light chuckle. “Now that the tower recognizes your species as a tier three trial taker, I can tell you many things.”

Jason grew expectant. Perhaps he would learn more about the Tower’s origins? Aros began to explain. “This tower was created by a… human?”

Aros scratched his head. “He assumed the appearance of a young male, though I doubt that’s his true appearance.”

Aros paused. “Anyway, he stated that the goal of the tower is to find a disciple.”

“A disciple?” Jason repeated.

“Let me take a few steps back.” Aros grew solemn. “In our universe, there is a type of energy. It has many names. Qi, mana, and chi, just to name a few. To be clear, your galaxy lacked any form of this energy. Quite rare. Oh, now that I think about it, maybe that’s why he was so interested in this galaxy?” Aros coughed. “Pardon my rambling. Anyway, by cultivating and manipulating this energy, one can go beyond their mortal body. For example, I’m several million years old, and am quite renowned in the universe for my battle energy, a unique usage of the energy I mentioned earlier.”

“Several million years old?” Jason gasped.

Aros chuckled as he stroked his beard. “Anyhoo, over the years, many life forms have come up with unique methods of combat by utilizing this energy. In order to let their legacy survive, they find disciples to pass on their techniques. Sects are formed, wars are raged, blah, blah, blah. That has nothing to do with you right now.”

Jason’s eyes flashed. “So that means… I’m your disciple?”

“Ehhh.” Aros tilted his head back and forth. “Quasi-disciple, maybe? You haven’t learned my core techniques yet.”

“Okay. I think I understand.” Jason nodded hesitantly. “So the creator of the tower is looking for a disciple to pass on his techniques? How powerful is he, compared to you?”

“Let me tell you a story.” Aros grew serious. As he did, the surroundings dimmed. “Nobody knows his name, where he came from, or how old he is. It was as if he just randomly appeared.”

A gray light flashed through Aros’ eyes. “I was just minding my own business when he arrived before me. You must imagine my surprise. At my level, nobody in the entire universe could sneak up on me. And yet there he was. I could sense nothing from him. It was as if he was just a mortal.”


​
Aros glanced at the ground as he recalled that moment. “Back then, I was rather arrogant, haha. I immediately struck him with my strongest attack.” Aros clenched his hands. “How laughable. The attack I was so proud of, it was nothing to him.”


​
Jason gulped. “W-what happened?”


​
Aros raised a finger. “One finger blocked my attack. There was not even a scratch.”


​
Both Aros and Jason fell silent. Aros was already far stronger than Jason could imagine. He didn’t even know how strong, and yet someone else blocked Aros’ strongest attack with a finger?


​
Aros waved his hand, dispersing the heavy atmosphere. “Back to the tower. Based on your civilization’s potential, you are designated as one of three tiers. Tier one is the lowest, while tier three is the highest. The rewards for completing the tower’s trial are different based on your tier.”


​
“Huh?” The last sentence Aros said struck Jason like lightning. “What did you say?”


​
“Oh, just that the rewards are different based on the tier.” Aros gave Jason a strange look. “Don’t ask me what they are. Even I don’t know.”


​
Jason collapsed to his knees. How could this be?
 Most likely, based on what Aros was saying, instead of a wish, there was now going to be a different reward. How was he to revive his father? The realization that his father might now be gone forever left Jason gasping for breath.


​
“What’s wrong?” Aros teleported over to Jason and helped him to his feet. Seeing that Jason was unresponsive, Aros lightly placed his finger on Jason’s forehead and sent a wave of energy into his soul.


​
A feeling of peace and surpassing calm spread through Jason’s mind, awakening him from his thoughts. With a complicated look, he sent Aros a grateful nod and silently wiped away the tears in his eyes.


​
Aros quietly glanced at Jason. Everybody had their own problems. It was best not to pry. Seeing that Jason’s soul returned to normal, he sighed. “I can’t say any more about the tower, lest I get in trouble.”


​
Jason gritted his teeth. He now knew the purpose of the tower. The reason why all his friends, family, and comrades had died. The reason why humanity was annihilated. It was all to find a disciple. How laughable.


​
Aros’ voice broke Jason from his thoughts. “The main reason I summoned you here was to pass on a technique to you. Now that you have been recognized as a tier three trial taker, you get to learn it a bit earlier.”


​
“Another technique?” Jason’s expression brightened. All of Aros’s skills were extraordinarily powerful. Hearing that he would get another one was a nice surprise.


​
“This is one of my core techniques. It converts the ambient energy in the universe into battle energy, thereby increasing the amount of battle energy you can utilize. Because your galaxy doesn’t hold any energy, you can only use this technique in the tower.”


​
“Great!” This was a great surprise. Aros’ skills were powerful, but were limited by how much energy they cost.


​
When Aros saw how excited Jason was, he grew proud. He stroked his beard as he asked. “Are you able to sense mana?”


​
Jason nodded. “I can feel it, but I can’t control it.”


​
Aros slashed out with his hand. “Control your battle energy to carve out a portion of mana. Then, drag it into your body.”


​
“So, domineering?” Jason blinked. Wasn’t that too simple?


​
“Battle energy is meant to be domineering!” Aros smirked.


​
Jason closed his eyes and did as he was told. Over the past few months, his control over battle energy had risen considerably. It was a piece of cake to carve out some mana and drag it into his body.


​
“Now send your senses inward.” Aros placed his palm above Jason’s head. “Move the mana along this route until it is converted into battle energy.”


​
Jason found to his surprise that in his mind’s eye, he was able to see a line marking out a complicated path through his body. He did as instructed and used his battle energy as a shepherd to guide the mana through his body. After several laps, the quantity of mana grew smaller and smaller. Sensing Jason’s confusion, Aros’ explained. “My battle energy is made up of mana, but it is a very pure form of it, so you are grinding away the impurities. Because your body is a battle physique, it naturally converts mana into battle energy.”

Time passed slowly, and after around half an hour, the initially large amount of mana was now reduced to a sliver. Suddenly, the blue energy flashed as it turned gray. As it did, a notification appeared in front of Jason.




	
Energy Conversion





	
Convert Mana into Battle Energy. The time it takes to convert is based on the quantity of Mana and your Willpower Stat.










	
You have successfully converted Mana into Battle Energy.

+.1 to maximum Battle Energy.








​
“Ugh.” Jason was expecting a bit more than point one battle energy. It took over half an hour, after all.

“Greedy kid.” Aros chuckled. “Your soul is weak, so don’t expect much. Oh, your Willpower stat increases the power of your soul, so you should focus on that.”

Jason too felt that he was a bit greedy. He turned to Aros. “I’m grateful for this technique. Thank you, Aros.”

Aros patted Jason’s shoulder. “Well, that’s all. You can be off now. Remember, the tower is going to be different from now on. Be careful as you adapt.”


​
“Ah, wait.” Jason quickly asked. “When do you think I’ll be strong enough to use your sword?”


​
“Ah?” Aros’ face grew ugly at the mention of his stolen sword. “At the very least, you need to have a stage three battle physique, and have at least two hundred Willpower.”


​
“So much?” Jason gasped in shock. To reach a stage three battle physique was simply a matter of money. Two hundred Willpower, however, was much harder to get. Only when he remembered how powerful the sword was did he realize he might have bitten off more than he could chew.


​
Aros waved his hand in irritation. “Get lost!”


​
With that, Jason was forcibly teleported back to his previous position. He still didn’t realize how important the sword was to Aros.

Chapter 19


​
In the residential district of the Vistar Kingdom, there was an exclusive gated community for the rich. High-level guards were posted at the entrances to keep out the riffraff. Inside, only mansions could be seen. There were teams of servants inside each one, prepared to serve their masters at a moment’s notice. Only nobles could afford such treatment, or those with money. Several upper-tier and top-tier guilds had a mansion here to use as a base of command. It was a place of respite, safe from monsters.


​
Stormrider, an upper-tier guild with little to no renown owned one of the cheaper mansions. Members of this guild could be seen entering and leaving their mansion throughout the day. This guild owned few hunting zones, and had few enemies. From all appearances, it was just like any other guild.


​
But that was just a front. Once a member of Stormrider entered the mansion and was far from prying eyes, their aura underwent a drastic change. From a cheerful ascender, to a bloodthirsty murderer. This mansion was one of Yama’s headquarters. Unlike Stormrider, Yama was the world's most infamous organization.


​
The top floor of the mansion was closed off from the majority of Yama’s members. To enter meant death. The largest room on the top floor was completely devoid of furnishing, except for one thing. A stand made from black wood held the sword of a samurai. It was purely decorative.

Cay Wolf, the leader of Yama, sat in front of the sword in the seiza position. He was of Japanese descent, though he was raised in America. He had short black hair, razor-sharp eyebrows, and appeared to be no older than twenty-five. His eyes were closed, and his breathing was calm and measured.


​
Unlike his outer appearance, his mind was in chaos. He prided himself on being the strongest assassin in the world. It was the core of his ego. Every bounty he accepted, he completed perfectly. Politicians, CEOs, guild leaders. Everyone fell before his deadly attacks. That was, until a few weeks ago.


​
As the war in Brazil’s tower raged on, the tension between the United States and China increased. The person the U.S. feared most was Shenlong, acclaimed as the strongest ascender in the world. If Shenlong entered the war, the U.S. would be pushed into a corner. To prevent this possibility, the US hired Cay Wolf to assassinate him. The result was a complete and utter failure.


​
Since the assassination attempt, Wolf had remained locked in his quarters, his pride in tatters. Wolf replayed the moment when he released his arrow. Everything had been going perfectly. The target was unaware of his presence, and the arrow was released. How could he be so strong?
 It was like Shenlong had eyes behind his head. With a simple tilt of his body, the arrow had missed. The battle after that was a disgrace.


​
Wolf clenched his hands as his breathing quickened. The only person he could trust was himself. What he valued most was power, and yet there were no avenues for him to increase it. Because of his profession, he had many enemies. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say that the entire world wished him dead. If he went out to hunt monsters, it was likely that someone would recognize his skills. The only reason his strength still increased was because he was the champion of Vex, the god of darkness. With every assassination, he gained rewards. Still, progress in recent years had been slow.


​
The only thing that gave him hope was the recent meeting with Vex, but the price for the strength he sought was great. Wolf sensed something and glanced behind him. A moment later, the door opened and two figures entered. One was a youthful-looking woman. She had long black hair, thin eyebrows, and an unblemished complexion. Her name was Aiko Wolf. The boy was Victor Wolf.


​
Victor followed behind his mother as they walked into the dark room. Aiko frowned upon noticing that the room was empty. She looked over her shoulder at Victor. “Didn’t Ghost say that your father was looking for us? Why isn’t he here?”


​
As Victor was about to respond, his eyes widened in horror. A large portion of his mother’s chest was missing. Through the hole in his mother’s chest, he could see his father nocking another arrow. Victor’s mind was frozen, unable to understand the scene playing out before him.


​
Aiko’s face was as white as a ghost as she glanced down. She twisted her wrist. A high-grade health potion appeared, which she promptly drank. Unfortunately, a notification appeared before her.




	
You have been cursed for 1 minute. All healing is negated.








​
“C-cursed?” Aiko gasped. Victor knew only one person who had a skill like this. Both he and his mother swiveled their heads around just in time to see an arrow. In the next moment, Aiko’s head exploded. Her body fell to the ground before disappearing in a flash of light.


​
“AHHH!” Victor screamed and fell to his knees. He reached out, but there was nothing there. Not even a body.


​
The sound of footsteps caused Victor to shudder. Scared out of his mind, he glanced up. “F-father, why did you-.”


​
The words got stuck in his throat. Victor stared in abject horror into his father’s eyes. It was like staring into an abyss. Pitch black pupils shrouded in darkness. These weren’t his father’s eyes. They were different.


​
Victor was filled with so much fear that he didn’t realize his father had nocked another arrow. In his final moments, he could only see the eyes of a demon, before being completely consumed by darkness.


​
The room fell silent. Wolf glanced down at his feet, his heart unnaturally calm. He knew something was wrong. Like he lost something precious. But in the pursuit of ultimate strength, it was worth sacrificing. The notification before him verified his thoughts.




	
Severing the Heart

Kill that which you hold dear.

Progress: 2/3.

Reward: Race Change into a Demon








​
This was the quest Vex had given him just hours ago. It was a simple quest, and yet required the strongest of wills to complete. Vex had promised that upon becoming a Demon, he could become the strongest person alive. Although, at that point, he wouldn’t be human. But that wasn’t important. Strength was the only thing that mattered.


​
“What have you done?” A voice as cold as ice broke Wolf from his thoughts. He glanced up and found Ghost standing at the door.


​
“Brother-in-law…” Wolf’s voice was devoid of any emotion.


​
Ghost trembled with rage. Just a moment ago, he sensed that something terrible had happened. Upon entering the room, he found his sister’s items on the ground, surrounded by a pool of blood. Even a fool could figure out what had happened.


​
 “It’s simple, really.” Wolf raised his hand and swiped. A notification with the information about his quest appeared before Ghost.


​
Ghost read through it in one glance, but in that moment, an arrow pierced through his eye. Shockingly, the arrow passed straight through his body without any resistance. It was like he existed in another space. Ghost grabbed at his waist and threw down a ball. Smoke immediately filled half the room.


​
“I expected nothing less.” Wolf jumped backwards and nocked another arrow as quick as lightning. He landed in a crouched position, his bow tilted horizontally. His eyes were like a hawk’s as he scoured the room, waiting. Finally, when the smoke cleared, Ghost was nowhere to be found.


​
Wolf narrowed his eyes. “Hiding in stealth, are you?”


​
Contrary to Wolf’s expectations, Ghost had long since fled.

Chapter 20


​
Olivia strolled aimlessly through the bloodline floors. The illusion she’d encountered on the fortieth floor repeated in her mind. It was back when she was a child, undergoing her father’s experiments. She could either fight back, or accept what was happening. The result… was that she failed. In her mind, her father was unbeatable. Fighting back was pointless.


​
But why then had she been training so hard these past few months? Wasn’t it exactly to defeat her father? Olivia bit her lip. Why is it so difficult to face him?



​
Her communication necklace suddenly rang. She answered. “Hello.”



​
The other side was filled with rough breathing. “Olivia…”



​
Olivia grew cautious. There was something familiar about the voice, but she couldn’t quite place it. “Who is this?”



​
“...It’s
 Ghost.”



​
“Oh. You sound different.”
 Olivia felt a small happiness in her heart. Out of everyone related to Yama, Ghost treated her most like a human being.


​
“I don’t quite know how to say this… but I’m your uncle.”
 Ghost’s breathing grew quieter.


​
“Uncle Gin?!”
 Olivia was shocked. She thought that her uncle didn’t want to enter the tower. No wonder. Considering Yama’s secretive nature, it made sense why he had a secret identity. But one thing confused her. “Why are you telling me this now?”



​
Ghost coughed weakly. “Your father… he… he murdered Aiko and Victor. I’m sorry. I couldn’t protect them.”



​
Olivia didn’t believe it. “No, you’re lying! Why would he do that?”



​
Ghost responded slowly, as if every word was a struggle to say. “A quest from Vex. Sever the Heart. Race change into a demon.”



​
Olivia fell silent. One part of her was in disbelief, while another part of her felt that it was true. Her father was practically already a demon. To actually become one? It was somehow fitting.


​
Ghost continued, his voice barely a whisper. “He might come for you, Olivia. I left… my mask… at our meeting place. Please… stay… safe…”



​
The connection had already been severed, but she couldn’t help but call out. “Uncle Gin? Uncle Gin, are you there?”



​
The next thing she knew, she found herself standing in the alleyway where she and Ghost usually met up. Placed on the crate in front of her was a featureless white mask. A cold fear for Ghost’s safety filled her when she saw the bloody handprint was on its surface.


​
Olivia slowly reached out and picked it up.




	
(Blood Oath) Many-Faced Mask

By wearing this mask, you can change the appearance of your face at will. You can also manipulate the appearance of your status.








​
The value of this mask was immediately apparent. It was perfect for an assassin. Not only could you change your face, you could fool ascenders who used the inspect skill by feeding them false information.


​
There was no reason why Ghost would hand out such a valuable object, unless everything he had said was true. Olivia fell to her knees, the reality of the situation finally settling in. Her mother was gone, but Olivia couldn’t care less. It hadn’t only been her father who performed experiments on her. But Victor… her innocent little brother. He was gone. The little boy she watched grow up. In the whole of Yama, only her brother still had some humanity.

Tears splattered against the cobblestone. Olivia’s eyes were red as she growled. “Cay Wolf. I’ll kill you! I’ll butcher you! I’ll let you know fear!”

Minutes later, Olivia grew calm. She stood up and put on the mask, whereupon it sunk under her skin. As per her will, her face rippled and transformed. A moment later, she was Caucasian. Next, she pulled out her dagger and cut off her long beautiful hair. Now it only reached her neck.

She turned and silently left the alleyway. A few hours later, she arrived before the portal leading to the fortieth floor and entered it.

In the next moment, she found herself curled up on the ground in a dimly lit room. Like before, her left arm had been cut off. Aiko, her mother, stood over her. “Amazing. There’s no bleeding whatsoever. This tower has changed reality itself.”


​
“Heal her.” Wolf commanded to a robed woman standing not far away.


​
After the skill was cast, a white light covered Olivia’s left shoulder. As her health was restored to full, an arm came into existence.

Wolf’s eyes narrowed. “That’s interesting. Limbs are fully regrown when health is restored to full.”

“I wonder if it's the same for organs, or an eye?” Aiko wondered aloud.

“Let’s test it in a moment.” Wolf helped Olivia to her feet. “How do you feel? Is there anything different about your arm?”

Olivia glanced up at her father, her eyes filled with disgust. “Father.”

“What is it?” Wolf stared back.

“You are strong.” Olivia slowly said. “You are the strongest person I know. And I know that you’ll do anything for power. Anything.”

Wolf was silent.

Olivia narrowed her eyes. “From this day forth, be careful when you eat. Be careful when you sleep. Be careful when you piss. Because one day, I’ll kill you. And I’ll do it in my own way. I won’t sacrifice my humanity. I’ll show you that your path was wrong. You will regret everything you did.”

Wolf, Aiko, and the Priest dissipated and were replaced by darkness. Olivia coolly glanced around, but didn’t find the portal. Is the illusion not over?


The sound of clapping came from behind her. Olivia spun around, expressionless. A slender man walked towards her, his features masked by black mist. “How regretful. How truly regretful.”

Olivia inspected the man before her. “Vex, is it?”

“Sharp girl.” Vex nodded.

Olivia spun around and walked off, entirely uninterested in what Vex had to say. Vex was startled before he roared with laughter. “Girl, I like you! Too bad I picked such a shit disciple. To give his heart to darkness? How laughable!”’

Olivia paused. “Funny. It sounds like you’re saying you, the god of darkness, haven’t gone to such lengths for power?”

Vex teleported, appearing a foot away from Olivia. “Hmph. Darkness is but a tool. The wielder determines if it’s good or evil.”

“So what?” Olivia growled. “You’re saying that this is just some game to you? That you gave my father that quest to test him? My brother is dead from just some whim?”

“Well,” Vex shrugged. “when you put it like that...”

Olivia’s arm suddenly snapped out, her hand clasping around Vex’s neck. Or so she planned. An invisible barrier prevented her from getting any closer. She declared in a low voice. “I just decided. After I kill my father, I’m going to kill you.”

Vex was momentarily stunned. A mortal was threatening him? A god of darkness, infamous throughout the universe? He covered his face with his hand and leaned back. “Hahaha. Great! Perfect! I’ve decided. If you kill your father, I’ll accept you as my disciple.”

Olivia grinned. “Good. If I kill my father, I’ll learn everything you have to teach. Then, I’ll kill you.”

“I’ll be waiting.” Vex pointed with his finger. Olivia was teleported away, leaving Vex by himself.

Vex faced the sky and roared with laughter. “Bastard who imprisoned me here, are you listening? Did you expect this? I might have found the perfect disciple! I couldn’t have done it without you, so I’ll have to thank you the next time we meet.”

Vex fell silent, a smirk on his face. Little girl, your path is nearly impossible. To gain strength without sacrificing your humanity? That’s easier said than done. How many have fallen while treading such a path?
 An expectant look appeared in his eyes. If you can do it, I’ll teach you everything.


With that, Vex teleported away.

Chapter 21

The sun steadily rose over the horizon, embracing the world in its warmth. To be clear, no one knew what the exact shape of the floors were because of the invisible walls. Was each floor a giant piece of land, or an entire world? It was impossible to know.

It had been a few hours since the notification appeared in front of every ascender, both inside the tower and out. The strange notification was like a rock falling into a calm lake. The ripples spread like wildfire. Nobody knew what to expect. Was the notification a small or big problem? Only the champions of gods knew the exact severity of the situation.

On the internet, the person known as Index was both hated and loved. Hated, because he gave out secrets that the guilds kept to themselves, and loved, because the secrets were shared with the public. Besides the kingdom-building manual, Index had released incredibly detailed maps of floors one through thirty-nine for free. Not only that, Index released common build manuals. For example, what skills and stat distribution was best for an archer? For a mage? A healer? All of this was now public information, thanks to Index.


​
Index’s most recent announcement shocked the world. The mystery behind the notification a few hours ago was cleared up thanks to the announcement.


​
“Hello, Index here. I have recently learned what exactly ‘Tier 2 trial taker’ and ‘Tier 3 trial taker’ means. To clear things up, a trial taker is what we call ascenders. The tower grades civilizations based on its own grading system. Previously, humanity as a whole was a tier 2 trial taker, but upon all of the gods getting a champion, humanity was upgraded to a tier 3 trial taker. What this means going forward is unknown. In order to ensure humanity’s survival and safety, I call upon all ascenders to publicly announce any changes they find in the tower. Please proceed with caution!”


​
Every time Index posted on the internet, it was always on the same website; the most popular social news network in the world. This time was no different. Index’s post was quickly upvoted to the top of the website, and was quickly known to every ascender. Over the next few days, as if spurred on by Index’s prestige and selflessness, many ascenders commented on Index’s post with information. Each comment was a bombshell, shocking every ascender to the core.


​
GreenApple commented. “Everyone, please read! One of my guildmates had an arrow pierce through his skull. Normally, he would have taken a bit of damage and would have been fine, but this time, he was instantly killed!”


​
RagingFlame replied to GreenApple. “I did some experiments on some low-level monsters. The same thing applies to them. If I hit their head with overwhelming force, they instantly die, but if I attack them with a mediocre amount of strength, they stay alive, but fall under a dazed state. Even more shocking, if I pierce their heart, they fall into a critical state. My conclusion is that monster and ascender bodies are now more aligned with reality. Everyone, proceed with caution!”


​
Mysterion replied to RagingFlame. “I did a bit of experimenting in the colosseum by dueling people. Attacks to non-critical body parts now do negligible amounts of damage. For example, before, an arrow hitting the wrist would have done fifty damage. Now, it does a pitiful five damage. One thing I found was that people with very high fortitude are more resistant to critical attacks. My tank friend was pierced through the heart, but was pretty much fine.”


​
Randodly commented. “Does anyone else feel like the number of elite monsters has risen?”


​
Ghosthound replied to Randodly. “I also noticed more field bosses.”


​
Volker replied to Ghosthound. “Guys, I just found an entirely new raid boss!”


​
More information came in every hour, and the post quickly flooded with comments. It was so chaotic that it became impossible to read through everything. Thankfully, one ascender with O.C.D went ahead and compiled all of the information into a nice-looking document.


​
Five days after the notification, things started to calm down. The top-tier guilds halted their ascension and focused on adapting to the new rules. Jason and his guild were no different.

On the thirty-ninth floor, the sun was hanging high in the clear blue sky. In the center of a prairie, Jason stood still with his eyes closed. Inside his body, mana was circulating along a certain route. The mana slowly shrunk, until finally it became a strand of battle energy. At that moment, Jason’s eyes opened and saw a strange sight.

In front of him, Cheslov was performing squats. Each hand was holding up a giant broadsword. The weight must have been several hundred pounds, and yet Cheslov was as steady as a statue. Cheslov stared into Jason’s eyes as he worked out. Up, down, up, down. The two men stared at each other, until finally Jason had to look away from embarrassment. The corner of Cheslov’s lips rose triumphantly.


​
Jason coughed as he tried to ignore the muscle-head in front of him. Instead, he focused on a battle in the distance. Roy was fighting against an earth bison, a muscular creature that could control the earth element. Before the change in the tower, the fight would have been easy, but not now. Any attacks Roy landed on the earth bison inflicted but a flesh wound. The hide and muscles of the bison were armor in themselves.

Jason narrowed his eyes as he fell into thought. Monsters now have more strengths, but it's balanced by having more weaknesses. This earth bison is resistant to slashes and cuts, but pierce attacks would be devastating.
 Jason’s deep pool of combat experience and the fact that he had mastered the three realms allowed him to quickly adapt to the changes in the tower.


​
Jason glanced at Cheslov and sighed inwardly. This muscle-head.
 Cheslov didn’t even try to adapt and change his combat style. He focused on brute strength and only brute strength. He was basically The Hulk with two broadswords.


​
“Ah!” Roy’s alarmed cry caught Jason’s attention. He glanced over and found a Caucasian woman with short black hair crouching on top of the earth bison’s head. Her pair of daggers plunged into the bison’s eyes, instantly killing it. As the monster dissipated into light, she stepped forward and landed lightly.


​
Roy was frustrated. “Hey, I was using that to train. Why did you kill it? Don’t you know that kill stealing is rude!”


​
The woman walked up to Roy. “Sorry. I wanted a flashy entrance.”


​
Roy was about to retort, but upon recognizing the woman’s voice, he frowned. “Who are you?”


​
The woman’s hand grabbed at her face. Shockingly, her face was ripped off and turned into a mask. A familiar face appeared underneath. Roy’s face brightened as he ran forward and hugged her. “Olivia, you’re back!!”


​
Olivia felt a warm feeling in her chest from Roy’s hug. Her cold heart once more beat with life. Only now did she realize how deeply she cared for the little rascal. If that was the case, then what about Jason? She looked over Roy’s shoulder and found Jason standing there. “Yo.”


​
Olivia smiled. “I’m back.”


​
“I’m glad you’re safe.” Jason nodded and casually commented. “I like your hair.”


​
Olivia quickly put the mask back on to hide her red cheeks. Glancing behind Jason, she found Cheslov doing lunges while holding both broadswords at his side. “Is he okay?”

Jason waved his hand dismissively with a snort. “Ignore him. He’s a weirdo.”

“He’s a hard worker!” Roy stepped back and defended Cheslov, though he didn’t deny the ‘weirdo’ remark.

Jason clapped his hands to gather everyone’s attention. “So, everyone’s gathered. I was looking forward to showing you the next set of floors, but we were delayed a bit. Since we’ve all adapted, I can finally show you.”

Roy glared at Jason while tilting his head at Olivia. Jason frowned for a second, but quickly got the message. He looked at Olivia. “Oh, sorry. I forgot.”

Olivia shrugged. “I already passed the illusion on the fortieth floor.”

“That’s great!” Roy swung his arm around Olivia’s shoulder and gave a thumbs up. “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s go!”

Roy ran ahead while Jason and Olivia followed from behind. Cheslov’s eyes lit up when he saw Roy. “Ah, cardio exercise. Good thinking!”

Cheslov chased after Roy, each step shaking the ground from the weight of the broadswords hanging over his shoulders.

Olivia and Jason exchanged an amused smile before sprinting after their friends.

Chapter 22




	
You have entered a safe zone. You are invulnerable to damage from other ascenders.








​
This was the message that popped up when entering the forty-first floor. Never before had such a rule existed in the tower, so all newcomers were pleasantly surprised. As Roy was reading the notification, Olivia suddenly stabbed at his neck with her dagger. There was a loud ‘dink’ as the dagger was knocked away. Roy stepped back while clutching his neck in surprise. “Hey! Why’d you attack me?”


​
Olivia mused aloud. “Looks like it’s true.”


​
Roy pouted by stomping his foot. He double-checked his neck to make sure there were no wounds. Only then did he relax. “Give me a warning next time, sheesh.”


​
Cheslov stepped forward and inspected his surroundings with disappointment. “Does that mean there are no monsters? No fighting?”


​
“Not quite.” Jason shook his head and explained. “Only certain parts of these floors have safe areas.”


​
“Oh.” Cheslov was anticipating fighting new types of monsters. If the next theme had been no fighting at all, that would have been his worst nightmare.


​
“Come on.” Jason led the way. The forty-first floor was reminiscent of Scotland’s highlands. The hilly landscape was covered in grass and flowers. Insects such as butterflies, bees, and ladybugs were a common sight.


​
Ten minutes later, as they climbed to the top of a small hill, Roy’s eyes lit up when he spotted something. “Look, a town!”


​
At the base of the hill was a large town. Hundreds of wooden buildings sat in rows. More buildings were under construction, and the sound of clanging and hammering could be heard from below. Surrounding the town were crops and farms. One common thing among all of the buildings was the banner of a guild. Cheslov recognized it. “Isn’t that the Skyfall guild’s symbol?”


​
“Indeed.” Jason nodded.


​
Roy’s heart thumped loudly as he thought. The Skyfall Guild…



​
Olivia commented in her usual serious way. “The Skyfall guild is a top-tier guild, and recently they’ve grown much stronger. Some speculate that they’re on par with Zui Gao, the strongest guild in the world.”


​
Jason sighed inwardly as old memories rose from hearing the familiar name. The majority of Zui Gao’s fame came from one man. Shenlong. A monster in human flesh. Shenlong spent his entire life pursuing martial arts. The towers arrived when he was already ninety-one. Wielding a single spear, he entered China’s tower and began a slaughter. As his stats grew, his body’s strength returned. Normally he should have returned to a youthful appearance like Jason had, but Shenlong preferred his elderly appearance. The tower seemed to know this, so his appearance was that of a seventy-year-old.


​
Roy’s voice broke Jason from his thoughts. “So why is Skyfall building a town here?”


​
Olivia recalled the reports she’d read from her family and began to explain. “Community. That’s the name of this floor’s theme. Around fifty percent of this floor is a safe zone. Outside of it, monsters roam. They have a chance to drop an item called a ‘plot flag’. With it you can own a portion of the floor, with higher grades allowing larger sizes. Only with the rights granted by a plot flag can you start to build.”


​
Roy’s eyes twinkled like stars. “So what benefits are there to building on a plot flag?”


​
“Too many to count.” Jason shrugged and began to trek down the hill towards the town. “Discover it as you go, otherwise you’ll ruin all the fun.”


​
“Right, right. Don’t spoil it all, Olivia!” Roy laughed as he sprinted after Jason. Olivia and Cheslov followed.


​
As they got closer to the town, Jason could make out thousands of people. Some constructed buildings, while others transported wood, stone, and other materials. Roy gasped at Jason’s side. “Wow, how many members does Skyfall have?”


​
Jason glanced at Roy. “They aren’t members of Skyfall. They chose to live here. Can’t you sense it? They’re all weak.”


​
Roy narrowed his eyes as he carefully inspected the ascenders. After a moment, he exclaimed. “Ah, you’re right! But why would they live here instead of on the thirtieth floor?”


​
“There are many reasons.” Jason explained as they walked. “Besides the most obvious one, that this is the safest part of the tower, some people like to be a part of something new. Think back to when Europeans first traveled to America. Many people chose to be colonists, right?”


​
“I get it! I totally get that feeling. That sense of adventure!” Roy’s heart thumped excitedly as he imagined exploring new lands and building a new home.


​
Jason glanced at the ascenders in the town. “They are basically all below level 10. All of the guilds, not just Skyfall, recruited laborers skilled in construction and carpentry from outside the tower.”


​
Behind Jason, Cheslov rubbed his rugged beard. “How’d they get all the way to the forty-first floor?”


​
Olivia responded first. “Same as the way to get to the thirtieth floor, just a different teleportation scroll.”


​
Jason added. “Also different is that anybody who takes the shortcut to get here can travel between all of the Community-themed floors. They aren’t restricted to just the one they teleport too.”


​
At this point in the conversation, they stepped onto a dirt road leading into the town. On each side of them were crops and fences for animals. Roy ran up to the side of a fence and leaned over. “Come here, cutie!”


​
A baby brown horse with a blond mane walked up to Roy and rubbed its head against his hand. Roy chuckled. “Aren’t you a pretty one?”


​
Olivia walked over and copied Roy by extending her hand. The baby horse stepped backwards warily. Something about Olivia caused it to be cautious. Olivia sighed and began to turn away. Just before she could, Roy wrapped his arm around her and clasped her hand gently. “Look, she’s all right, see? Come here.”


​
As if calmed by Roy’s words, the baby horse stepped forward and rubbed against Olivia’s hand. Seeing this, she gave a rare smile.


​
“Hello. You must be newcomers. Welcome to Skyfall’s town.” A voice called out to them. Their group turned and found a middle-aged man wearing casual clothes walking up to them. Unlike the other floors, this was probably the only place where one didn’t need to wear armor. Everyone was completely safe here.


​
Jason shook the man’s hand cordially. “We just arrived.”


​
“Great!” The middle-aged man smiled warmly. “I’m from Skyfall and am responsible for greeting newcomers. My name’s Joe. Would you like an introduction to the floor?”


​
Jason shook his head. “No thanks. We did some research.”


​
“Ah, no problem.” Joe’s eyebrows rose. “Are you from a guild, or are you a solo ascender?”


​
“A guild. It’s just a small one, though. Just us four.” Jason pointed behind him.


​
The man relaxed after hearing that. “If you want, I can show you around town? We have plenty of services. Maybe you want to buy a plot of land?”


​
Jason once again shook his head. “Actually, I was sent by Index. I’m here to meet Walter.”


​
Joe seemed briefly shocked before growing solemn. The man before him was big news, and Walter, his guild master, had already informed him to treat Index’s group with utmost respect. Calmly, he motioned Jason to follow. “You’re in luck. Walter is working on his house at the moment.”

A few days ago, Index had informed Walter that he was sending a group to take over the plot of land Skyfall had been temporarily holding. Many months ago, one of the conditions of Index selling maps of the forty-first to forty-fifth to Skyfall were that they give him a specific plot of land. Only after many months had Jason finally arrived at the forty-first floor to take it.


​
As Jason’s group followed their guide from a distance, Roy, Olivia, and Cheslov surrounded Jason and bombarded him with questions. “Did you just say Index?”


​
“You were sent by Index?”


​
“Do you know Index?”

Everybody in the world knew who Index was. Index was practically the most knowledgeable ascender in the world, and yet nobody had ever seen Index in person. Index was a person of speculation and controversy.


​
Jason gave them a look. “This is a secret.”

Roy, Olivia, and Cheslov fell silent and pondered quietly.

Chapter 23


​
Meeting Walter by identifying as someone sent by Index posed a bit of a risk. Part of the reason why Jason exposed himself was because he knew the personality of Skyfall’s members as a whole. They were adventure-loving ascenders who didn’t embroil themselves in politics. As for the other reason, it was because Jason held confidence in his strength. He wasn’t strong enough to face Skyfall as a whole, far from it, but provoking him would come at a cost.


​
Joe led Jason’s group through Skyfall’s town. Not long after, they arrived before a large marble white mansion. It was surrounded by a beautiful garden and protected by a metal fence. The gate at the entrance was wide open. Joe passed through while glancing at Jason with a hint of pride. “What do you think?”


​
Jason peered around casually before focusing on the mansion. “As expected of Skyfall. You guys have a guild hall so soon.”


​
Joe smiled brightly at being praised. “Come, the guild master is waiting.”


​
As they continued, Roy appeared at Jason’s side with an inquiring gaze. “What’s a guild hall?”


​
Jason sighed inwardly at how much explaining he’d have to do on this floor. Still, he explained nonetheless. “Besides being a symbol of glory, the main benefit a guild hall offers are guild buffs to all members, regardless of their location.”


​
“Ooh.” Roy’s eyes lit up. He immediately decided that he wanted a guild hall too.


​
When they entered the mansion, an elderly man wearing a butler’s uniform blocked their way. Surprisingly, he had a level, name, and health bar above his head. He was a resident of the tower.


​
“Welcome back, my lord.” The butler bowed with his hand across his chest.


​
“Ah, Bernard.” Joe pointed behind him. “I’m bringing guests to Walter.”


​
“Greetings.” The butler turned to Jason and nodded respectfully.


​
Joe led Jason’s group to the second floor before stopping in front of a door made out of brown smoked wood. After several knocks, a voice came from inside the room. “Come in.”


​
Joe opened the door and gestured for Jason’s group to enter. Jason made his way inside and glanced around. The room was filled with furniture and statues equipped in armor. In front of a square window was a desk. Walter sat there, discussing things with another man. Walter was a middle-aged man wearing light plated armor. He had dark brown hair and blue eyes, a sharp jaw, and large eyebrows. When Jason’s group entered, he stood up with a grin. “Jason, right? I must admit I’ve been anxiously waiting for you! After all, you’re sent by that Index.”


​
Jason’s gaze paused on the calm youth who had been talking with Walter just a moment earlier. Jason recognized him as his best friend from the alternate timeline, Peter. With a heavy sigh, Jason pushed down a wave of emotions. The Peter before him was a stranger. The one he had known was dead. Still, to see his best friend alive and kicking wasn’t a bad feeling at all. All of these thoughts passed by in but a second. Jason focused on Walter as he walked up and extended his hand. “The feeling is mutual. To personally meet the spellsword himself is humbling.”


​
“Hah, please don’t use that lame title.” Walter chuckled as he shook Jason’s hand. Walter was an expert swordsman who used magic in close quarters. It was a deadly combination.


​
Jason turned to Peter with a smile. “I’m Jason, offensive tank.”


​
Peter smiled as well. “Peter, spellsword number two.”


​
Walter introduced Peter further. “He’s my second in command, the vice-guild master of Skyfall.”


​
Walter spotted a flash of blond hair behind Jason. His expression froze as he stepped around Jason, discovering something which shocked him greatly. “Roy! What are you doing here?!”


​
Walter’s shout caused Jason to grow confused. Walter knows Roy?
 Jason grew tense and prepared for combat, wondering whether Walter was an enemy of Roy’s.


​
Roy stepped out from behind Jason as he scratched his cheek sheepishly. “Uh, hello Uncle Walter.”


​
Walter grabbed Roy and embraced him tightly. “You idiot! You went missing months ago. After what happened to your parents, I feared for the worst.”


​
Tears started to form in Roy’s eyes. “Sorry, Walter. I broke my parent’s wish and entered the tower.”


​
Walter stepped back and looked Roy up and down. With a smile, he nodded. “I never did agree with their decision back then. Now that I see you, I was right. You look handsome in that armor.”


​
Jason thought he knew everything about Roy, but yet again, here was another mystery. How did Roy know Walter? Jason gave Roy a quizzical glance. “Is he your uncle? Why didn’t you say anything?”


​
“He’s not my blood uncle, but I’ve known him my entire life. He was close friends with my parents before they died.” Roy froze and clenched his hands. He looked at Olivia, Cheslov, and then Jason before continuing. “Actually… I’ve been keeping a secret from you guys. My parents were Sam Kraus and Emilia Kraus.”


​
Cheslov’s eyes widened. “The Golden Couple?”


​
Olivia was silent, though her face grew pale.


​
Jason playfully slapped Roy across the side of his head. “You think I didn’t know? How else would you explain those flashy skills back on the undead floor?”


​
During the first twenty years of the tower, the golden couple were regarded not as the strongest ascenders, but the most selfless. They constantly helped other ascenders with their problems and even fought against the monster waves outside the tower every week. Sam Kraus was the champion of light, while Emilia Kraus was a priest.


​
Cheslov muttered aloud. “I heard they disappeared over a year ago, but no one knows what happened to them. To think that you’re their son.”


​
Roy’s voice was tinged with pain as he said. “They were assassinated.”


​
The atmosphere in the room grew heavy. Walter sighed. “I’ve looked into this matter. Their killer is Wolf, the leader of Yama.”


​
Roy asked quietly. “How strong is he?”


​
Walter glanced out the window. “Just last week, Wolf made an appearance. He tried to assassinate Shenlong, but failed!”


​
“Wolf failed?” Olivia muttered in shock. Her father had actually failed? That had never happened before. Now she thought she understood why her father went mad. His pride had been shattered. If her family hadn’t been murdered, she would have been laughing with joy.


​
Walter turned to look at Roy. “Do you know who Shenlong is?”


​
Roy tilted his head slightly. “My dad said Shenlong was a human monster.”


​
Walter closed his eyes as a subtle battle intent swept the room. Only Cheslov, Peter, and Jason were able to sense it. Walter agreed. “Your dad was right. Shenlong… can’t be beaten!”


​
Peter stepped forward and reprimanded Walter with a frown. “I better not hear you say that around the guild members.”


​
Thankfully, Joe had long since left. Otherwise, he would have been truly shocked. Rumors had spread in the past few months that Skyfall had caught up to Zui Gao in strength. If Skyfall’s members heard that Walter couldn’t beat Shenlong, morale would plummet.


​
Jason narrowed his eyes. “Did he reach the third realm?”


​
Walter’s eyes lit up. “You know about the third realm? No, of course you do. Index should know about them.” Walter frowned as he recalled. “We dueled each other privately not long ago. I was unable to tell if he entered the third realm or not.”


​
Peter glanced at Jason. “Please don’t tell anybody what my foolish guild master just said.”


​
Walter rubbed his head as he laughed. “Oops.”


​
“I understand.” Jason gave a nod.


​
“Enough of this depressing talk.” Roy said with a smile. “I heard that you have a flag plot for us?”


​
“Right.” Walter smacked his lips. “I’ve held up my end of the agreement with Index and kept this hotspot of a flag plot under my guild’s protection. Man, I’ll be honest, I really regret giving it away!”


​
Peter coughed. “Walter, are you going to tell them?”


​
Jason raised an eyebrow. “Is there a problem?”


​
“Well.” Walter looked away guiltily. “There is a small problem. There was one person I couldn’t turn away.”

Chapter 24


​
The owner of the plot flag needed to be at its location in order to transfer ownership. As Walter was the current owner, he led Jason’s group to the forty-third floor. Along the way, they passed by numerous towns and villages, as well as lone buildings. Peter stayed behind to watch over the construction of Skyfall’s town, much to Jason’s disappointment.


​
The forty-second floor consisted of a giant mountain range filled with lakes and rivers. There were plenty of spots on the mountains with stunning views. As less than six months had passed since the community floors were discovered, building development was in its infancy. Jason had never seen the wild untamed lands on these floors. Back when he first arrived, entire cities had covered the floors.


​
After a few hours of Walter leading the way, they finally arrived on the forty-third floor. Upon exiting the portal, Roy stepped forward as his jaw dropped. “Wow!”


​
Multiple pillars rose in the distance. Each one was over a hundred feet in diameter and towered more than fifty stories high. Waterfalls fell over the edge. Wind dispersed the water before it hit the ground, creating beautiful rainbows. Green vines formed intricate patterns on the sides of the pillars, and birds sang as they flew through the sky. The refreshing smell of dew filled the air. The call of nature was overwhelming.


​
This was without a doubt the most beautiful floor that Roy had ever seen. Even Olivia and Cheslov’s eyes lit up. It wouldn’t be wrong to call this place a paradise. Walter stepped forward and pointed at a pillar in the middle of the floor. “That one is yours.”


​
“No way! The plot flag is on top of that pillar?!” Roy was in disbelief.


​
When Walter nodded, Olivia was confused. “How do we get up?”


​
“I’ll show you.” Walter led the way and they soon stood at the base of a pillar. In front of them was a small, eastern-looking pagoda. Strangely, it floated a foot off the ground. Walter stepped on it without hesitation and beckoned them over.


​
When Jason’s group got on, Walter pulled a lever that was attached to the inside of the pagoda. By what could only be magic, the pagoda leisurely flew up in a straight line. As they passed the halfway mark, an empty pagoda passed by their side, on its way down. That way, there would always be a pagoda on the bottom and one on top.


​
Jason leaned against the railing of the pagoda and looked at Walter. “I wonder who it was that you couldn’t force away. Were they that strong?”


​
Walter sighed exaggeratedly. “You’ll understand once you see him.”


​
Jason’s group imagined all sorts of figures. Someone with lots of money, someone with a ridiculous backing, or maybe even the president of a country. All sorts of crazy ideas flashed through their heads.


​
As the pagoda neared the top, a heavy clang came from above. Clang, clang, clang. When every second passed, another clang rang. The closer to the top they got, the louder they grew. It reached the point where a normal human would start bleeding from the ears. Roy covered his ears and shouted over the clangs. “What the heck is that?!”


​
Jason’s eyes lit up as a figure flashed through his head, though he couldn’t be sure. A hint of anticipation steadily rose. When the pagoda reached the peak, Jason’s group got a clear view of the top of the pillar. Short green grass covered the ground. A crystal-clear lake covered a third of the pillar, which was the origin of the waterfall. Magic continuously supplied water to the lake, otherwise it would have long run out. The only building that could be seen was a large, rectangular wooden house.


​
Walter stepped off the pagoda and headed towards the house, followed by Jason’s group. As they neared, blue light suddenly began to emanate from the house. Walter paused as his face fell. When blue beams of light shot out of the windows, Walter dove to the ground and screamed. “TAKE COVER!”


​
Cheslov, Olivia, and Roy had superhuman senses, so they quickly copied Walter without questioning the reason why. Jason was the only one standing. He crossed his arms as excitement coursed through him.


​
Just as everyone hit the ground, humming came from the house and the air vibrated. A shout came from the house. “NOOO!”


​
The blue light reached a peak, followed by the sound of something shattering. In the next moment, the house exploded as a violent wave of mana swept outwards. Inside the chaotic mana were shards of metal. Thankfully everyone dove to the ground at the last moment, or they would have been skewered. As for Jason, a green hexagonal shield blocked the shrapnel.


​
As soon as the explosion arrived, it dispersed. The mana in the air grew calm. Roy’s eyes were wide as he exclaimed. “What the heck was that?! A bomb?!”


​
“Look out below!!” A hoarse scream came from above. Just as everyone looked up, an elderly man, so old that he seemed to be on the verge of death, slammed into the ground.


​
Roy and Cheslov were shocked, and even the expressionless Olivia was surprised. Walter shook his head, while Jason’s eyes lit up. Roy immediately jumped up and ran over to the elderly man. His hand glowed yellow as he touched the elder’s shoulder. After a moment, the elder twitched and jumped up. He kicked the ground and grabbed at his hair. His eyes were bloodshot as he shouted. “Damn it! I was so close! So, so close!”


​
Roy was stunned when the elder jumped to his feet. He seemed to be full of life for someone on the verge of death. In fact, he seemed to be completely uninjured. As Roy watched the elder go crazy, he stepped back cautiously. The elder clearly had a few loose screws, so it was best to keep his distance.


​
Walter continued to shake his head as he introduced. “This is Su Long. He is the undisputed number one blacksmith in the world.”


​
Roy, Olivia, and Cheslov’s hearts pounded when they heard Walter. The title of number one blacksmith had more influence than the title of the strongest ascender. Equipment was power, and blacksmiths could produce equipment that was even stronger than gear dropped by monsters and dungeons. Su Long had long been famous in the tower. It was just that he was very reclusive, and in recent months had disappeared entirely.


​
Su Long suddenly noticed Walter’s presence. He stumbled over and clutched Walter’s shoulders as tears fell down his cheek. “Oh, Walter. You have no idea the pain I’m going through. I’m so close to completing it. So close! Just a bit more and I would have finished it. But no, this damn method is so complex. The slightest mistake leads to an explosion. Dangerous, very dangerous.”


​
Walter looked expectantly at Su Long. “As long as you can complete it, a new era will surely appear.”


​
“Yes, yes. A new era!” Su Long nodded repeatedly as fantastical thoughts flashed through his head.


​
Roy stepped closer, his curiosity getting the better of him. “What is Senior Su Long working on?”


​
“Hm?” Su Long turned to Roy, suddenly realizing that there were more people here. Two complex runes suddenly appeared on his eyes as he inspected Roy. A second later, he gasped, strode up to Roy, and clasped Roy’s cheeks. “You! What the hell is with your mana?”


​
Before Roy could respond, he felt like he was completely seen through. Su Long staggered backwards. “You’re the champion of light?! No wonder!”


​
Roy was shocked. “How did you know?”

​
When Walter heard this, he looked at Roy with admiration and care. In the next second, he turned to Su Long and frowned. “Su Long, don’t use the inspect skill without permission!”


​
Su Long didn’t hear Walter. He walked around Roy as the complex rune in his eyes flashed repeatedly. Su Long muttered. “Very pure, very pure. Properties of healing and purification. I’ve never seen such mana lines. I need to experiment with this…”


​
Walter sighed when he realized Su Long was in ‘that’ mode. He walked up to Su Long and grabbed his shoulder. “Su Long, remember when I said you can only stay here temporarily? It’s time for you to go.”


​
Su Long froze and came back to reality. He fell to his knees and clasped Walter’s legs. “What? No, don’t do this, Walter, my boy. I need the 10% XP boost!”


​
Walter forced back a chuckle and pointed at Jason. “He’s the owner of the plot flag now. You have to talk to him.”


​
Su Long turned to look at Jason and crawled over to him before kowtowing. “Sir! Please let me stay. I’m a good tenant! No problems!”


​
Olivia muttered. “Besides the explosions and clanging?”


​
Su Long shivered before banging his head against the ground. “You have no idea how close I am. Just a little bit more and I’ll finish it!”


​
Jason was just like Walter. He was using all of his willpower to force back his laughter. In his memories, Su Long was an eccentric old man who had no shame when it came to blacksmithing. As for what Su Long was working on, Jason knew exactly what it was. “You can stay, but I have a few conditions.”


​
Su Long’s eyes were full of hope as he looked up. “Say it!”


​
Jason raised a finger. “You must supply my guild with equipment for one year. Right now, there are only four of us.”


​
Su Long considered it for a moment before gnashing his teeth. “This old man agrees, but you have to supply the materials.”


​
“Of course.” Jason considered for a moment before he raised a second finger. “You have to join my guild.”


​
Su Long hesitated. He clenched his hands as he debated internally. He had never joined a guild, and not even his homeland, China, was able to control him. He might be a bit crazy, but he was extremely prideful. As he was thinking, his eyes grew bloodshot. A few moments later, he stood up and shook his head. “This old man values the 10% XP boost, but I won’t join any guild!”


​
Jason expected this much. In the alternate future, he wasn’t close with Su Long, but he did know a lot about him. Thinking this, he waved his hand and sent his bloodline screen over to Su Long. “How about if I add this?”


​
Su Long’s eyes widened in disbelief. “This… this… what is this?!”

​
Walter grew curious and glanced at the screen, and what he saw made even him shocked. “Five percent XP boost!”


​
The five percent XP boost was one of the bloodlines that wouldn’t be discovered for another few years. Due to Jason’s knowledge, it had appeared much earlier this time around.


​
Su Long trembled. Having a fifteen percent XP boost would allow his skills to grow much, much faster. Still, to trade his freedom for it wasn’t worth it. His chest clenched anxiously as he said. “I can’t!”


​
Jason smirked when he saw Su Long’s hesitation. With a playful smile, he added. “I also know of a bloodline that increases crafting speed by 5%, crafting quality by 5%, and crafting success by 5%.”


​
Su Long coughed up a mouthful of blood as his eyes rolled backward. He collapsed to the ground and muttered weakly. “This old man admits defeat.”

Chapter 25


​
After Su Long agreed to join Jason’s guild, he started muttering gibberish as he made his way over to the destroyed house. He opened up the buildings list and paid a significant fee to have the tower build a new building instantly. The resources to build it, such as wood and nails, were automatically taken from his inventory. Only rich ascenders would use such a method, and Su Long was one of the richest.


​
Walter watched the entire exchange between Jason and Su Long from the side. He was amazed that Su Long actually agreed to join a guild, but more amazed by the bloodline effects. Walking up to Jason, he asked. “Do those bloodlines really exist?”


​
Jason shrugged nonchalantly. “They sure do.”


​
Walter’s eyes lit up. Much like the other top-tier guilds, Skyfall nurtured numerous blacksmiths and alchemists. If they had those craftsmen-oriented bloodlines, they would grow much quicker. The 5% XP bonus was on another level entirely. That benefited anybody. Walter took a deep breath. “How much?”


​
“Index is planning on releasing these for free.” Jason gave Walter a grin. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t make some profit. If you buy up the bloodlines required to synthesize the unique bloodlines, the other guilds will have to come to you.”

Walter and Jason gave each other a knowing smile. They immediately began to talk business. Seeing this, Cheslov got bored and started running laps around the pillar. Roy saw Su Long disappear into the newly made building, so he ran over. Olivia followed after him.

After entering the building, Roy and Olivia paused. The entire place was one room. A furnace and anvil took up half, while the other half was filled with workbenches and shelves. Su Long was standing in front of the furnace. Mana extended from his hand and powered up the furnace. When the heat reached a peak, he nodded and waved his hand. A steel ingot appeared and hovered inside the furnace. As the ingot melted, the liquid continued to hover in the air.

Roy gasped. “Why is it hovering?”

Su Long snorted. “Any good blacksmith will know the telekinesis skill. It’s indispensable!”

When the ingot fully melted, Su Long turned around and walked over to a barrel of water. His mind sent out a command. The liquid transformed, forming a sword. Then it dropped into the barrel of water. Moments later, a newly crafted sword rose into the air.

Roy was flabbergasted. “What the heck? Don’t blacksmiths have to hammer stuff repeatedly?”

Even Olivia was visibly surprised. They had never seen this method of forging before. Su Long made it seem simple. Too simple. They didn’t know that only after years of hard work could he so casually craft a sword. Roy remembered something and grew confused. “What was all that clanging earlier if you don’t have to hammer anything?”

Su Long glared at Roy. “You talk too much.”

Roy was startled and looked at Su Long’s expression. He realized Su Long thought he was a nuisance. Unwilling to impose, Roy turned to leave, but was stopped by Olivia. She glanced at Su Long. “Don’t you want to experiment with his mana? Maybe you should be nicer.”

Su Long blinked in surprise. He suddenly remembered that he just joined their guild, so his usual attitude of telling others to screw off might not work this time. Plus, he saw that Roy was genuinely curious. Sighing heavily, he explained. “I can only melt certain metals. The clanging earlier was from a metal that could only be hammered.”

“Oh!” Roy nodded in understanding before asking another question. “So what are you working on that can make a new era?”

Su Long grew excited at the thought of himself ushering in a new era. This time, he had no problem explaining. “Come here and watch.”

Roy and Olivia walked over to the anvil full of curiosity. Su Long laid the sword on the anvil, raised a finger, and took a deep breath. A dim blue light came from the tip of his finger. As the seconds passed, the light grew brighter and brighter, until a one-inch ray of mana extended from his fingertip. Su Long spoke with pride. “This is called mana engraving!”

Su Long lowered his finger and carefully drew onto the flat side of the sword. When he raised his finger, a strange symbol was carved onto the steel blade. The lines were filled with mana. They looked like veins.

Roy’s eyes widened. “Wow, cool! Amazing!”

Su Long laughed heartily. Only a few blacksmiths had this skill, and those that did were leading the pack. They were the top blacksmiths. Roy’s next question caused Su Long to freeze. “So, what did you do?”


​
“You’re amazed and you don’t even know what I did?” Su Long shouted in irritation. His spit flew all over the place.


​
Su Long folded his arms and huffed. “Inspect the blade.”


​
Roy and Olivia glanced down and froze when they found what they saw. The blade wasn’t anything special, but its additional effect was new to them.




	
(Basic) Mana Glyph

+5 Damage








​
“That simple glyph gave it more damage?” Roy was in disbelief.


​
Olivia’s eyes narrowed as she realized something crucial. “How many glyphs do you know?”


​
Su Long smiled at her question. “That’s a secret.”


​
Roy jumped up and down in excitement. “Wow, wow, wow! This is amazing. If every piece of gear had these glyphs, wouldn’t that be great?”


​
Su Long nodded repeatedly. This kid was beginning to understand his greatness, though Olivia’s next sentence caused his face to twitch. “This is indeed amazing, but it can’t usher in a new era.”


​
Su Long glared at Olivia silently. After a moment, he nodded. “You’re perceptive. I normally wouldn’t have shown you this, but since we can be considered guild mates, I’ll share it.”


​
Su Long waved his hand. A steel helmet appeared and landed on the anvil. On the forehead of the helmet was an extremely complicated glyph. The mana veins intersected tens of times. The only problem was that some of the veins were dim. When Roy and Olivia inspected it, their mouths dropped.




	
(Grand) Unsuccessful Mana Glyph

Consume 10 mana to cast a fireball at a target. Deals damage based on your intelligence. 10-minute cooldown.

1/3 uses remaining.








​
“T-t-this…” Roy was at a loss for words. What he was looking at was something he had never imagined before. A piece of gear with a skill on it! Just imagine it. An ascender had over ten pieces of gear equipped at a time. If every piece had a skill…


​
Olivia’s words were like a bucket of cold water. She immediately pointed out the flaws. “Limited uses, damage based on intelligence, and a long cooldown. It’s an incomplete product.”


​
Roy quickly refuted. “It’s still amazing. Don’t listen to her, Su Long!”


​
“No.” Su Long shook his head. “She’s right. The only people who use a fireball are mages. They don’t need this glyph. If a strength-based ascender had this glyph, the damage would be much lower.”


​
“Don’t sell yourself short, grandmaster.” Jason said confidently as he walked in through the door. “Imagine a warrior summoning a fireball in the middle of battle. The opponent would never expect it. These glyphs are the difference between life and death.”


​
Jason was speaking from firsthand experience. There were numerous times when those glyphs saved his life.


​
Su Long smiled brightly. “I know that, brat. You don’t have to tell me. I can’t do anything about the cooldown, but the limited uses are because I keep failing. As soon as I succeed, it will be unlimited.”


​
Roy’s eyes glittered. “My mana has healing properties. If you made a skill based on my mana, wouldn’t everyone have a healing skill?”


​
Su Long’s eyes shined even brighter than Roy’s. “You’re absolutely right!”


​
Jason sucked in a breath at Roy’s comment. In the alternate future, only after several more decades would the combination of Su Long’s glyphs and Roy’s mana come into existence. Now it was happening much, much sooner. This would change everything.

Chapter 26


​
Over the next several minutes, Roy was so curious about Su Long’s unique method of blacksmithing that he asked numerous questions. At first, Su Long patiently answered any question Roy asked, but when Roy asked the twentieth question, his patience finally snapped. Su Long pointed at everyone and spat. “You, you, and you! Can’t you see I’m trying to work here? Get out!”


​
A large ghostly hand appeared next to Roy and Olivia before pushing them towards the door. Roy was in awe as he was pushed. “Is this hand from telekinesis?”


​
Hearing Roy ask yet another question, Su Long quickly pushed harder. If he didn’t, he might go crazy. Roy’s endless curiosity was a bad match up for his impatient personality. Jason calmly sidestepped the hand as Roy and Olivia were tossed out of the building. He glanced at Su Long. “I won’t change your property rights, but can you move out from the center of the pillar? I want to build a mansion next to the lake, but your explosions might damage it.”


​
“Fine, but a mansion?” Su Long snorted as he began practicing his mana engraving skill on another piece of armor. “That’s gonna be expensive. Heh. I may be rich, but don’t be asking me for money just because I’m in your guild. Well, I might lend you some if you beg.”


​
“I won’t take advantage of you.” Jason smiled. Not only was Su Long eccentric, he was very stingy as well. The only thing he spent money on was blacksmithing. Anything else was beneath his interest. Jason took out a piece of paper and began writing on it. When he was finished, he handed it over to Su Long. “Here’s the recipe for the bloodlines. Please don’t spread this.”


​
Su Long’s attention was drawn towards the paper, causing him to make a mistake on the glyph he was working on. It short circuited and made a sizzling sound. Normally he would rage in anger, but the bloodlines were just too important. He quickly grabbed the paper and perused it. His eyes lit up. “I’ll buy these up right away. Maybe I’ll be able to make a Grand grade glyph right away!”


​
Jason turned to leave, but stopped once he remembered something. “Oh, one more thing. Are you able to supply furniture for the guild? We’ll pay you.”


​
Su Long waved his hand dismissively. “I understand what you want. You can leave it to me. I’m a master craftsman.”


​
Roy’s head suddenly popped out from behind the door. “Why do we need furniture?”


​
“You show him.” Su Long’s face grew pale and he nearly had a heart attack. He quickly tossed Jason an inventory ring before running out of the building and making a run for it. He was going to get those bloodlines and then build a blacksmith building with a steel door.


​
Jason chuckled as he inspected the inventory ring. As expected of one of the richest ascenders in the world.
 The inventory ring was filled with low-grade materials and furnishings. There were enough materials inside to build a small town. Roy cast over a curious look. Jason walked outside and called out. “Everyone, follow me. I’ll show you the mechanics of this floor.”


​
Jason strode over to the lake. By the time he arrived, Cheslov, Roy, and Olivia were at his side. Jason glanced behind him and found a small flag in the center of the pillar. As he was the owner, only he could see it. The plot flag’s grade was Rare, which was just enough to cover the entire pillar. A Rare grade plot flag was pretty rare, so for Walter to just hand one over for free was pretty generous. Jason was no idiot. It was clear it was a gesture of goodwill.


​
Jason opened up the screen that only owners of plot flags could see. It was packed with options and information. Already very familiar with it, Jason easily navigated through the screen and gave Cheslov, Roy, and Olivia property rights. Every ascender was allowed one building. Only higher-grade plot flags allowed more.


​
A screen popped up in front of Cheslov, Roy and Olivia, informing them of their new rights. They spent a few minutes navigating through the options. There was much less information on their screens compared to Jason’s, so it was easy for them to understand. The screen available to them showed a long list of buildings. Each building required a slew of materials. They could either be built manually, or be built instantly by the system, for a large fee. Generally, ascenders hired laborers to build their buildings.


​
“Oh, man.” Roy’s eyes nearly popped out from his head. “The guild hall requires so many materials.”


​
Olivia nodded with a frown. “And what is this material? A token?”


​
Jason informed from the side. “A boss token. You need five different tokens to build a guild hall, among other things. And that’s just for a tier one guild hall.”


​
Jason handed Roy the ring full of materials. “Forget about the guild hall for now. Build the cheapest building, a wooden house.”


​
“Got it.” As soon as Roy equipped the inventory ring, the screen changed, informing him he had the required materials. Without batting an eye, he chose to instantly build the wooden house. A hundred gold coins was taken from his inventory ring. A hologram of the wooden house that only Roy could see appeared in front of him.


​
Jason guided him from the side. “Place it where you want. Use your will to control it.”


​
“Okay.” Roy glanced around for a moment before deciding to just place it next to the lake. When he confirmed in his mind, the building was completed in the blink of an eye.


​
A screen appeared in front of Roy, informing him that he acquired a new skill. Roy’s face lit up. “Great! I got a teleport skill to the house. There’s a three-day cooldown, though…”


​
“Higher quality buildings have lower cooldowns, don’t worry.” Jason commented as he walked up to the small wooden house and walked inside. There was only a single room and one window. It could win first place for the worst house in the world. He turned to Roy. “How much furnishing is allowed?”


​
“Uhh, let me check.” Roy inspected his character screen, where the properties tab was. “It says zero out of five.”


​
Jason pointed at the inventory ring on Roy’s finger. “There should be a bed and wooden table in there.”


​
There was so much stuff in the ring that it took a while for Roy to find them. After a moment, he pointed with his finger. A bed and table flashed into existence. Jason gave a nod. “Everyone, inspect them. You’ll understand why this floor is important after you do.”


​
Cheslov, Olivia, and Roy stared at the table and bed. When screens appeared in front of them, their eyes widened in astonishment.
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(Crude) Bed


+1 Health regeneration every 10 seconds.


+1 Stamina regeneration every 10 seconds.









​
Jason laughed inwardly when he saw their expressions. He was the same back then, long ago. The community floors were incredibly important to an ascender’s strength. They would soon become humanity’s second home. Jason added. “These stats affect the property owner no matter their location.”


​
Olivia quickly navigated through the building list and scrolled to the most expensive buildings. Her eyes shone. “You can have hundreds of furniture with this building. Imagine having hundreds of Rare grade furniture. It would be like having another set of gear equipped at the same time!”


​
Cheslov’s voice was hoarse. “Forget Rare grade. What if you had Arcane grade, Heroic grade, or even Unique grade furniture!!”


​
Olivia shook her head. “Do you know how hard that would be to get? I don’t even have a single Heroic grade equipment.”


​
Jason sighed mournfully as he recalled his mansion from the alternate future. His precious, precious mansion. It was gone. Lost. It was filled with Heroic and Unique grade furniture, giving endless effects. He had spent millions of gold, thousands of hours, and sweat and blood to make it one of the best mansions in the world. If Jason had one vice, it would be making others jealous of his belongings. What other way to do that than giving free tours of his mansion? He still recalled the expressions of those newbie ascenders seeing his mansion for the first time. It was the greatest feeling in the world.


​
No matter the cost, he would try his hardest to make another mansion. He sighed again. “One step at a time, guys. One step at a time.”


​
He didn’t know if he was giving out advice or consoling himself.


​
Chapter 27


​
A short while later, four houses stood alongside the lake. All four were identical and were the cheapest the community floors offered. After everybody set up their properties, they gathered together. Roy glanced around and suddenly realized someone was missing. “Where’d Uncle Walter go?”


​
Jason pointed towards the pagoda with his chin. “He had to head back to his guild. He said you can head over anytime you want.”


​
“Ah.” Roy was understanding. “He is a guild master after all.”


​
Jason had already placed Su Long’s inventory back in the old man’s house. They weren’t Jason’s materials to use. With a clap of his hands, Jason said. “Ready to gather some materials?”


​
Cheslov smacked his fist into the palm of his hand. “I’ve been waiting for you to say that.”


​
Jason glanced around at everyone. “We’ve never actually fought together since Cheslov joined. How about we go fight a boss nearby? From this point onward, we should learn how to work together.”


​
Everyone voiced their agreement. After making sure everyone had a stock of potions and food, Jason walked over to the edge of the pillar. He squinted as he glanced down. After finding what he was looking for, he pointed. “There. That forest is called the living woods and is a good source of wood. As our plot flag is quite close, we should be going there pretty often.”


​
Roy turned towards the pagoda. “All right, let’s go!”


​
Jason grabbed Roy’s shoulder and pulled him back. “What are you doing? Let’s fly!”


​
With that, Jason stepped forward and began to fall. With a flash of light, his glider appeared under his feet. Olivia and Cheslov followed after, leaving Roy standing there by himself. His eyes twinkled as he jumped off. “Because of this pillar, we can fly through the entire floor. Awesome!”


​
Jason and company flew side by side. The wind was calm and refreshing as they flew through the air. They passed by another pillar and flew underneath a waterfall. Roy brushed his hand against the water as he passed. Before long, they flew over living woods. They dove down and landed in front of the forest.


​
After putting away their gliders, Jason looked ahead. You weren’t able to see more than twenty feet into the forest due to the thickness of the trees, their gnarled roots crisscrossing over the ground.


​
Jason pulled out his weapons and calmly walked forward. “I’ll lead. Roy and Olivia will be at my flank while Cheslov will watch the rear. Any complaints?”


​
“None.” Everyone fell into position.


​
Jason glanced over at Roy. “How good are your healing skills?”


​
“Uhh.” Roy inspected his information. “Pretty good I guess?”


​
Jason thought briefly before asking. “How much health can you heal before running out of mana?”


​
Roy counted with his fingers and replied. “Around fifteen thousand health if I only use my mana on healing skills. But if I do that, I won’t be able to help fight.”


​
“You’re more of a hybrid, right?” Jason sighed. “It’s a bit awkward because we don’t have a dedicated healer.”


​
By this point, they had already entered the forest. The sunlight barely passed through the canopy. Added to the thick roots covering the ground, it was easy to stumble and lose your footing. During a fight, that could be deadly.


​
“Yeah.” Just as Roy nodded, Jason raised his hand. Everyone stopped and glanced around, prepared for battle.


​
A moment later, a group of humanoid creatures walked around a tree, appearing in front of Jason’s group. They were tall and thin, with bark for skin. There were seven of them.
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Health: 5,000/5,000








​
Just as Jason was about to shout out the sapling’s strengths and weaknesses, he stopped. Considering that he was now at the frontlines of the tower, information was lacking about the monsters here. If he began shouting out their characteristics left and right, it would be suspicious. Not only that, but learning to fight monsters without knowing their skills and traits was a vital skill. It would be better to let Roy and Olivia adapt and grow. He didn’t know much about how Cheslov fought and learned, so now would be the best time to learn more about his new ally.


​
Instead, Jason fulfilled his role and rushed forward, drawing the attention of the saplings. When he got in range, he unleashed a cleave, damaging all seven saplings and causing them to focus on him. They let out sharp shrieks and charged at him. Just as they surrounded him, Olivia teleported to the shadow of the sapling in the back and began to attack rapidly.


​
As Jason defended against the saplings’ attacks, Roy and Cheslov appeared. As the enemy was numerous, Roy plunged his sword into the ground and activated consecration. Golden veins spread along the ground, damaging enemies and healing allies over time. At the same time, Cheslov activated leap and landed in the middle of the enemy. He spun around, using whirlwind. His two greatswords landed on every sapling, dealing over a thousand damage to each.


​
The first wave of attack ended, dealing significant damage to the saplings. In particular, the one Olivia focused on was nearly dead.


​
Enraged, the saplings began to counterattack. They were unintelligent lifeforms, so they wildly thrashed their arms around. As they did, their arms grew longer and thorny. Because they were living trees, they were able to slightly alter their body at will.


​
This caught everyone besides Jason by surprise. The attacks that would normally have been dodged by a simple step back, instead became unavoidable due to the increased length of their arms. Cheslov, Roy, and Olivia were hit. Some thorns got embedded in their skin, causing slight bleeding damage, although it was offset by the healing from consecration.


​
Cheslov snarled in anger at being hit by such a simple attack. He raised both greatswords overhead and slammed them into the ground, activating battle slam. The saplings’ attacks were halted as they staggered.


​
Everyone used this chance to attack wildly. They were able to kill two saplings before they recovered. Just as the saplings were about to attack again, Jason let out a fierce Warcry. All of the saplings were hit by the skill and cowered in fear. The skill would last for three seconds. During that time, all of the saplings were killed.


​
Everyone released a breath. Cheslov, Roy, and Olivia pulled out the thorns in their arms. Concerned, Roy asked. “Is everybody's health okay? I can’t really tell.”


​
Cheslov raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you have the life sense passive skill? It allows you to sense how much health your allies have.”


​
“Er.” Roy rubbed his cheek. “I’ve never had to really heal others before.”


​
Jason berated himself inwardly for forgetting about this particular problem before saying. “Don’t worry, it isn’t that expensive. A simple trip to the thirtieth floor will solve the problem.”


​
“Should I get it now?” Roy asked worriedly. Not being able to tell how much health your allies had as a healer was troublesome. What if you over-healed, wasting precious mana? Or worse, what if they were on the verge of death, but you didn’t know?


​
Jason shook his head. “No, we should be able to handle the boss without it.”


​
Olivia bent over and picked up the loot. It was a type of wood, a fitting drop for a sapling. “I remember that this wood is used as a material for building a higher quality house.”


​
Jason waved his hand. “Don’t worry about distributing it now. We’re a guild, so we’ll sort through it later.”


​
“Ok.” Olivia stored it in her inventory ring.


​
They continued onward, moving deeper into the forest. They encountered more saplings and other types of earth-based creatures. One thing they had in common was that they were all made from wood. As the guild fought as a group, they became familiar with each other’s skills. As Roy and Olivia had top talent, and Cheslov had an immature form of heavenly instinct, they began to show signs of fighting as a team.


​
Less than an hour later, Jason paused and knelt down. He placed his palm against the forest floor and listened. He felt a slight vibration coming from the distance. Grinning, he stood up and said. “The boss is just ahead.”


​
A few moments later, their group hid underneath a large root. Ahead of them was a towering creature. Much like the other creatures in the forest, it was a living tree. Unlike them, however, it was thirty feet tall.




	
(Field Boss) Ent - Level 65





	
Health: 150,000/150,000







Chapter 28


​
The groaning of wood echoed through the forest with every step of the Ent. The Ent weighed at least three thousand pounds, so it was easy to imagine being squashed beneath its feet. Seeing such a massive creature made Roy and Olivia hesitant. They had little experience fighting bosses. On the other hand, Cheslov was already calculating its strength and weaknesses. He had plenty of experience from fighting bosses with his previous guild. He nodded and spoke in a low voice. “Look how slow it moves. It probably has high strength and defense, but low agility. If we stay on the move, we should be able to avoid its attacks.”


​
Jason gave a soft grunt in agreement.


​
Hearing Cheslov’s analysis, Roy and Olivia calmed down. Although they were lacking in experience, they were highly talented and were taught how to approach new monsters by Jason. Roy glanced over the root he was hiding behind. “It’s obviously of the earth element. If it has spells, we’ll probably be attacked from below.”


​
Olivia was scanning the upper half of the Ent. There were plenty of sturdy branches attached to its body that she would be able to maneuver around.


​
After a few moments, Jason spoke up. “Ready?”


​
Seeing everyone nod, Jason leaped over the root and charged forward without hesitation. The Ent just so happened to be walking away from him, so he was safely able to approach without being seen. As he passed in between its legs, he swiped with his weapon. There was a loud clang, and if he hadn’t had a firm grasp of his sword, it would have been knocked out of his hand. A small white mark was left on the Ent’s bark. He didn’t even have to look at the Ent’s health to know he dealt less than 10 damage.


​
Regardless of the disappointing attack, he continued past the Ent. By now, it had noticed his presence and looked down. Instead of using his taunt skill, he slapped his sword against his shield and hollered, trying to make as much noise as possible.


​
The Ent finally realized it was under attack. It pulled back its left arm, bent over, and swiped. Its five fingers, each four feet long, dug long trenches in the ground. Jason calculated and stepped back, aiming for the gap between each finger. As the fingers passed by him, an idea popped into his mind. He knew from personal experience that the Ent’s defense was terrifyingly strong. But, Jason now was different than before. He possessed the most destructive energy he had ever seen. Battle energy. Was it strong enough to break the Ent’s defenses?


​
As soon as the thought entered his mind, he activated Sever. His sword hacked into the finger, encountering great resistance. Only when it cut through a third of the finger did his sword get stuck. Jason was pulled along with his weapon into the air. The Ent roared in pain, giving him the time he needed to free his sword. When he landed on the ground, the Ent was enraged and focused all its attention on the one who wounded it. It swiped again and again, destroying the ground in the process. Jason had to continuously back up so he didn’t fall inside the trenches.


​
Olivia arrived next. She teleported to the Ent’s shadow, arriving at its feet. Like an agile monkey, she climbed up the Ent’s body, jumping from branch to branch with ease. When she reached its neck, she just so happened to spot a groove in the bark. Without hesitation, she used backstab, aiming for that very spot. The Ent froze, its body trembling in pain. To Olivia’s surprise, sap leaked out of the groove. In the next moment, the bark wriggled, the groove disappearing in a flash. Her eyes twinkled when she connected the dots. I found its weak spot.
 Her mission was now clear. She searched for another groove, not forgetting to attack as she moved.


​
Roy closed in. Just as he was about to activate consecration, he paused, realizing that the center of the battle was constantly moving. Consecration would be useless in this fight. It was then that he understood consecration wasn’t as powerful as he thought it was. Maybe his other skills had weaknesses too? If he only found out his weaknesses at a moment of life and death, he could only die with regret. Still, now wasn’t the time to think about this. He sprinted after the Ent, making sure to pay attention to the status of his allies.


​
Contrary to Roy and Olivia’s silent approach, Cheslov roared with laughter, his veins pumping with adrenaline. He charged forward, dragging his two greatswords behind him. His strategy was laughably simple, and yet, terrifyingly effective. With the Ent’s attention on Jason, he cared not for his safety as his muscles bulged up. His greatswords smacked against the Ent’s legs, cutting half an inch in before stopping. Cheslov had one goal: cut this boss’s leg right off.


​
Jason focused on dodging. Whenever the Ent started to focus on his allies, he activated warcry or used sever. The fight was going smoothly. When the Ent’s health dropped to 50%, it started using skills. Spears of wood erupted from the ground, attempting to skewer its enemies. Thankfully, everyone was on guard for something like this, and changed their tactics accordingly.


​
Thanks to Cheslov’s hard work, the Ent’s leg was chopped off, dropping the difficulty of the fight several degrees. When the Ent’s health dropped to 5%, it curled up into a ball. Instead of rushing in for the kill, everyone grew cautious. Bosses usually had a skill that they only used when they were near death.


​
Cheslov’s senses suddenly tingled. He felt that something dangerous was coming and called out. “Dodge!”


​
All of the branches on the Ent shot out. Hundreds upon hundreds of branches grew at an alarming rate. The tips of each branch easily tore the ground apart. Jason and Olivia had the easiest time dodging the attacks, while Roy was struggling. In just a few seconds, his arms and legs were covered in wounds. Jason had already put defense aura on Roy, but it was still at a low level, so the effect was minimal.


​
Jason tried to make his way over to Roy, but the branches were too numerous. He was cut off. Just as he was about to unleash his battle energy and tell Tank to shield Roy, he saw something that triggered memories from the past. As Roy’s situation grew more dire, Cheslov appeared in front of him. With every swing of his greatsword, a branch was cut in half. Shockingly, Cheslov’s eyes were closed. Cheslov’s agility was pathetically low, so there was no way he should have been able to react to the branches, but even so, they continued to fall. It was like the branches were attracted to his greatsword. A strange sight.


​
Jason’s expression abruptly turned grim. He noticed that Cheslov was getting slower with every passing second. The reason was obvious. While the heavenly instinct realm was absurdly powerful, it took a tremendous toll on one’s soul. Not only that, but Cheslov had an immature heavenly instinct. He would only be able to use it for ten seconds at most.


​
Realizing this, battle energy erupted from Jason’s body. All of the branches within five feet of him were instantly shredded into dust. Using battle energy in such a way was incredibly wasteful, so he quickly focused his mind to take direct control. Only the branches that were about to hit him were destroyed.


​
Just as he was about to charge over to Roy, a mournful cry echoed from the Ent. The branches grew stiff. Jason turned, only to see Olivia standing below the Ent’s chest. Her dagger was stabbed into a groove. In the next moment, the Ent collapsed into motes of light. A slew of items dropped to the ground, but Jason paid them no heed.


​
Cheslov’s face was pale and each breath was a struggle. He was utterly exhausted. He tried to fight it, to will his body to stay awake, but it was useless. Just as he was about to fall over, Jason’s hand clasped his shoulder. “You’re fine, you just overused your soul. Take a nap, we’ll watch over you.”


​
Cheslov gave a soft grunt before falling asleep on the spot. Jason carefully laid Cheslov on his back and sighed enviously. “Heavenly instinct is indeed amazing.”


​
Roy healed his wounds and then knelt down next to Jason. With a grateful look at Cheslov, he asked. “Can I heal him?”


​
Jason shook his head. “No, the damage isn’t done to his health. His soul is just exhausted after using heavenly instinct.”


​
“Oh.” Roy’s eyes sparkled. “So that was heavenly instinct? It was like he was able to see the future.”


​
“Hey, Jason!” Olivia ran over, a bright smile spreading across her face. In her hands was a large round shield made from bark. “Look at this.”


​
Jason recognized the shield and was stunned. He was in disbelief. The shield actually dropped?
 He knew what items the Ent dropped and he’d had zero hope of obtaining this shield. Contrary to his expectations, luck seemed to be on his side today. His excitement was palpable as he read the shield’s information.




	
(Celestial) Living Shield of the Forest





	
+500 Health

+500 Stamina

+15 All Stats

+5% All Stats

Hardened Bark Passive Skill: Reduces all damage taken by 5%. In addition, all damage under 10 is negated.

Sticky Sap Passive Skill: When blocking an attack, slow the attack speed of the target by 5% for 10 seconds. Stacks up to 5 times. New stacks refresh duration.

Vitality of the Forest Passive Skill: When attacked, gain +5 health regeneration a second for 30 seconds. Stacks up to 5 times. New stacks refresh duration.


Twisting Roots Passive Skill: When an attack is blocked with your shield, there is a 10% chance of rooting the target for 2 seconds, preventing movement.





Requirements: Level 60








Chapter 29


​
The shield was the strongest item Roy and Olivia had seen to date. It boasted incredible stats as well as four passive skills. Tank let out happy squeaks; she could sense Jason’s excitement. Not only that, she desperately wanted to devour the shield, but understood that it was valuable to Jason, so she reluctantly quieted down.


​
Jason equipped the shield, immediately feeling more powerful. He took a look at his stats.




	
Name: Jason


	
Title: 14th Challenge Completion





	
Age: 28


	
Race: Human





	
Level: 61


	
Stat Points: 0




	
	



	
Health: 2,815/2,815


	
Health Regeneration: 19.95/s





	
Stamina: 2,419/2,419


	
Stamina Regeneration: 17.23/s





	
Battle Energy: 510/510


	
Battle Energy Regeneration: 5/s




	
	



	
Strength: 289


	
Vitality: 265





	
Agility: 235


	
Endurance: 252





	
Tenacity: 96


	
Fortitude: 99





	
Willpower: 32


	






​
No longer were his stats as pitiful as half a year ago. Still, even as he felt that all his hard work was worth it, he was still a shadow of his former self. The thought left him irritated. Baby steps, baby steps.
 As long as he continued to work hard, his diligence would be rewarded. That was one thing he loved about the tower. It always rewarded those who put in effort.


​
Olivia organized the loot from the Ent. As it was a field boss, it generally dropped a lot, but this time it seemed to be at least quadruple the amount of other field bosses. Olivia glanced down at her feet. “There’s a lot of building materials.”


​
Over half of the loot was building materials that were to be used on the community floors. Compared to the other monsters in the forest, the Ent was very generous. The quality was much higher as well.


​
Olivia spotted a sparkling badge and picked it up. Her eyes brightened before tossing the badge over to Jason. “Look, a boss token.”


​
He caught it with a smile. “One down, four to go. We’re on our way to building a guild hall.”


​
Jason glanced at Roy, expecting him to be full of excitement, but contrary to his thoughts, he was silent. Jason asked with concern, “What’s up?”


​
Roy was recalling the battle until he was broken from his thoughts when Jason clasped his shoulder. Roy clenched his hands as he said hesitantly, “I was just thinking about how useless I was. During the fight, I didn’t know what I was supposed to focus on. Healing or damage? Previously I was always fighting up close, but this time I was unsure and stayed in the back doing absolutely nothing.”


​
Jason fell silent as he considered Roy’s feelings. Even in the alternate future, Roy was never really a full healer. His main role was damage, and healing was secondary. Perhaps he was forcing things? Jason shook his head with a smile. “Don’t worry about it. I won’t force you to perform a role you’re not comfortable with. It’s just that your healing spells, while small in number, are very powerful. It would be a waste not to use them.”


​
Roy only felt worse. This was why he had been hesitant about telling Jason. He was endlessly grateful to Jason and wanted to live up to his expectations. Yet here he was complaining, saying he was unfit for the role. Not only was Jason not upset, he sympathized with him. Roy immediately voiced his feelings. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t try. I just need some practice, that’s all.”


​
“All right.” Jason chuckled and gave what little advice he could. “Just focus on dealing damage like before. Healing is secondary. Besides, once you get the life sense passive skill, things will become much easier for you.”


​
Olivia walked over and asked a question. “Are there any other field bosses?”


​
Jason pulled out a copy of the map he sold to the top-tier guilds and handed it to Olivia. “There are plenty. Take a look.”


​
Roy jumped up and hovered over Olivia’s shoulder. Their eyes jumped all over the map, absorbing all its information. When they found the location of a field boss, they looked at each other with twinkling eyes. They were thinking the exact same thing, or at least they thought they were. Roy wanted boss tokens to build a guild hall, while Olivia wanted to fight against strong opponents. “Let’s go!”


​
Jason reminded them of something. “We have to protect Cheslov while he recovers his soul.”


​
“Oh, right.” Roy grew solemn as he remembered Cheslov jumping in front of him like a hero.


​
Less than an hour later, Cheslov woke up with a groan and immediately clutched his head. “Damn, this is the worst headache I’ve ever had.”


​
Roy promptly handed over some water. “Drink up.”


​
After Cheslov devoured the water, Jason asked. “Do you remember what happened?”


​
Cheslov tried to recall the feeling at that moment. “When I saw Roy’s situation, everything just seemed to become connected.”

Olivia raised an eyebrow. “Was it slow motion?”

Cheslov firmly shook his head. “No, nothing of the sort. Um, if I were to describe it, it was like the branches were speaking to me.”             


​
“The branches were speaking to you?” Roy and Olivia couldn’t understand. On the other hand, Jason did. In the alternate future, near the end, Roy had shared everything he knew about the heavenly instinct state. But even though Jason knew everything about it, entering the heavenly instinct state was a different matter entirely. It required enlightenment and couldn’t be sought.


​
While everyone was deep in thought, Jason clapped his hands. “Ready to move on to the next field boss?”


​
Everyone jumped up. “Let’s go!”


​
Jason and company immediately headed to the location of the closest field boss. Unfortunately, another guild was already fighting it. Thankfully, the next field boss was available. It was an iron rock golem. Compared to the one Jason fought on the lower floors, it was a hundred times stronger.


​
Now that Roy was focused on dealing damage, he was much more useful during the fight. After a fierce battle, they were victorious. One of the items the golem dropped was iron nails, much to Roy’s bafflement.

The day passed quickly, and after hunting five field bosses, they teleported back to their newly built homes. The first sound they heard was hammering in the distance. When they gathered outside, Roy was jumping in place. “We finally have five boss tokens. What else do we need to make a guild hall?”

Cheslov pulled up the guild hall’s information and named off the list of materials. With each one, Roy’s enthusiasm dropped.

Jason commented. “It’ll probably take us a month or more to gather the materials.”

Roy shouted in disbelief. “Over a month? That’s too long!”

Olivia spoke up. “Can’t we just purchase them?”

Roy turned to Olivia and gave a thumbs up. “Right! The boss tokens are bound to us, so they can’t be sold, but the other materials can. Good thinking, Olivia!”

Jason rolled his eyes. “Do you know how many people want to build a guild hall right now? The materials in total would cost over a hundred thousand gold. I don’t have that much. Do you?”

“A hundred thousand?” Cheslov and Olivia frowned. They only had a few thousand gold, much less than a hundred thousand.

Roy placed his hands on his hips and laughed heartily. “My parents left me a fortune. A hundred thousand? That’s nothing! Come on, let’s go purchase the materials right away.”

Jason suddenly recalled a memory he had long forgotten about. Roy’s parents were among the first to enter the tower, and they quickly became some of the strongest. Things were very chaotic back then, what with the military and government and all. It was only until several years after the tower arrived that services like exchanging gold to dollars became available. There was a rumor that Roy’s parents had a hand in the creation of the bank. Considering that there was a small service fee, the owners of the bank must be very wealthy. Since Roy’s parents were no longer alive, was Roy now one of the owners? If that was the case, he might be even richer than Su Long!


​
Jason gulped before tossing the idea aside. There was no way that was the case, right? He caught up to Roy and asked. “Do you know where to buy the materials?”


​
Roy froze. “Uhh.”


​
Jason pointed to Su Long’s workshop. “Let’s ask Su Long. He has many contacts and knows the prices of the materials we need.”


​
“Okay.”


​
After a few minutes of convincing Su Long, he finally agreed to help them with purchasing the materials. “Fine, fine, stop asking. I’ll do it, all right? BUT! I won’t give out my contacts. I’ll meet them myself, and don’t bother asking why! Hmm. It’ll cost about a hundred and ten thousand gold.”


​
“Thanks, Su Long.” Roy promptly handed over the gold without a change in his expression. It was like the money was nothing to him.


​
Even Su Long was surprised, though he quickly hid it. “Hmph. I’ll get everything by tomorrow. Don’t worry about a thing. Now scram! Let me get back to work.”


​
Su Long kicked them out via telekinesis.


​
Everyone had had a long day of fighting, so they went home and fell asleep. By morning, they were raring to go. Roy in particular was shaking from excitement. As Su Long promised, he arrived with the materials, as well as a piece of shocking news. “Take a look at this notification.”




	
Tournament of Champions





	
Register at the colosseums on the thirtieth floor to participate in the Tournament of Champions one month from now. Details will be announced on the day of the tournament. There are no requirements to register and the event is a safe activity.








​
Jason frowned. Yet another change. In the alternate future, he had never heard of the Tournament of Champions. Still, he had expected changes like this. Like Roy, Olivia, and Cheslov, he too was moved at the prospect of a tournament.

Chapter 30


​
On top of the pillar, a wondrous sight was unfolding. Thousands of pieces of wood, bricks, stones, nails, and glass flew through the air. It was complete chaos, and yet none of the materials crashed into each other. In one area, a nail stuck two pieces of wood together. In another area, square stones piled on top of each other, forming a wall. Hundreds of materials connected every second.

Jason, Olivia, Roy, and Cheslov stood not far away, mesmerized by the magical event taking place. The foundations were completed in ten seconds. The walls in twenty. The roof in fifteen. In less than a minute, a brand-new guild hall stood in the center of the pillar. As if to celebrate the completion of the building, fireworks exploded above the guild hall. At the same time, a notification appeared in front of everyone. The information contained in the notification was overwhelming. It explained all of the functions of the tier one guild hall.

Besides the symbolic value of having a headquarters, there were numerous benefits. One was that guild members were able to teleport to the guild hall, regardless of their location. The cooldown was also much shorter than the ability provided by the cheapest house. Another important function was the portal room. There, guild members were able to teleport to different floors, for a small fee. With this, guilds were able to travel through the tower much more easily. Besides the many other benefits, the most important one was the guild altar.

The altar provided buffs to every guild member, much like the kingdom-building floor’s statue. Only, the altar provided a much wider variety of buffs. To gain these buffs, a guild needed to gather boss tokens and sacrifice them to the altar.

Roy was the first to push aside the notification. He strode forward, his eyes practically glowing as he read the sign attached to the guild hall above the entrance. Pantheon. That was what he had decided to name the guild.


​
As Roy had funded most of the guild hall’s materials, he was the owner of the building. Immediately, he called up the functions only available to him and invited Jason, Olivia, Cheslov, and Su Long to the guild. Everyone but Su Long accepted in seconds. Only after a minute passed did Su Long appear in the guild member’s list. Roy imagined Su Long sighing as he reluctantly accepted the invitation. In fact, he was spot on.


​
Roy turned around and cheered. “We’ve officially founded our guild!”


​
As Roy was celebrating, Cheslov scrolled through the guild altar’s information. When he found one buff in particular, his face hardened. “We need this strength buff.”


​
Olivia huffed. “I don’t think so. We’re going with agility.”


​
Roy joined in. “I need mana… my skills cost so much.”


​
“We’re going with the XP boost.” Jason stated, his tone firm.


​
Roy found the XP buff and exclaimed. “That’s the most expensive one. Are you sure?”


​
Jason crossed his arms. “We need to catch up to the other guilds.”


​
“But we’re already on the same floor as the top-tier guilds.” Roy responded in confusion. Was the XP buff really that important?


​
Jason raised an eyebrow. “You think that we’re equal to them just because we’re on the same floor? Most of the members of these top-tier guilds have been ascending the tower since the beginning. Do you know how high their skill levels are? Do you know how powerful their gear is?”


​
“No…”


​
Jason continued. “Let’s take your uncle, Walter, for example. Do you know how many pieces of Celestial grade gear he was wearing when we were with him?”


​
“It can’t be that many, right?” Cheslov questioned. Celestial gear was incredibly rare, after all. It was already a miracle that Jason had one.


​
“I spotted six.” Jason gave a heavy sigh. “Not only did he have six pieces of celestial equipment, he had over five unique-grade items. Not taking into account skill levels, his stats are higher than all of us combined.”


​
“That can’t be.” Olivia was shocked. Her father was comparable to Walter in strength. If that was the case, his stats were much higher than she thought. She knew he was strong, but not THAT strong. If he found her now…


​
“Okay, I get it.” Roy clenched his fist while he clasped his biceps. “Let’s get as strong as we can before the tournament. It’s time to hunt some bosses.”


​
The tournament was one month away. Nobody knew what to expect. Was it going to be one versus ones? Group fights? Another type of contest? Was there going to be rewards? Everybody had different thoughts. Regardless, almost every ascender was going to participate. This type of event was a first for the tower. Plus, it was safe. There was no chance that they would die.


​
As everyone was filled with anticipation, their guild spent the next month killing boss after boss. Slowly but surely, they grew stronger. They upgraded their equipment, gained skill levels, and leveled up their guild altar.


​
Su Long was among the few ascenders who didn’t care about the tournament. All of his focus was on perfecting the glyphs. Roy helped by letting Su Long inspect his mana.


​
Finally, the day that everyone was waiting for arrived. The Tournament of Champions. It was being hosted at every kingdom’s capital on the thirtieth floor. As such, the cities were filled to the brim.


​
Four people made their way towards the colosseum. Each of them wore high level gear and radiated an intense aura. As they walked towards the registration booth, ascenders stepped out of their path, afraid of offending the group. They were Jason, Olivia, Roy, and Cheslov. After a month of pushing themselves to their limits, they had completely transformed.

Chapter 31


​
Ten million ascenders gathered on the thirtieth floor in order to participate in the tournament. If not for splitting up between six kingdoms, there might not have been enough space around the colosseum.


​
In front of the colosseum in the Vistar kingdom, Jason, Roy, Olivia, and Cheslov signed up to participate in the tournament. Everyone was filled with anticipation, especially Roy. When he saw all the ascenders equipped in all sorts of gear, his eyes sparkled. Other than his friends, he had never fought against another ascender before. He was really looking forward to seeing where he stood in comparison to others.


​
“Look, up there!” A male ranger with sharp eyes pointed at the sky. Everyone followed his finger and found a large screen with a timer. One minute. Fifty-nine seconds. Fifty-eight.


​
“It’s starting so soon? We don’t even know the rules yet!” a female berserker complained.


​
“Maybe it’s to prevent us from making preparations in order to gain an advantage,” her companion speculated aloud.


​
“It’s a safe event, anyway.”


​
Regardless of everyone’s thoughts, the countdown continued. When it hit ten, the text turned red. Nine. Eight. Seven. Six. Five. Four. Three. Two. One. There was a bright flash of light. In the next moment, the colosseum was devoid of ascenders.


​
Jason found himself alone in a white space. In front of him was a screen, informing him of the details of the tournament.




	
Tournament of Champions





	
There will be four stages of the tournament. After each stage you will be granted points based on your performance. At the end of the tournament, you will be able to spend your points on all sorts of rare and marvelous items.

-Once the tournament starts, your inventory will be locked during stages 1, 2, and 3.

-Time is sped up during the first three stages.







“Ah, I see.” Jason rubbed his chin. It looked like his preparations were for naught. By working with Walter, he gained a tremendous sum of gold. Walter purchased all of the blood vials required for the unknown bloodlines on the market before Jason released them to the public. As a result, he and Walter were now filthy rich. Unfortunately, all of the rare tools and potions he had purchased couldn’t be used in the tournament. Still, the equipment he’d purchased could.

Guilds generally had three tiers of members. The reserve force, the main force, and lastly, the core force. For top tier guilds in particular, the reserve force generally watched over a guild’s territory on previous floors. In other words, they were a guild’s workforce.

The main force and core force were much stronger than the reserve force. Both forces fought on the front lines. The core force was the smallest of the three, but its members were by far the strongest. They focused on hunting bosses.

Because Jason had spent most of his recent gold on equipment for himself, Olivia, and Cheslov, their equipment was about equal to the equipment of the main force of a top-tier guild. Jason had intended to purchase equipment for Roy as well, but Roy had bought his own instead.

A minute after Jason arrived in the white space, another timer appeared. When it hit zero, Jason was once again teleported. This time, he was in someplace very familiar: the colosseum’s arena.

Seeing this, Jason laughed. “And here I thought I wasn’t going to get a good score. The first stage is mine!”

Since a month ago, when the systems of the tower changed, the arena had become significantly harder. No longer could an ascender just hit a monster’s finger, dealing full damage. Now any wound an ascender gained during a fight could hamper their combat power. Thus, anybody who didn’t fully adapt to the changes found themselves faring much worse in the arena.

But that didn’t matter to Jason. He had long been stuck at the peak of the third realm. He had full control over his body and his surroundings. It took him less than a day to fully adapt to the tower’s changes. As for the arena, where others found themselves failing miserably, he easily passed through one challenge after the next.

An hour later, after a long battle, he collapsed to the ground, dead. His doppelganger had killed him yet again. When he revived, he once again found himself in a white space. A notification appeared, informing him to wait until the other participants finished the first stage.

Just when Jason thought he’d have to wait a long time, a massive screen with thousands of names appeared. There were too many to count. Names constantly rose and fell. A flicker of gold caught Jason’s eye. When he focused on it, he found his name. It rose higher and higher, showing no signs of stopping. When it reached the top, its pace slowed to a crawl. Tenth place, ninth place, eighth place…

When it finally stopped, Jason was overcome with surprise. Not at him getting first place, but because of the person just below him.




	
1st - Jason - 1,000

2st - Shenlong - 950

3rd - Dubaku - 900







Though after thinking about it, it wasn’t that surprising. From what Jason knew of Shenlong, the man had been practicing martial arts since he was a toddler. That was over a hundred years ago. Shenlong was ninety-one years old when he entered the tower. He entered alone, with only a spear as his companion. The goblins on the first floor? They were no match for the grandmaster martial artist.

If anything, it was a pleasant surprise. Shenlong was just like him; a monster at the peak of the third realm. Which one would break through first? Regardless of who did, it was to humanity’s benefit.

Meanwhile, while Jason was thinking about Shenlong, Shenlong himself was shocked to the core. “How could this be? There’s someone who has reached the fifteenth challenge? Or perhaps… he beat it? No way.” Shenlong shook his head in disbelief.

Shenlong had been stuck at the barrier to the fourth realm since he was thirty-two. If Jason knew this, he would be speechless. Even without the stimulation of the tower, Shenlong’s monstrous talent allowed him to reach the third realm in just under thirty years. If the tower had arrived in his youth, he might have reached the third realm in just a handful of years.


​
As Shenlong stared at Jason’s name, he felt a long-forgotten emotion bubble forth. It was something he had only felt in his youth. Anticipation towards facing a rival. Shenlong had long since thought that the only reason why he was stuck was because he had no competitors. Only with a strong rival could his blood truly boil. Shenlong laughed aloud at the very thought. “Jason, I’ve been waiting for someone like you. Don’t let me down!”

Chapter 32


​
The tower gave Jason some time to view the rankings before abruptly teleporting him to the next stage. This time he found himself in an unfamiliar forest. Before he could inspect his surroundings, a screen appeared in front of him. The first thing he noticed was that his connection with Tank had weakened drastically—she hadn’t been teleported with him. It looked like the stage wouldn’t allow Tank to accompany him. Unfortunate. Her new ability would have helped tremendously.




	
Tournament of Champions - Stage 2





	
Survive as long as you can.








​
The description of the stage was brief, yet that was all he needed to know. Survive?
 Jason smirked. That was something he prided himself on. Swiping the screen away, he found a thick tree with plenty of branches. Using them as footholds, he climbed to the top to gain a better understanding of his location.


​
The only thing of note, besides being deep in a forest, was a tall mountain piercing the sky. With his superhuman vision, he could just barely see a river on its side. After a brief moment of thought, he checked to see if he could open his inventory. His access was denied. Considering the goal was survival, besides fighting off monsters, he would need food and water. As he didn’t have access to his inventory, he’d need to find some. Luckily, he’d already spotted water.

It was midday, but he wasn’t naive enough to think it would last forever. After jumping down from the tree, he unsheathed his sword and took the celestial grade shield off his back. His plan was simple. Find a safe place to sleep before nightfall. The mountain might just have a cave suited for his needs. With a destination in mind, he began to jog while keeping his senses alert.

A short while later, movement caught Jason’s eye. A brown snake jumped at him from a nearby branch, venom spraying from its mouth. With a step to the left, the venom flew past him harmlessly. At the same time, he casually swung his sword, severing the snake’s head. It fell to the ground before disappearing into particles of light.




	
Venomous Snake - Level 10





	
Health: 0/250








​
Level 10?
 Jason fell into thought. A level ten monster was of no threat to someone at his level. The most likely scenario was that the monsters in this stage would grow stronger over time. Still, it was best to keep his guard up. It was only a guess, nothing more.


​
After several hours, he stood at the foot of the mountain. It loomed overhead like a giant. Next to him was a forty-foot-wide river. On his way here, he had killed over a hundred monsters of varying levels, including some elites. Not one of them posed any threat. The only thing of value they dropped was raw meat. As his inventory was locked and he didn’t have anything to carry it, he had simply left it on the ground.


​
When his stamina regenerated, he began the long trek up the mountain. A howl suddenly came from his left, then his right. In just a few seconds, sound came from all around him. Readying his posture, Jason smirked. “A monster wave, huh? Let’s see how strong you are.”


​
The shrubbery to his side rustled before a wolf charged out. Seeing its level, Jason relaxed and decided to have a little fun. He sheathed his sword and straightened his posture as the wolf pounced. Its jaws snapped shut around his neck, and yet, no blood sprayed out. The teeth couldn’t break through his skin, which was boosted by his stats. Instead, the wolf yelped in pain as a large gash spread across its flank. Jason laughed. “How do you like my damage reflection?”


​
More wolves appeared. One after another they bit into Jason, only to collapse in pain. They attacked over and over with wild abandon. Blood sprayed through the air, dyeing the forest red. It was a strange sight. There, one man stood, laughing, while wounds magically appeared on the monsters.


​
Finally, after several minutes, the last wolf died. A hundred chunks of meat littered the ground. Unfortunately, Jason had yet to feel any hunger, so he could only leave them there. Now that the monster wave was over, he could finally begin climbing up the mountain.


​
As luck would have it, he found a cave at the top of a cliff before nightfall. After confirming that it was clear of monsters, he lay down at the entrance and took a nap. His gut was telling him that it would be a wild night.

Over a week later, the entrance to the cave was filled with blood. If not for most of it falling off the cliff next to the cave, Jason would have been knee deep in it. Compared to his appearance at the start of the stage, he was a sorry sight.

Dried blood covered his body, and bits of his flesh had been torn off, while other parts had been melted by venom. Worst of all was the massive hole in his stomach. If not for his powerful vitality, he would have succumbed to the wound. Normally it would have regenerated by now, but the venom he was currently afflicted with prevented all healing. The powerful venom had come from none other than an elite level eighty-five king cobra.

Jason’s vision faded in and out, and his head felt like it had been smashed by a hammer. Not only was his body in horrible condition, his mind was exhausted. He hadn’t been able to sleep for the past four days, much less eat. The monster waves came endlessly, leaving him no time to rest. He missed Tank. Things would have been much better if she’d been with him.

The cave suddenly trembled. Bits of rock fell from the ceiling, knocking against Jason’s body. He didn’t even feel it. All of his attention was focused on the monster standing at the entrance of the cave. It was without a doubt the strongest monster he had faced in this stage so far. It stood over ten feet tall and weighed over five hundred pounds.




	
(Field Boss) Ogre Warlord - Level 100





	
Health: 350,000/350,000








​
“Really? A field boss? You’re finally taking me seriously, huh?” Jason chuckled as he struggled to his feet, coughing out a mouthful of black blood as he did so. Blood poured from the hole in his stomach without stop. Death was imminent, and yet he had no intention of sitting idly.


​
Under the compulsion of his unbending willpower, he summoned the last of his strength and charged towards the towering Ogre. Just before they made contact, the ogre slammed its giant mace at his head. At the very last moment, Jason sent out a wave of killing intent while activating shield block.


​
The invisible killing intent slammed into the ogre, slowing down the descent of its mace. In that moment of weakness, Jason slammed his shield into the mace. Even with shield block preventing most of the damage, it wasn’t enough. The bones in his shield arm shattered upon contact.


​
Before the ogre fully recovered, Jason let out a hoarse roar while activating burst. He smashed into the ogre, wrapping his arms around the ogre’s waist. With consecutive bursts, Jason pushed the ogre back. By the time it recovered, it was at the cliff’s edge. Sensing its impending doom, the ogre clasped its hands together and smashed them into Jason’s back.


​
His vision went black, and in the next moment, he found himself in the tournament’s waiting room. A notification he wasn’t expecting popped up.




	
Battle Energy required to reach Stage 3: 13,230/1,000,000.

Solo a field boss that is your level or greater: 1/1.








​
Jason burst into laughter. “Serves you right!”


​
Even at death’s door, he had sent the ogre to its death. As a result, he completed one of the conditions to upgrade his battle physique.

Chapter 33

After a few minutes of waiting, the rankings finally showed up.​


 




	
1st - Andy - 1,000

2nd - Shenlong - 950

3rd - Dubaku - 900

4th - Amara - 890

---

24th - Jason - 600








​
Jason was disappointed, but he’d expected as much. His skill levels and equipment were still poor compared to the best of the best. However, the person who ranked first caught him by surprise. Andy had been a good friend of his before he time traveled. He was the champion of Alister. Andy was, well, not a fighter. It was only during the later stages of the tower that he finally took ascending seriously. Thus, it was a surprise that he managed to get first place. If one considered all of the thousands of skills the tower offered, Andy’s was the most versatile. Compared to the other champions, Andy only had a single skill from his god.




	
Reality Shaping





	
Bend reality to your will. Consumes Illusion Energy when creating illusions. Amount consumed is based on the strength of illusion. Maximum strength of illusions is based on the Willpower stat.








​
As long as Andy could imagine it, anything could be created. Dueling him at his peak was annoying, to say the least.


​
Jason glanced at Shenlong’s rank. Second place. An expected result from that monster. The person in third was the same as the first stage. Dubaku?
 Jason had only heard about this man; he’d never met him. Dubaku had died long before Jason reached the front lines of the tower. He was from Sudan, a country in Africa. From the rumors, Dubaku was a crazy battle maniac. One rumor in particular stood out from the rest. Dubaku actually exited the tower to fight the monster waves that the tower released occasionally. Very few ascenders did such a thing, especially the strongest ones.


​
The person in fourth place was someone Jason was very familiar with. Amara. Just thinking about her gave him a headache. She was the champion of Amrita, the goddess of magic. Like Jason, she had a title. It was very intimidating, unlike his.  Amrita, the Blazing Phoenix. Arrogance was ingrained deep in her bones. She deigned to notice very few, yet no one dared to complain. Like Shenlong, she was a bona fide genius. Not in martial arts, but in magic. She was twenty years old, and a natural-born. It took her less than a year to reach the front lines.


​
Jason continued down the rankings, recalling all of the familiar names. There were even a few he was unfamiliar with. A few minutes later, he was teleported to the third stage. Glancing around, he found himself surrounded by ascenders as far as the eye could see. Don’t tell me everyone is gathered here? Is it a free-for-all?



​
The notification that appeared made everything clear.




	
Tournament of Champions - Stage 3





	
Ascend the steps of heaven. Combat between trial takers is forbidden. Doing so will result in disqualification from the tournament.








​
The ground began to tremble. In the distance, a massive staircase rose from the ground. One step after another appeared.  It was impossible to see exactly how wide each step was, but it was at least ten miles. When the trembling stopped, the top of the stairs could no longer be seen.


​
Ascenders dashed towards the first step immediately, trying to complete the stage as fast as possible. When an ascender reached within a hundred feet of the stairs, they were teleported to the first step. A monster flashed into existence in front of them. Several hundred ascenders arrived next, followed by a matching number of monsters.


​
It took several minutes before Jason could reach the stairs. Like the others, a monster spawned in front of him. The monster’s form was blurry. He couldn’t make out any features, besides that it was humanoid.




	
Shade of Heaven - Level 74





	
Health: 1/1








​
Jason glanced at the other shades before coming to an understanding. The monster was based on his level. As it was the first step, and there were clearly hundreds more, the monsters would get progressively harder. The first step was a joke. It was killed without suspense.


​
As soon it was killed, Jason was teleported to the second step. It was a good thing too, because it would have taken several hours just to reach the base of the second step. That’s how big the stairs were.




	
Shade of Heaven - Level 74





	
Health: 5/5








​
Once again, the shade was killed in a single hit. Then again, and again, and again. When Jason reached the tenth step, a notification appeared.




	
You have reached the tenth step of heaven.

Willpower +1








​
He sucked in a breath. Willpower was one of the hardest stats to acquire, as it was related to the soul, the foundation of any living thing. Incredibly, he could gain willpower just by climbing some steps. This was an unexpected benefit.


​
His happiness fell as soon as he stepped towards the shade, who now had a hundred life. Something felt off. Like gravity had increased, and yet not. The change was so imperceptible that if Jason hadn’t reached the third realm, he wouldn’t have noticed it. As he glanced around at the other ascenders, he realized only he had noticed. He frowned. Looks like these steps aren’t as simple as I thought.



​
There was nothing he could do. Shrugging, he continued onward.




	
You have reached the twentieth step of heaven.

Willpower +1










	
You have reached the thirtieth step of heaven.

Willpower +1










	
You have reached the fortieth step of heaven.

Willpower +1










	
You have reached the fiftieth step of heaven.

Willpower +1








​
Only when he reached the fiftieth step did he realize what that feeling was. Mental suppression. It was something one felt when fighting high grade monsters or bosses. It had nothing to do with stats. It was an assault on one’s will. Willpower increased the strength of the soul, yet it had little to no effect when defending against mental suppression. Take a building for example. The willpower stat added more floors. If one had a weak will, the quality of the materials the building was made of would be poor. There would be weaknesses. Defects. Just a slight increase in gravity would topple it.


​
Looking around, he could spot a few ascenders who were sweating profusely with pale faces. It was clear they were under heavy pressure. To Jason, though, it was like a light breeze. It was basically not even there. Jason had fought millions of monsters, participated in multiple wars between ascenders, and watched humanity be destroyed. His will had long been tempered into fine steel. No, something far beyond that.


​
He licked his lips. How far can I go?
 While others were beginning to struggle, he was thinking about how much willpower he could gain. The difference between them was clear.

Chapter 34


​
“Damn, why did it suddenly get so much harder?” An ascender next to Jason collapsed to the ground after killing their shade.


​
A nearby ascender commented in frustration. “It’s just one step higher, but it feels at least fifty percent harder.”


​
There were numerous complaints around Jason. Apparently, the fiftieth step had a much higher increase in difficulty compared to before. He didn’t even notice.


​
Is it just my imagination?
 As Jason continued onward, he noticed the shade of heaven grow clearer. It was no longer as blurry as before. In fact, it even seemed to be bigger than before. Only after several more steps did he confirm his guess. The shade, besides becoming stronger, was transforming. It almost looked like… himself. Jason gasped. Don’t tell me it’s turning into a doppelganger?
 He already knew how hard it was to fight a clone of oneself, thanks to the arena’s fifteenth challenge. If he had to fight a doppelganger while enduring the mental suppression, he’d fare even worse.


​
Not much time passed before he reached the hundredth step. It was then that he felt it. A pressure weighing down on him. It wasn’t physical, and yet it clearly affected his body. But that was secondary. The main effect was that his mind felt slower. Like each thought took more effort. Only after strengthening his resolve did the pressure subside. The ascenders around him weren’t so lucky. A few had collapsed immediately after reaching the hundredth step.


​
Looking back, Jason found that a huge portion of the ascenders had not reached the hundredth step. It looked like over half had been eliminated. It was expected. Almost every ascender was participating in the tournament, but not all went through too many hardships. Experiencing struggle and setbacks strengthened one’s will, or sometimes crushed it.


​
Not only had Jason been affected by the pressure on the hundredth step, his shade had grown clear as well. It wore his equipment and looked identical to him, except it was expressionless.




	
Shade of Heaven - Level 74





	
Health: 5,000/5,000








​
Even so, it was killed easily. The shade might have his appearance and equipment, but it lacked intelligence. It was no more than a simple beast. A notification appeared upon its death.




	
You have reached the hundredth step of heaven.

Willpower +2








​
Oh?
 Jason smiled. Another pleasant surprise. As the difficulty went up, so did the rewards. Feeling more motivated than ever, he continued onwards, slaying shade after shade.


​
Less than an hour later, he reached the two hundredth step. That was when another change occurred. Besides the drastic increase in mental pressure, his shade had grown demonic. It had black pupils and a perpetual smirk. Jason was irritated. The shade was ruining his handsome visage. He quickly killed it before others got a look.

There was one surprise. The shade was no longer a mindless beast. It now possessed the combat techniques of someone at the border of the first realm.




	
You have reached the two hundredth step of heaven.

Willpower +3








​
Of the two million ascenders that reached this step, only five hundred thousand could continue on. The shade had grown strong enough to give them a good fight. To endure the mental suppression and fight a foe your equal? It was an uphill battle.


​
Jason continued onward. Strangely, even though there were fewer ascenders, he was still surrounded by them. Glancing around, he found the reason why. The steps were growing smaller.


​
The pressure continued to increase. It was now far, far beyond a gentle breeze. He felt tired from the depths of his soul. Like he had taken too many sedatives. Each thought was a struggle. The feeling left him frustrated. When he reached the two hundred and fiftieth step, he decided to sit down after killing his shade. Not to give up, or because he had reached his limit; no, it was to strengthen his resolve.


​
He recalled the past. The dwindling population of humanity. The collapsed buildings. Cities on fire. One memory in particular stood out. He had left the tower to help eliminate the monster waves, as they had grown numerous by that point. If monsters weren’t eliminated, they would create dungeons. What he found at the end of one dungeon left him sick to his stomach. Humans. Corpse after corpse. Old, young, male, female, it didn’t matter. They were all there. Bugs crawled underneath their skin, consuming flesh to strengthen themselves. Jason was determined to find the monster responsible. Suffice to say, it didn’t have a pleasant ending.


​
That was just one memory. There were countless others. As he recalled them all, something primal rose from deep within him. It was something he had long taken control of and beaten into submission. Not now. He unleashed his fury. But not randomly. No, it was controlled. Manipulated.


​
When he opened his eyes, he found a shocking sight. A gray aura covered his body, with streaks of red lines flowing through it. It was the combination of battle energy and killing intent. Even though he didn’t intend it, he had successfully combined the two. Battle energy was just that. Energy. It had no will. Only when combined with one’s killing intent would its true power show itself.


​
Something else surprised Jason. The mental pressure he had been facing had dissipated. It had returned back to a gentle breeze.


​
Good.
 Jason clenched his fist. With this, he would have no problems facing the next few hundred steps.


​
Unfortunately, he had drastically underestimated the steps of heaven. When he reached the three hundredth step, his shade had actually reached the third realm. Not only that, but the mental pressure he was facing was far worse than before. He could only use around seventy percent of his strength.


​
In the end, he died on the three hundredth and thirty-second step. He gained a total of seventy-two willpower. Now he was much closer to his goal of two hundred than before. Yet his happiness didn’t end there. The rankings were next.




	
1st - Jason - 1,000

2nd - Cay - 950

3rd - Shenlong- 900


4th - Dubaku - 890


5th - Olivia - 880








Chapter 35


​
Olivia is actually ranked fifth?
 For someone so young to have such a strong will was simply incredible. She was what? Seventeen years old? What did she go through to achieve such a result? It was scary just thinking about it.


​
Shenlong appeared again, which was expected, but Dubaku had been at the top of every stage so far. It was strange to think someone as strong as him didn’t live until the end in the alternate timeline. What exactly had caused his death?


​
And then there was Cay. Jason didn’t want to acknowledge it, but he had to admit that Cay Wolf was a terrifying figure. If he encountered Wolf out in the open, he’d try to kill him if he had the chance. It was best to nip problems in the bud before they grew out of hand.


​
The screen disappeared and was replaced by another.




	
Tournament of Champions - Stage 4





	
One versus one duels. You may only lose three duels.








​
The climax of the tournament arrived via the most ordinary fashion; by pitting ascenders against each other. Only the strongest would remain. It’s fortunate that I can have up to three losses.
 Jason thought he was lucky. What if he encountered Shenlong in his first match? He would lose without a doubt. Not only was Shenlong at the third realm, or perhaps even at the peak, he had superior equipment and skill levels.

It was inevitable. Jason had only entered the tower around half a year ago. Even if he had complete knowledge of the tower and perfect combat techniques, there was more to an ascender’s strength. Items were even more important. Combat techniques like the three realms only mattered when fighting equally equipped opponents. It gave you that extra edge.

Take Roy from before Jason time traveled, for example. Shenlong and Roy had been rivals for decades, but once Roy acquired the divine-grade sword, his strength skyrocketed.

Jason’s vision abruptly blurred. In the next moment, he found himself in the center of the colosseum. Across from him was a young male swordsman. In the air, a countdown appeared. Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one.

Just as Jason was about to charge forward, the youth made a ‘T’ with his hands and shouted. “Stop! Timeout!”

Jason raised an eyebrow, deciding to humor the boy. “What’s wrong?”

The youth leaned forward and asked with a sheepish smile. “Uh, what level are you?”

“74. Why?” Jason didn’t understand what the youth was doing. This was a duel, not an interview.

The youth took a step back and gulped. “7-74…”

The youth promptly raised his head to the sky and called out. “I surrender!”

With victory in hand, Jason was teleported back to the waiting room, absolutely baffled. What he didn’t know was that the youth, upon looking into Jason’s eyes, was terrified. His mind had been assaulted by killing intent so cold, so murderous, that he nearly had a heart attack. Jason was still influenced by his mindset back on the third stage and had yet to return to normal.

The next four duels ended in the same way, leaving Jason thoroughly confused. So confused, in fact, that he started to doubt his handsome appearance. He felt even more certain of his guess when he recalled the evil shade. Perhaps his face had changed when climbing the steps? He touched his head here and there, only to frown when he noticed his charm hadn’t disappeared. It was still perfect as usual. What then was the cause?

By the time the sixth duel started, his mindset had returned to normal, his killing intent evaporating. The opponent before him was unlike the previous five. It was an elderly man garbed in loose robes with his hair tied in a knot. In his hand was a five-foot-long spear. The man who had long since been dubbed the strongest ascender stood before him. Shenlong, the grandmaster.

As the timer counted down, both men sized each other up. Jason was conflicted. He was happy at finally having met another acquaintance, yet sad that he would lose so soon. No, stop thinking that way.
 He realized that his way of thinking was wrong. Even in the face of an insurmountable opponent, he would never give up. After all, wasn’t that what allowed him to kill the field boss not long ago? Wasn’t that the reason why Baal, the final boss of the tower, was defeated? That’s right. Even in the face of absolute defeat, never give up.


​
The countdown neared zero. Jason readied his posture, taking a defensive and reactionary stance. He was able to do so because he had something that annoyed ascenders: a shield.


​
When the countdown hit zero, Shenlong moved. Step, step, step. It was like he was walking along the beach. His stance was practically non-existent, and his movements as casual as could be. This was a trap. Only weaklings would be fooled by it, and Jason was no weakling.


​
Jason’s tension rose as Shenlong came closer. Each step seemed to be in rhythm with the beat of his heart. Thump, thump, thump. It was painful, and yet the pain only seemed to increase. Blood began to drip from his orifices. Wait, something’s wrong. This isn’t normal.
 Someone on Jason’s level shouldn’t be intimidated by the aura Shenlong was emitting, much less be damaged by it. No, this was the result of a skill. Jason widened his eyes in surprise. This is a mental suppression skill! I thought only bosses had this?!
 Jason knew most of Shenlong’s abilities, and this was most definitely not one of them.


​
Jason's voice was laced with shock. “Where did you get a mental suppression skill?”


​
The foot that was about to touch the ground paused. Shenlong froze, even more surprised than Jason. “How do you know about it?”


​
Jason’s mind clapped with thunder. He had only been guessing, and yet Shenlong had just admitted as much. An ascender gaining a mental suppression skill? This was unheard of. Everyone knew only bosses had these skills, as they were ridiculously overpowered. Just imagine it. If your mind was suppressed, you’d only be able to exhibit ninety percent of your strength, and in rare cases less than fifty. If an ascender gained access to a skill of this caliber, they’d gain a massive advantage.


​
Shenlong recalled his foot and stood straight. Seeing that Jason was silent, he arrived at his own answer. “I guess this ability isn’t that rare, so I suppose there’s no harm in telling you. Besides, it’ll be hard to keep it a secret anyways.”


​
Shenlong wore a proud expression as he explained. “While everyone else was climbing the steps on the third stage, I received enlightenment. Not only could the steps refine will, they could also teach how to use a soul to suppress another. I must say, whoever created that staircase is a genius.”


​
“There was such an effect?” Jason was dumbfounded, though he grew calm a moment later. This wasn’t the first time something like this had happened. He was, after all, a normal person compared to people like Roy, Olivia, and Shenlong. They were true geniuses, and as such, could take advantage and grow through things he could not. That was the line that separated them from him. That was the limit of his talent. Some people might be depressed from this, but Jason was not. Didn’t he become equals with those monstrous geniuses in the end?


​
Shenlong continued, ignorant of Jason’s thoughts. “I don’t think I was the only one who received this skill. The people in the top ten should have as well. Otherwise, I can’t imagine how they got as far as they did.”


​
Wait.
 Jason paused. Didn’t he evolve his battle energy by combining it with killing intent? If he directed this at another person, would it be considered a mental suppression skill?

There was only one way to find out.


​
Chapter 36


​
 Chilling, ice-cold murderous intent erupted from Jason, clashing with Shenlong’s skill. The air around them trembled, and dirt from the arena floor rose into the air, their hair whipped about by something intangible. Jason and Shenlong took a step back from the impact, but going any further was admitting defeat. This was a clash of will; there was no retreat. They were battling with the very thing that drove them: Fury towards the tower and its creator, and the dream of reaching the peak of martial arts.


​
The driving force behind Shenlong’s will might seem lacking compared to unbridled fury, but thinking so was a mistake. Only Shenlong himself knew how much he sacrificed. How much time he invested. Year after year. Decade after decade. This was the will of a man who wanted to reach the peak. How much patience was required? How much determination?


​
Visual phenomena appeared from their clash. Red streaks of light flickered in and out of existence on Jason’s side, while pure white streaks flashed on the other. More and more lights appeared as their clash intensified. It seemed to grow without end. Now a low hum echoed throughout the arena, the air beginning to vibrate.


​
What Jason and Shenlong didn’t know was that pitting one’s will against another was incredibly dangerous if something went wrong. After all, if your will was destroyed, what would be left of you? Just an empty shell.


​
Jason and Shenlong glanced around at the strange phenomena. Their instincts told them the same thing: continuing might be fatal. As if by tacit agreement, they both recalled their wills at the same time. The arena fell silent, the dirt dropping to the ground. It was like everything that happened was just an illusion.


​
Jason released a breath. In all his long years in the tower, he never experienced such a thing, or even heard about it. He’d have to consult with Aros to figure out what had happened. For now, it was best to withhold releasing his will until he had a better understanding of the ability.


​
Shenlong stared at Jason, his thoughts churning. He asked calmly. “You definitely aren’t Dubaku or any of the others. I know a lot of people, and I definitely don’t know you. You’re Jason, right?”


​
“That’s right.” Jason didn’t deny it. There was no reason to. Shenlong was no Cay Wolf. He might be intense, but that was just a result of his passion. Shenlong was someone to rely on.


​
Shenlong inspected Jason’s equipment, a frown appearing on his face. “Why is someone at your level wearing such crap equipment?”


​
Jason smiled playfully. “Would you believe me if I said I entered the tower about six months ago?”


​
Shenlong nodded. “I would.”


​
“Oh.” Jason was expecting Shenlong to be surprised, or at least show a bit of emotion. To be honest, he was a bit disappointed.


​
“Are you wondering why I’m not startled?” Shenlong chuckled. “It’s because that’s the only logical reason. I know everyone among the upper and top-tier guilds. I may not like it, but I read the intelligence reports my students create.” Shenlong paused briefly. “Now that I think about it, your name does ring a bell. Aren’t you someone related to Index?”


​
“Correct.”


​
“See, now I’m getting interested in you, young man.” Shenlong eyes blazed with emotion. “Index is quite a mystery. He or she knows things that even top-tier guilds don’t know. Now, he sends you, a young man who has reached the peak of the third realm and is no older than thirty. I just can’t figure it out.”


​
Jason could only smile in silence. Now wasn’t the right time to tell people the truth, even if it was Shenlong. He felt safer now that he was somewhat strong, but he was not yet unbeatable. Cay Wolf in particular always weighed in the back of his mind.


​
Shenlong closed one eye as he rubbed his Fu Manchu mustache. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to capture and torture you.”


​
“Thanks,” Jason joked.


​
Shenlong spun his spear around before pointing it at Jason. “I’m tired of talking. Let’s fight.”


​
Jason readied his posture with a carefree smile. “Please begin.”


​
A thrust. It was such an easy move to counter, and yet, when used by Shenlong it was anything but. It was faster than lightning. So fast that even Jason could barely see the afterimage. The spearhead aimed for the shoulder of his sword arm, the only part of his body that was exposed. It was perfect. If the spear hit its mark, his tendon would be severed and his sword arm disabled. Only because the rules of the tower had changed was a method like this effective.


​
And yet, even as the spear honed in, it missed by less than an inch. This was no accident. Jason could not see the spear, but he could see Shenlong’s body. By watching Shenlong’s shoulder and anticipating what action he would take, Jason could move before the spear did. Only in this way did he avoid the attack.


​
Shenlong continued his offensive, the air rippling with every thrust. Each attack missed Jason’s body by the narrowest margin. If he made one mistake, it would be over. It might seem like they were equal, but if things continued at this rate, it would be a battle of attrition. In the end, Jason was the one reacting. He would be the first to fall. Realizing this, Jason decided to go all out.


​
A glyph on the front of Jason’s shield suddenly lit up. A blinding flash of light erupted, blinding Shenlong. Not wanting to waste this chance, Jason charged forward with burst. With one step he closed the distance, his sword cutting across Shenlong’s chest. Chop was absurdly powerful, and should be enough to end the match.


​
Unfortunately, Shenlong might be blinded, but he wasn’t clueless. He retreated as soon as he was blinded, only allowing a shallow cut across his chest. Jason clicked his tongue as he continued his assault before the blindness wore off. In the end, Shenlong only received superficial wounds. It wouldn’t affect his combat power at all.


​
The two men paused as they inspected each other. Shenlong’s eyes narrowed when he found numerous glyphs on Jason’s equipment. Instead of being frustrated at being caught unaware, he laughed. “So that old fart finally finished his research, huh? Good! It’s amazing as expected.”


​
“It was just in time for the tournament as well.” Jason commented. “Some people might choose powerful spells, but I prefer little effects like this. It has more of an impact during a fight.”


​
“And indeed you’re right.” Shenlong paused before releasing a sigh. “I didn’t want to bully you considering your equipment, but you leave me no choice.”


​
Shenlong’s body flashed with light. In the next moment, his robes disappeared, replaced with powerful equipment. There were eight pieces of celestial gear, and each ring, necklace, and earring was unique grade. But that wasn’t all. In his hands was a blood-red spear. It was a blood oath item, just like the item that created Tank. Shenlong now emitted a pressure no weaker than a field boss. Indeed, with his current equipment, he could solo a field boss of the same level in a head on fight. He didn’t need to use tricks like Jason did with the ogre.


​
“Here I come.” Shenlong’s body disappeared, followed by a sonic boom.

​
Before Jason could even react, it was over.

Chapter 37


​
Some say that speed is everything in a fight. Just imagine trying to win against an opponent that moves twice as fast as you. By the time you block the first attack, the second attack would have already struck. Worse, Shenlong was even faster. That’s why Jason wasn’t irritated at the loss. Equipment was just too important, and even though he spent most of his money to upgrade his, nobody sold celestial grade equipment on the market. Only if you had friends in high places could you get the chance.


​
The matches continued. Jason won one match after another without suspense. Thankfully he didn’t encounter anybody from a top-tier guild’s core force, otherwise it would have been a tough fight. They were the only people left in the tower who were stronger than him.

Millions of duels happened simultaneously. Only the mystical powers of the tower could accomplish such a feat. No human could schedule duels for ten million people.

There was a change after several hours of fighting. While Jason was waiting for his next match, a notification appeared.




	
Tournament of Champions - Stage 4





	
Henceforth, only ten duels will occur at a time.

10,000 remain. Who will be the champion?







Jason was promptly teleported, appearing in the stands of the colosseum. All around him were ascenders. Ten thousand of them stood in the stands, giving each other wary looks. The atmosphere was full of fighting intent. A short moment later, a familiar voice came from Jason’s side.

“Hey!” Walter made his way over, the crowd parting upon seeing one of the most famous ascenders. “I see you’ve made it to the end.”

Jason gave Walter a firm handshake with a humble response. “Just barely.”

“Hahaha, you sure know how to joke.” Walter had seen Jason’s rankings and was stunned; he didn’t expect the young man to be so strong. He himself only placed within the top ten twice. Walter glanced around. “All that’s left are the strongest humans on the planet. This is the first time we’ve gathered together. Now that I look at it, it’s quite a force!”

“If we worked together, taking over the world would be a piece of cake,” Jason joked.

Walter gave Jason a glance. “Sorry, not interested!”

“Me neither. It would be too much work.” Jason quipped.

“That’s for sure.”

Before long, twenty ascenders were teleported into the arena. A massive notification appeared above, showing their names. One match caught Jason’s eye.




	
Andy vs Wendy







Wendy was a frail-looking girl dressed in glowing robes. Vein-like markings were carved into her staff, pulsing with power. Her opponent left the crowd gasping in astonishment. Andy was nearly ten feet tall, his body covered in massive muscles. With a roar, he grabbed his chestplate and ripped the metal apart. Wind blasted through the arena, kicking up Wendy’s hair even though she stood thirty feet away. That was how powerful his roar was.

“Who is this guy?” Walter was bewildered. “This must be the Andy who ranked first during the second stage. But it’s strange, how come I’ve never heard of him?” Jason rubbed his chin with a playful smile. He knew who Andy was, and was happy to see that the guy never changed.

Everyone in the stands could feel the might from Andy’s body. It was clear that a single punch could cause their bodies to explode. Wendy’s frail body stood no chance. She struggled to stand, her face paling. “I… I surrender!”

Andy let loose another roar, his fists beating against his chest. Each impact caused a massive boom. Jason chuckled when seeing this. This guy, he sure knows how to put on a show.


The next few matches were close fights. Almost everyone remaining were members of a top-tier guild. Their gear wasn’t lacking, much less their combat techniques. The weakest among them had reached the first realm.

After an hour, two famous participants appeared in the arena. Peter versus Amara. Walter frowned upon seeing the matchup. “Damn, what poor luck.”

Jason raised an eyebrow. “You don’t think he can win?”

Walter sighed with a shake of his head. “That little girl has been challenging me every week ever since my guild has grown in strength these past few months. I’ve beaten her every time, but she’s quickly closing the gap. She has the most potential out of everyone I’ve seen.”

“Peter isn’t weak either.” Jason frowned, a little unhappy that Walter was underestimating his best friend.

Walter agreed. “I know that. I hate to admit it, but she’s stronger.”

“Isn’t she only twenty?” Jason still disagreed with Walter. “She may be a natural-born, but she’s too young.”

“Just watch.” Walter sighed and said no more.

Amara was a young woman from India, and had only been in the tower for a little over a year. Besides the tattoo of a red phoenix between her eyebrows, most distinctive were her glowing red hair and eyes.

Peter’s hand lightly grasped his katana. His gaze was firm as he sized up his opponent. Everyone in the crowd knew who Peter was. Skyfall could compete for the title of the best top-tier guild, and he was the second most powerful member in it. And yet, Amara didn’t even spare him a glance. She was holding a handheld mirror and inspecting her appearance.

When the timer hit zero, she reluctantly put away her mirror and glanced at her opponent for the first time. Peter charged forward with lightning speed. As a magic swordsman, he used magic to enhance himself. By the time he was halfway to Amara, he had already used numerous buffs.

Amara raised her chin, looking down upon Peter with arrogance. “You just barely qualify.”

Three firebolts blinked into existence behind her. They were the size of a spear and packed the punch of TNT.

The audience exploded. “Triple casting? How can that be?!”

“How young is she? She can already triple cast?” The mages all over the colosseum had mixed emotions. Some were furious, others envious.

“What a genius!” Jason was stupefied. It took him many years to reach the front lines before he time traveled, and as such knew the top ascenders only through rumors. He knew Amara was strong, but how strong could she be after only being in the tower for a year? Only now did he realize he vastly underestimated her.

Combat techniques were different for mages. The mark of a mage’s combat power depended on how many spells they could cast at a time. It was easier said than done. Multicasting required splitting one’s mind, and the slightest mistake would cause the spell to fail. As such, the difficulty rose the more spells one cast.

Walter was calm. “That’s not all.”

Down in the arena, Peter too was surprised, but he didn’t let it affect him. He continued forward without sparing the firebolts a glance. With a swing of his weapon, a wall of wind rose in front of him, blocking all three of the firebolts. He arrived in front of Amara without injury. “That’s too bad. If you staggered the firebolts, it would have slowed me down. But now, it’s over.”


​
“You’re right. It is over.” Amara gave Peter a look of disdain, not even sparing a glance at the katana whistling towards her neck.


​
All of a sudden, Peter felt danger. His instincts screamed at him to dodge. He looked down at his feet, finding himself stepping onto a small magic circle. It activated as soon as he made contact with it.


​
A pillar of blue fire encompassed Peter, his body disappearing within. With his stats and equipment, it wasn’t enough to kill him, but the magic circle lasted five seconds, and he knew it. Forcing down the pain, Peter charged out, only to run into an ice wall that abruptly appeared. There was no time to waste destroying it, so he jumped up, planning to vault over it. Unfortunately, another ice pillar appeared, blocking his path. Again and again, his path was blocked.


​
By the time he finally escaped, he was at death’s door. His body was unsightly, his skin long since charred black.


​
Amara approached him, giving him a mocking look. “You shouldn’t have underestimated me.”


​
“You’re right.” Peter chuckled hoarsely as he admitted his mistake. “I didn’t expect you to be able to quadruple cast, so I didn’t bother looking at my feet. I also should have just destroyed the first ice wall instead of finding another way out. If I did that, things would have been different.”


​
“Your combat experience is lacking.” Amara commented calmly.


​
Peter’s face twitched at remark. Here he was, almost thirty, and yet a twenty-year-old girl who’d only been in the tower for a year was saying he lacked experience? His pride was hurt, and yet he couldn’t say a word.


​
After a moment of silence, he sighed. “I surrender.”




	
Victor: Amara







Chapter 38


​
The Tournament of Champions was something all professional ascenders dreamed of. Now that they had the chance to observe fights between top ascenders, they were able to learn about many new skills and combat techniques.


​
Famous ascenders battled one after the other. Truce, a famed ranger from the Pathfinder guild. Poyle, a fist-based fighter from Legion. Lily, a mage who could summon from Rose. Ebba, a necromancer with no guild. There were too many to count. While observing the duels, Jason realized he still had a long way to go before he became the strongest ascender. He underestimated humanity. Geniuses were numerous in the tower.


​
Another match began, immediately catching his attention. Shenlong vs Cay. Jason had a bad feeling. Walter had informed him not long ago that Cay tried to assassinate Shenlong and failed. Was fate toying with them?


​
Cay stood across from Shenlong, his gear lacking only by a few notches. Compared to before, Shenlong was already in his peak state. Seeing the assassin before him left Shenlong with a strange feeling. After the assassination attempt, he searched the whole tower for Cay, but was never able to find him. Now the man suddenly appeared before him. Unfortunately, killing him here would do no good. He’d just revive.


​
Nobody could make out Cay’s face. It was blocked by a mask in the shape of a red oni, a Japanese ogre. Shenlong shot forward like a bullet when the timer hit zero. In response, Cay pulled out a black dagger and pointed it at Shenlong before sliding it across his own throat. Blood poured out like a waterfall. The sight left the audience gasping.

Shenlong frowned. “Won’t let me see your face?”


​
Cay didn’t say anything in response as his body dispersed into light. The entire time his eyes never left Shenlong. It was eerie. Olivia, Roy, and Cheslov appeared not long after, winning their matches after a fierce fight.

A while later, Jason found himself teleported into the arena. Across from him was Andy. Almost immediately Andy roared and destroyed his chestplate before banging on his chest. Jason chuckled, not intimidated in the slightest. “Andy, let’s fight to the death, yeah?”

Andy froze, gazing at his opponent and finding not a shred of fear. Bewildered, he glanced up and read the name of his opponent. He gasped in horror. He was fighting someone who had twice placed first, what terrible luck. Refusing to believe that Jason wasn’t scared, he charged forward when the countdown reached zero. Shockingly, his speed was multiple times faster than Shenlong’s. Shenlong himself was speechless, as was the audience.

In a split-second Andy towered over Jason, his massive fist barreling towards Jason’s head. The wind battered Jason’s hair from the force of Andy’s fist. Jason’s head would explode without a doubt. Jason raised his shield in defense, but the audience thought even that was futile. Andy looked invincible.

When Andy’s fist struck the shield, while everyone was expecting a massive boom, there was only a soft thud. The difference between their imaginations and reality caused the crowd to fall silent.

Jason didn’t let this chance go. He sent out chop, cleaving Andy’s body in half. Unexpectedly, Andy’s body faded like a mirage. Only Jason was left in the arena, but there was no victory message.

“Why was there no blood?” The audience was bewildered.

“Why isn’t the match ending? What’s going on?”

Jason smiled as he glanced around the arena. “Andy, how long can you hide? All invisibility skills have a duration.”

“What?!” A terrified voice came from Jason’s left. “How did you know?”

Nobody could compete with Andy when it came to illusions. With a single thought, he could make himself invisible. Doing so caused his illusion energy to drop over time, so it couldn’t last forever. As far as Andy knew, nobody should know about him. He tried his best to keep it that way, and yet Jason seemed to know his abilities. The thought horrified him.


​
A Caucasian male flickered into existence not far from Jason. Jason chuckled when seeing this. He’s still hiding his true form, hah, I didn’t realize he was so cowardly in the past.
 Looks like the rumors were true.



​
“Hmph.” Andy pointed at Jason. “See if you can handle my ultimate attack. Nobody has lived to tell the tale!”


​
Over ten ascenders appeared around Jason. Astonishingly, all of them were beautiful women dressed in bikinis. They were like airbrushed magazine models come to life. The women walked up to Jason, swinging their hips. One of them clasped her arm around Jason’s shoulder. “Oh, gorgeous, want to play with me?”


​
Another grabbed Jason’s hand. “He looked at me first! He’s mine!” The women surrounded Jason, touching him all over the place. The audience was in disbelief. What exactly were they watching? Was this really a fight between top ascenders?


​
Contrary to Andy’s expectations, Jason happily interacted with the women.  He gave Andy a grateful nod. “Thanks, it’s been a while since I had some fun. Could you put on some music or something?”


​
Andy staggered backwards. “You, you pervert!”


​
Jason rolled his eyes. Wasn’t Andy the real pervert? To sustain the illusions, he had to continuously picture them in his mind. Andy was the one imagining the women touch him. Wasn’t that much worse?


​
The audience was unable to keep up with the situation. First, they thought Jason would explode in a single punch, then ten hot women appeared. Now there might be some lovey-dovey time? It was incomprehensible.


​
Jason’s communication necklace vibrated. When he answered, he felt a terrifying wave of killing intent. “If you continue, I’ll stop talking to you.”



​
It was Olivia.


​
Jason laughed. “I was just going to have some fu-”
 She hung up.


​
Jason glanced up at the crowd and found them staring at him with strange looks. He coughed awkwardly. She’s right. My perfect image will be ruined if I continue.
 Maintaining a good reputation was important to him, so he stopped playing around. Battle energy in the shape of needles tore through the illusions. The needles spread out, trying to find the invisible Andy.


​
Not even a few moments later, a scream of pain rang out, followed by a shout. “I surrender!”


​
Nobody was able to see Andy’s true appearance in the end, though when Jason was teleported back to the stands, everyone gave him a wide berth. Jason scratched his cheek. Well crap.



​
In contrast to everyone else, Walter gave Jason a thumbs up. “How I envy the young.”


​
Much to everyone’s delight, the matches returned to normal after that.

Chapter 39


​
No single country dominated the others in regards to guilds. Famous guilds came from all over. China, the U.S., Russia, India. The list went on. There were over twenty top tier guilds, and all of the strongest ascenders were in them. It was rare for a top ascender to run solo. The necromancer, Ebba, was one of the exceptions.


​
In terms of guild strength, the countries in Africa were the weakest. There was too much infighting between them in the beginning, which caused them to fall behind the other regions. Despite this, nobody would dare underestimate Africa. It was all thanks to two ascenders who rose up over the years, shocking all with their prowess. Dubaku and Eboni. Not only did they rank among the top ten during the tournament of champions stages, they were also guildless. Nowhere else in the world did this happen.


​
Ten duels occurred at a time, and yet thousands of eyes were glued to one stage in particular. A thin man dressed in tight-fitting leather stood on one side. His hair was short and shaved on the sides. By any standard, he was quite handsome. The problem was his personality. He was a coward. He shivered in fear as soon as he was teleported.


​
“Haha!” A muscular woman with long dreadlocks slammed her metal gauntlets together. “Dubaku! You ran from my challenge last time, but you can’t run today. We’ll finally get to fight!”


​
Eboni had tried fighting Dubaku many times over the years, but the man would flee in fright whenever he encountered her. Eboni thought he was Africa’s shame. Today she would show the world that Africa didn’t need two stars. She alone would be enough.


​
Dubaku stuttered when he felt Eboni’s fighting aura. “W-wait, can’t we find some other way to fight?”


​
The countdown hit zero. Eboni kicked off the ground as she shot forward like a rocket. Her strength was so high that she left a two-foot-wide hole in the ground with every step. Her gauntlets weighed hundreds of pounds, and yet she swung them around like nothing. If one punch connected, Dubaku would be fatally injured. And yet, no matter how hard she tried to hit him, she always missed.


​
“Gaah!” She shrieked in irritation. “Stop dodging like a coward!”


​
Dubaku retreated without a fight. Actually, it was more like stumbling. It was amazing that he was able to dodge such fast attacks. It always looked like he was about to be hit, and yet at the last moment he dodged. The first time was a coincidence, but what about the second, third, and fourth time?


​
The audience was baffled. This was Dubaku? The man famed as one of the top ten ascenders? Who gave him such a title? He was clearly a joke!


​
Jason didn’t have such negative thoughts, but he was beginning to doubt the stories he’d heard about Dubaku. Walter noticed his confusion and chuckled. “Strange fella, isn’t he?”


​
Jason nodded. “He’s a genius at evasion. It doesn’t look like it, but Eboni has really high agility and strength.”


​
“Ahhh!” Eboni stopped attacking and pulled her hair in frustration. “Damn you piss me off, Dubaku.”


​
Dubaku wiped the sweat from his forehead. “S-sorry.”


​
Eboni glanced around the audience, hesitating. She was considering something very important. In the end, she made her decision. With a wry smile, she shouted at the audience. “Everyone, listen up, especially you, Shenlong. From today on, everyone will witness my strength. I will be the strongest, so watch carefully.”


​
 On one side of the audience, Amara shook her head when she heard Eboni’s declaration. “She’s so arrogant.”


​
“So are you…” The ascenders next to Amara whispered.


​
“Huh? Did you say something?” She turned towards them with a nasty glare.


​
The ascenders whistled while staring at the sky. “No, no, we didn’t say anything.”


​
In another area, Jason turned to Walter. “Is she stronger than Shenlong?”


​
Walter frowned while rubbing his chin. “Not even close. Perhaps she acquired a strong skill?”


​
“Hmm.” Jason turned back to the arena, only to widen his eyes in disbelief. What skill is that?!
 For the first time since returning to the past, something outside of Jason’s wildest imagination was occurring.


​
Eboni growled as fur sprouted from her skin. Her limbs grew longer, her nails sharper. Most striking was her cat-like eyes. Her transformation only took a second. What was once a human was now a truck-sized tigress. Dubaku immediately turned and fled, but he was too slow. Eboni was now as fast as Shenlong. Blood blossomed in the air as Dubaku collapsed to the ground, five deep gashes appearing across his back.


​
Eboni inspected the crowd, clearly swelling with pride when she saw their expressions of disbelief.


​
Jason clasped his mouth, unsure of what to think. How did she get this skill? Where? Why? Is this because the tower changed? It has to be.
 The transformation skill she showed off was powerful. How many other skills were there? The threat of the unknown made it impossible for Jason to calm down.


​
“Look, Dubaku is getting up.” An ascender pointed.


​
“Why bother? He’s lost for sure.”


​
Dubaku struggled to his feet. He was hunched over, so nobody could see his face. Eboni glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. Her voice was deep. “A futile struggle.”


​
Dubaku swiped his hand, an item appearing within. It was a white rectangular device with headphones. He slowly put the headphones on as he raised his head. His eyes were full of fear. “I-I really didn’t want to do this. I really don’t like this feeling.”


​
“Hahaha!” Eboni found Dubaku’s actions amusing. “You think listening to some music is going to change anything?”


​
Dubaku closed his eyes. When his thumb pressed play, something changed. Only a few ascenders noticed it, and Jason was one of them. He was horrified by what he witnessed. The fourth realm! A complete one!!



​
The world seemed to wrap around Dubaku, like they were fusing into one. As Eboni was the closest to him, she felt the change even more fiercely. Unfortunately, she didn’t know about the fourth realm, so she didn’t understand what she was feeling. Instead she was enraged that Dubaku actually dared to close his eyes. She growled. “You’re dead!”


​
A sonic boom rang out as Eboni disappeared, only to appear in front of Dubaku, her claws threatening to shred him in half.  Contrary to everyone's expectations, that’s not what happened. At some unknown moment, two daggers had embedded themselves in Eboni’s eyes, causing her to scream in pain. Even though she was blind, her battle instincts took control. By using her enhanced senses, she continued to attack Dubaku.


​
While she couldn’t see Dubaku, the audience could. They were floored by what they saw. Dubaku was dodging by the thinnest margins, all while his eyes were closed. This battle had destroyed everything they knew about the tower.


​
Dubaku drew a dagger from his waist as he suddenly charged forward. He weaved in between Eboni’s claws while sliding his dagger across her body. In mere moments she collapsed to the ground and dispersed into light.


​
It only took a second from Dubaku’s attack until Eboni was killed.


​
When Dubaku appeared in the stands, he slowly took off the headphones. Everybody nearby had powerful hearing, and they were bewildered by what they heard. Dubaku was actually listening to dubstep. They all had the same thought.

Since when did dubstep grant superpowers?!

Chapter 40


​
Roy and Olivia just so happened to be teleported next to each other when the fourth stage began. Compared to the other ascenders, they were very inexperienced. Each fight was a learning experience for them and was very beneficial towards their growth. They realized what being the ‘best’ really meant.


​
Olivia won her first match thanks to being at the peak of the first realm, but she lost her next two matches due to lacking techniques. As she had lost one match before this, she was disqualified from further participation. Thankfully she could still spectate.


​
Roy had a much harder time, and if not for breaking through to the first realm during his fight, he would have lost. Unfortunately, he lost his next match, leaving him with only one chance left. Alas, it seemed like fate decided he would lose today. His next match was against the blazing phoenix, Amara.


​
Amara appeared wearing her usual arrogant look, but when she saw Roy, she blinked. His golden hair and eyes, his confident expression. She had been too lazy to watch other matches besides Shenlong’s, so this was the first time she saw him. And she was happy she did. He was her perfect type. However, when she used her inspect skill and saw his stats, she couldn’t help but be disappointed. Roy was just too weak. Her boyfriend had to at least be as strong as her. She clicked her tongue. “Such a shame.”


​
Roy gave her a thumbs up. “Let’s enjoy the fight.”


​
“Yeah, yeah.” Amara waved her hand dismissively, no longer interested.


​
When the timer hit zero, Roy used all his strength to charge forward, but in Amara’s eyes, he was just too slow. She summoned four massive fireballs, each five feet wide, and tossed them forward. Roy was engulfed in flames, and yet there was no scream. In the next moment, he dashed out of the fire, a golden bubble protecting his body.


​
“Oh?” Amara raised an eyebrow, regaining some interest. “Take this!”


​
Two fire whips appeared in her hands, the air trembling from the intense heat. She battered Roy with attacks as he approached, but nothing she did could break the skill. Alas, such a powerful skill only lasted a few seconds. When Roy was still ten feet away, the shield evaporated.


​
“I doubt you have another protection skill. It’s over!” Amara cracked her whip.


​
Just as it was about to wrap around Roy’s neck, the transparent head of a dragon rose in the air behind Roy’s back and let out a deep roar. The fire whips disappeared in the blink of an eye. Amara received a notification she had never seen before.




	
You have been silenced for 10 seconds. No skills can be used during this time.








​
“Huh?” Amara tilted her head in confusion as she watched Roy’s sword pierce through her heart.


​
After several more attacks, she fell to the ground, dead. Just like that the fight was over. Amara, the genius just over twenty years old, had lost.


​
Roy was teleported back to the stands. Before Olivia could congratulate him, a shout came from afar. “ROY! Where are you?!”


​
Olivia gave him a wink. “She’s not happy.”


​
Roy rubbed his cheek with a wry smile. “Should I hide?”


​
Amara ran through the stands and locked onto Roy after a short moment. She stormed up to him and grabbed him by the collar. “You! What is that skill? Ten seconds of silence?! Where did you get such a broken ability?”


​
Amara felt she was justified in her fury. A skill like that was absolutely fatal to a mage like her. If others could get it, her career was as good as over.


​
“Relax.” Roy raised his hands helplessly. “I’m pretty sure nobody else has this skill.”


​
Amara breathed a sigh of relief. She raised her chin. “You think you’re stronger than me because you beat me, huh?”


​
“No way, I just got lucky.” Roy remarked. He wasn’t lying. The skill had harsh requirements. It required him to get within ten feet and sacrifice ninety percent of his mana. Using it practically left him useless. If Amara didn’t let him reach within ten feet, he would lose a hundred percent of the time.


​
Amara nodded. “Well, at least you know that much.”


​
She gave Roy another glance before storming off. Roy and Olivia gave each other a look and shook their heads.


​
The tournament continued. Fewer and fewer ascenders remained, until finally, it was over. After an entire day of matches, the rankings were out.


​
Jason placed a hundred and fifty-fourth, gaining four hundred points.


​
Roy placed five thousand four hundred and ten, gaining a hundred and fifty points.


​
Olivia placed three thousand and two, gaining two hundred points.


​
Cheslov placed one thousand nine hundred and sixty fourth, gaining three hundred points.


​
In the end, Jason thought he performed quite well. He’d achieved first place twice out of ten million ascenders. After only being in the tower for a little over six months, such results would leave one speechless.


​
As for points, he gained a clean three thousand. If there was a ranking for points, he would definitely place within the top ten.


​
When the duels ended, Jason was teleported back to the white space. A large menu appeared in front of him with the word ‘rewards shop’ at the top. Jason grinned. Reward time, huh. Let’s see what you got for me.



​
Thousands of items filled the shop. The rarer it was, the higher the cost. Countless items that could only be encountered through luck were listed. Jason couldn’t help but shake his head in disbelief. This is crazy.





	
Strength Elixir - 500





	
Permanently increase strength by 50.










	
Agility Elixir - 500





	
Permanently increase agility by 50.










	
Willpower Elixir - 500





	
Permanently increase willpower by 50.










	
Experience Elixir - 1,000





	
Permanently increase XP gain by 5%.








​
An elixir for every stat was sold at the shop. Even all of the rare stats that Jason had yet to acquire were there. And this was only the tip of the iceberg. There were even rarer items.




	
Blood Oath (Weapon Type) - 2,000










	
Blood Oath (Armor Type) - 2,000










	
Blood Oath (Companion Type) - 2,000








​
No wonder.
 Jason gained a new understanding of blood oath items. Apparently they were split into three types, and he’d acquired the companion type blood oath. Shenlong’s spear obviously came from a weapon type blood oath.


​
There were even all sorts of rare skills that could drastically improve his strength, but what really drew his eye was a small crystal.




	
Evolution Crystal - 3,000





	
Evolve a skill.








​
Evolving a skill could make a mediocre skill into a broken skill. One could just imagine what would happen if used on a rare and powerful skill. It might just transform an ascender’s strength completely. Jason had only encountered this crystal a single time in his life. The skill he had used it on was troll regeneration. Instead of regenerating his health by a flat amount, it changed to a percentage. At his peak, he had been able to regenerate five percent of his health a second from that skill alone. With the evolved skill, he was able to tank a field boss for hours. This was one of the reasons why his title had been cockroach.


​
Jason continued to browse through the shop, oohing and aahing. In the end, he decided to go with the evolution crystal to upgrade troll regeneration. The only drawback of an evolution crystal was that it reset the skill level of the skill. The sooner he upgraded it, the better. That’s why he opted to ignore the blood oath items.


​
Just as he was about to purchase it, Aros’s voice rang in his mind. “Stop!”



​
Jason’s finger froze. “Senior?”



​
“You blithering idiot. Get the soul awakening tea.”
 Aros demanded.


​
Jason scrolled up to the tea and frowned. “Are you sure? That’s almost all the points I have.”





	
Soul Awakening Tea - 2,500





	
Forcibly awakens the soul. Results vary.








​
To be honest, Jason didn’t really know what awakening a soul entailed, which was why he’d ignored it. However, Aros’ next words caused his mind to clap with thunder.


​
“Of course I’m sure, you ignorant buffoon!”
 Aros was on the verge of yelling. “Haven’t you always been wanting to reach that thing you call the fourth realm, the heavenly instinct or whatever? That’s soul awakening!
”


​
“What?!”
 Jason couldn’t believe what he just heard. The fourth realm, the realm he had long since wanted to attain could be reached just by drinking some tea? If Aros wasn’t the one saying so, he wouldn’t have believed it.


​
He purchased the soul awakening tea without hesitation. Screw blood oath items. Screw the evolution crystal. Screw the XP elixir. In the face of the fourth realm, everything else was meaningless!

Chapter 41


​
Jason hopped and skipped out of the colosseum, grinning ear to ear as he teleported back to his home on the community floor. He swaggered over to the lakeside and sat down. Based on what Roy from the alternate timeline had said, he entered the fourth realm when he felt peaceful and relaxed. Jason’s current surroundings made it easy for those feelings to arise.              He sat atop a massive pillar overlooking the world. Clang.  The noise from Su Long’s work rang out behind him. The waterfalls from the other pillars created beautiful rainbows. Artists would without a doubt flock here in the future. Clang. Clang. Clang. Jason’s eyebrow twitched as he closed his eyes and felt the wind brush against his skin. The ground trembled, and he felt a wave of heat encompass him. A piece of wood hit the back of his head.


​
Jason shot to his feet and spun around, only to see a miniature mushroom cloud on Su Long’s side of the pillar. He facepalmed. This place won’t work.



​
Thankfully there were still a few unoccupied pillars. The community floors had vastly increased in population during the past month, so there was barely any free land left. Many of the top-tier guilds purchased them in bulk to sell to companies and corporations outside the tower.

After spending a short while flying, he found a peaceful spot atop a pillar. He spent nearly half an hour adjusting his mood. It was absolutely paramount that he succeeded. The soul awakening tea did not guarantee he would reach the fourth realm, but he was confident. It had been many decades since he had reached the peak of the third realm. He just lacked knowledge on how to proceed. Unfortunately, Roy himself didn’t even know how it happened. If he did, perhaps hundreds of others would have reached the fourth realm as well.

But all that was in the past. Focusing on the present took precedence. Only after another half an hour did Jason feel that he was ready. Slowly opening his eyes, he took out the soul awakening tea. The cup was nothing special, but the fragrance alone caused his mind to become unprecedentedly clear. If the smell itself had such an effect, what would drinking it do?

Jason’s hand quivered as he lifted the cup to his lips, swallowing it all in one mouthful. All of his taste buds screamed in joy. The tea was without a doubt the tastiest thing he’d ever had. It simply had no competition. Only the words ‘the nectar of heaven’, would suffice. But this was only a side effect.

As soon as it went down his throat, a warm tingling sensation spread throughout his body. Not even a moment later, his soul underwent a qualitative change. It opened up. The world spoke to him. Not with words. No, it was something much more vague. The feeling reminded him of his connection with Tank, except it was more fundamental.

A bird flew past him. He focused on it and could immediately know what it was thinking. It’s going to dive for a worm in the grass.
 In the next moment, the bird did exactly that. Jason sucked in a breath, stunned. It was like he and the bird were one at the moment he focused on it.

He focused on a few more things, trying to familiarize himself with his newfound sense. Jason soon found a bewildering discovery. Anything that existed had a soul. Dirt, rocks, wind. It didn’t matter, they all had a will. The entire world spoke to him. Everything.

In mere moments Jason was overwhelmed, the will of the entire world flooding his soul. His thoughts grew incoherent as he was assaulted by thousands of wills. His own will was on the verge of collapsing. The threat of death consumed him, briefly awakening him from his stupor.

Jason hastily pulled out a small bottle from his inventory and immediately consumed its contents.




	

Willpower Elixir has been consumed.


Willpower +50.









​
The size of his soul increased drastically, allowing him to tolerate the army of wills. Just as he was about to continue familiarizing himself with his new sense, he found to his frustration that the effect of the soul awakening tea was weakening. Before long, he would return to normal. His chest clenched anxiously. I have to hurry! There isn’t much time left.



​
He focused on individual wills, then tried to tune them out. It was like he had gained a new muscle and was learning how to move it. It couldn’t happen instantly. Eventually, the effects of the soul awakening tea disappeared.


​
Jason released a breath as a carefree smile spread across his face. Even though the effects had long since vanished, he could still vaguely sense the will of the world. Although it was a far cry from the overwhelming feeling earlier, it was still a success. From this moment on, Jason was in the fourth realm. His soul had awakened!


​
It was only then that he noticed a bunch of notifications in front of him.




	
The skill, 'meditation', has been unlocked through a special action.








​
That makes sense.
 Before Jason returned to the past, some ascenders acquired skills through miraculous means. Apparently, the soul awakening tea was one of them. Unfortunately, the meditation skill was incredibly common. Thinking nothing of it, he read the next notification.




	
Meditation - Level 1 - Hero





	
Relax your mind. Soul will recover 1,000% faster while meditating.








​
Huh?
 Jason blinked, unsure of what he was seeing. He rubbed his eyes and then looked again. He stared at one word. Hero...? Hero? Hero!!
 He shot to his feet, exploding with joy. The Hero rank was the highest known grade for skills. It was equivalent to the Divine grade for equipment. In the final fight against Baal, Jason only had four skills at the Hero rank out of his over a hundred skills. It took decades to reach the Hero rank, and yet just by simply drinking some tea, he’d reached it.


​
Without a doubt, connecting to the will of the world took a heavy toll on one’s soul. Just over a month ago, Cheslov had nearly fainted from a few short moments of connection. Now that Jason had a Hero rank meditation skill, he could recover the fatigue from his soul much faster than anybody else.


​
Jason called up Roy, Olivia, and Cheslov. What better way to celebrate than to eat some delicious food? Before that, though, there was something he needed to do first.

Chapter 42




	
15th Challenge Completion





	
All stats +5%


All damage +5%


All damage taken reduced by 5%


XP gain from all sources +5%








​
Even though the doppelganger had every skill and combat technique that Jason had, it was futile if he knew what it was going to do. The title received a large boost as well. It now decreased damage taken five percent.

Roy had been the first and only person to complete all the arena challenges in the previous timeline. Now, in this one, Jason was the first. If humanity was to survive, even more needed to succeed. Before there was no clue on how to reach the fourth realm, but now Jason might have found a method.

He was deep in thought while in the middle of getting a haircut from his favorite barber.

Why did he gain the meditation skill when reaching the fourth realm? Why did it increase to such a high level? It was clear that awakening one’s soul was related to the skill. He might be able to make a small profit by selling this information, but he wasn’t planning on doing so.

He contacted Shenlong through the communication necklace. Thankfully, Shenlong accepted his contact request after their fight. If Shenlong could reach the fourth realm, humanity would gain another powerful fighter.

“Yes
?” Shenlong answered.

“I’ll make it quick. Have you heard of the fourth realm?”
 Jason asked calmly.

Shenlong replied with pride. “Of course. China has known about it for thousands of years, though the number of people who entered it can be counted on one hand. Unfortunately, there is no known method to reach it. It all depends on enlightenment.”


Jason rolled his eyes. “Did you see the soul awakening tea in the rewards shop?”



“Yes. What about- Wait. Why are you bringing that- No way. Are you saying?”
 Shenlong started muttering. “Soul awakening. Of course, of course! Damn it. I spent all my points on a skill.”


Shenlong suddenly gasped in realization, his voice rising in pitch. “Did you reach it? Did you reach the fourth realm?!”


Jason paused for effect. “Yes.”


Shenlong released the longest sigh in his life before asking. “How is it?”


“As the stories say, it’s powerful.”


“And? You’re calling me to make me mourn with regret?”
 Shenlong clicked his tongue in irritation. He could have reached the fourth realm if he’d known about the soul awakening tea. How much regret must he be feeling at this moment?

“No. I’m calling to give you some information.
” Jason understood Shenlong’s feelings. “After reaching the fourth realm I gained the meditation skill. Not only that, it reached the hero rank in one go. Now this might just be a side effect of the soul awakening tea, but I have a feeling that the meditation skill can help someone reach the fourth realm. It’s worth a shot.”



“The meditation skill?”
 Shenlong’s mood brightened. “I’m not a mage so I never thought much of it.”



“The fourth realm is a unique method of using the soul. Through meditation, it easily allows you to enter a state of mind similar to that method.”
 Jason explained.

“You’re certain of this?”
 Shenlong was still in a state of disbelief. How many years had he longed for the fourth realm? Now all of a sudden, a method to achieve it landed in his lap. How couldn’t he be excited?

“I’ve tested it and guarantee the meditation skill makes me enter a special state of mind, though I’m certain it’s only because my skill level is so high.”


“I guess I need to get the meditation skill right away.”
 Shenlong immediately ordered a subordinate next to him to buy the skill book.

Jason accomplished his goal, so he said goodbye. Shenlong stopped him. “Jason? Thanks for this. I owe you a big debt.”



“The mighty Shenlong owes me a debt? I’m so lucky!”
 Jason laughed delightedly. By not selling the information, he acquired a favor from Shenlong. It was an unexpected surprise.

“Oh, one last thing.”
 Shenlong asked in a low voice. “Do you plan on sharing this information with any more people?”


Jason gave a nod. “Of course. Conquering the tower and getting rid of the monster waves is my guild’s entire purpose. The stronger humanity is, the better.”


Shenlong had initially wanted to persuade Jason otherwise, but how could he after hearing Jason’s noble goal? He could only shake his head. “All right then. Goodbye for now.”


Jason ended the call just as the barber finished his haircut. The entire time he talked with Shenlong he had been watching the barber work. It was mesmerizing. The barber cut a single hair each time, but was so fast that it looked like any other barber. How high must his agility be? Not even Jason could accomplish such a feat.

Just as Jason was about to leave, the old barber spoke to him. “What a capable seedling to have awakened your soul at such a young age. It’s a shame you already have a master, otherwise I would have accepted you as my disciple.”

Jason froze and turned to look at the barber in horror. “What did you just say?”

It was only then that Jason realized to his bewilderment that the barber gave off no will at all. It was like he didn’t exist. Jason could only feel this now that he had reached the fourth realm. All things naturally released their will, but the barber before him did not. That could only mean his control over his soul was vastly higher than even Jason’s.

This unexpected development left Jason feeling vulnerable. Never before had the barber made such comments. Not even to Roy from the other timeline. Why this time? Why did he say it now? Of course.
 Jason suddenly understood. The tower in this timeline was different. There might be more features and mechanics that were still undiscovered. The barber must be part of one.

The barber smiled wryly, but gave no response.

Jason’s eyes glittered as he asked a different question. “What qualifications must someone have to be your disciple? I know of quite a few talented people.”

“It seems I must explain some things.” The barber cleared his throat. “Now that your species has attained the tier three trail taker status, in order to maintain fairness between trial takers who have taken one of the six gods like yourself and normal trial takers, masters such as myself have been hidden throughout the tower. By finding one of us and possessing sufficient strength, you may acquire unique and powerful skills.”

The barber said everything so casually, yet Jason’s mind clapped with thunder. He immediately thought of Eboni. “Is shapeshifting into another species a skill taught by a master?”

“Oh?” The barber gave a nod. “It seems I’m falling behind.”

The shapeshifting skill was incredibly powerful. If not for Dubaku having a trump card such as the fourth realm, he would have been killed. Even Shenlong would have a tough time. If there were other masters out there who taught powerful skills equal to shapeshifting, the strength of humanity would rise drastically. This was great news to Jason, who always bore the weight of humanity’s survival on his shoulders.

Jason tried to gain as much information as possible. “Let me guess, the master who taught shapeshifting is on the bloodline floors, right?” This was an easy deduction for Jason. He lacked talent like Roy, Shenlong and the others, so he studied the tower for hundreds of hours, trying to gain as much information as possible. It was the biggest reason why he had lived until the end in the alternate timeline. The woman who introduced the bloodline floors had always been mysterious. She might be a master.

The barber raised an eyebrow. “You’re quite perceptive.” Jason wanted to ask more questions, but the barber raised a hand. “That’s enough. I can’t say anymore. The architect is already yelling at me for saying too much.”

“The architect?” Jason tilted his head at the new term.

“Ugh.” The barber facepalmed. “Just get out.”

Jason didn’t want to get on the barber’s bad side, so he left without complaining. As he walked away, he immediately thought of Olivia. She was agility-based, so perhaps the barber might take a liking to her? It was worth a shot to introduce them. For now, though, it was time to eat. His guildmates were most likely already waiting for him at the restaurant.

Chapter 43

The results of the tournament spread like wildfire when it ended. News organizations compiled information on all of the top ascenders and were currently reporting on the new skills and previously undiscovered ascenders. Military organizations did their own research for their own purposes.


​
Shenlong’s results in the fourth stage caused China to erupt with pride. They were ecstatic to have the most powerful ascender come from their country. The government on the other hand was filled with frustration. If only Shenlong helped them fight other countries. If only he assassinated other world leaders. They had such thoughts.


​
The United States in particular was in an uproar, and it was all due to one person. Jason! He was a dark horse who took first place in two stages. The military immediately conducted an investigation and found something horrifying. Jason had only entered the tower seven months ago. Seven months to gain such strength? It was terrifying!


​
After much deliberation, the U.S. decided to announce their findings. Many people didn’t believe it, especially China. They criticized the U.S. by saying they were making up stories in order to lower Shenlong’s prestige.


​
Regardless of whether it was true or not, as Jason made his way to the Gluttonous Lion, almost every ascender recognized him.


​
“Look, that’s Jason. He was first place in two stages.” A middle-aged cleric whispered to his friend.


​
“That’s him? He looks so young.”


​
Such comments didn’t escape Jason’s ears. Some might well up with pride and get arrogant, but Jason did not. He was used to such fame in the previous timeline. He brushed his hair and internally celebrated. It was a good idea to get my haircut so quickly. Now that I’m the center of attention, my good looks will attract some hot babes.



​
When Jason entered the restaurant, he saw Olivia, Roy, and Cheslov waving him over on the second floor. As they were usual patrons of this establishment, the owner always saved them a table (for a large fee).


​
Jason made his way up and sat down at the table. He gave Roy a clap on his shoulder. “Congrats on reaching the first realm.”


​
“Thanks.” Roy puffed out his chest.


​
They began to eat not long after, discussing their experiences in the tournament as they did so. As Roy swallowed a mouthful of food, he turned to Cheslov. “Hey, Cheslov, I was thinking, but wouldn’t you be stronger with a hammer or mace instead of a broadsword?”


​
Olivia agreed. “I think so as well.”


​
Cheslov stopped chewing and gave Jason a look, to which he nodded. “Agreed.”


​
“Huh.” Cheslov scratched his head. “I guess I didn’t think too much about it, but yeah, you guys might be right.”


​
As they talked, a young woman summoned her courage and approached Jason. “U-um, excuse me…”


​
Olivia shot her a glare filled with death. The young woman immediately paled and left as quickly as she could. Jason could only watch helplessly as yet another beauty ran away. He turned to Olivia and was about to ask her why she was scaring away his potential girlfriends, but he stopped when he saw her disgust. He sighed inwardly. Why is she behaving like this? She didn’t do this in the previous timeline…



​
A few minutes later, another person approached their table, except this time it was a middle-aged man equipped in a suit of leather with a longbow on his back.


​
Seeing that Olivia didn’t do anything, Jason joked. “Because he’s a man? You se-.”


​
Olivia stomped on his foot underneath the table as she smiled grimly. “Please continue.”


​
Jason shook his head. “Nothing, nothing.”


​
Roy and Cheslov glanced at each other, unsure of what to say. Did Jason and Olivia have a fight? They decided to stay out of it in fear of attracting Olivia’s wrath.


​
The middle-aged man coughed and extended his hand towards Jason. “My name is Corvin. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


​
“Likewise.” Jason accepted his handshake. “It’s an honor to meet the guild master of BloodHounds.”


​
Jason knew a lot about the guild BloodHounds. It was top-tier guild filled with the best active soldiers from the U.S. military. As the military had occupied the tower for the first few years, they gained quite a lead in the beginning. Corvin himself was there at the start. As for why Corvin approached Jason only now? It was simple.

“You know me?” Corvin smiled. “That makes things easier. Jason, do you have any interest in joining the U.S. military?”

“You sure move fast.” Jason chuckled while shaking his head. “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid I have to decline.”

Corvin was unfazed. “Don’t be so quick to make a decision. I won’t beat around the bush; the U.S. needs a man of your talent. We’re willing to outfit you in eight pieces of celestial equipment, and supply you with potions among other things. We’ll also have a team of alchemists and blacksmiths working endlessly to produce equipment as you level up, as well as work to give you a mansion filled with furnishing on the community floors. You will receive the support of the entire United States.”

Roy, Olivia, and Cheslov gasped from the astonishing benefits. If they were in Jason’s position, they would have to think long and hard. Jason did not. “I appreciate your sincerity, but I’m afraid I’ll still have to decline.”

Corvin didn’t expect Jason to decline so quickly. Anybody would be filled with greed when hearing his offer. Even Corvin was envious of what the U.S. was offering Jason. He frowned slightly. After a moment, his heart clenched as he continued. “Then what if I add an evolution crystal?”

This evolution crystal was only recently acquired by his guild, and it was originally being saved for a powerful skill. Most likely it would have gone to Corvin himself, but now he was offering it to Jason. Still, he was a soldier of the United States. Strengthening the country superseded his personal feelings.

“Oh?” Jason raised an eyebrow in surprise. He didn’t expect to be offered an evolution crystal. Still, his answer remained the same. “Sorry, not interested.”

Corvin’s frown deepened. How could anyone resist such temptations? Just then, Corvin recalled something he read in Jason’s file and asked, “Is this because of your father?”

The atmosphere on the second floor suddenly grew cold. Jason slowly stood up and looked Corvin in the eye. A wave of pressure crashed into Corvin, causing his mind to feel slow and heavy. In the next moment, the pressure suddenly vanished. The floor returned to normal, but now everything was silent. The other patrons looked at Jason in horror. Some had even fainted from the pressure.

Jason chuckled bitterly. “That’s a large part of it, yes.”


​
Corvin’s face was expressionless, but inwardly he was aghast. In that brief instant, he’d felt the strength drain from his body. Under that pressure, he could at most use only seventy percent of his combat power. With Corvin’s experience, he knew that Jason had used a mental suppression skill, though the very idea was baffling. If he hadn’t personally witnessed it, he wouldn’t have believed it. Everyone knew that only bosses had that skill.


​
Corvin decided to take a step back. “Fine. I’ll leave it at that for today, but if you ever change your mind, the United States welcomes you with open arms.”


​
Jason watched as Corvin left the restaurant, his emotions returning to normal a moment later. He sat back down and glanced at his companions. “Sorry about that.”


​
They all knew about what happened to Jason’s dad, so they didn’t say anything and continued their previous conversations. Not much time passed before they finished eating and left the restaurant. Jason led Olivia, Roy, and Cheslov to the barbershop.


​
Roy walked backwards in front of Jason. “So how many masters do you think there are?”


​
“No idea.” Jason shrugged.


​
“So Eboni’s shapeshifter skill was from that woman on the bloodline floor?” Roy asked.


​
“Pretty sure.”


​
“And this barber is a master?”


​
“Yep.”


​
“Wow.” Roy imagined what abilities the barber had. “So do you think he has skills related to cutting people’s hair?”


​
“I don’-” Jason froze as he suddenly sensed desperation, fear, and pain coming from the alley to his left. Now that he was in the fourth realm, even if he didn’t activate the ability, he still had a passive connection to the wills of the world, though at a much weaker level than if he were actively using it. But the will he was currently sensing was shining like a beacon in the dark. He couldn’t ignore it even if he wanted to.


​
Jason promptly dashed towards the alleyway. Olivia, Roy, and Cheslov were confused, but they quickly followed after him. When they turned the corner, they found a horrifying sight.


​
A humanoid creature with black leathery skin, two horns, and a long tail stood over a collapsed human. The creature’s red eyes stared at them as it licked its lips. “That’s strange. I used a barrier scroll, so no one should have heard his screams.”


​
Jason widened his eyes, alarmed at what he saw. Black skin, horns, red eyes, and a tail. He recognized this creature. Jason screamed at his companions. “It’s a demon, flee quickly!”

Chapter 44


​
Cheslov, Olivia, and Roy fled as soon as they heard Jason’s command, while Jason covered their retreat. Their teamwork had improved significantly over the past month of hunting together, so they trusted his every word.


​
Strangely, the demon didn’t seem to be concerned at all. It watched silently with a grin. If Jason escaped and called over the city guards, the demon would be no match for them. So why wasn’t it worried?


​
After no more than twenty steps, Cheslov abruptly collided into a transparent barrier and was knocked back. Roy and Olivia slid to a halt behind him. Jason clicked his tongue upon seeing the dense mana contained within the barrier and made a decision. “It used a barrier scroll, and it looks like it’s at least Arcane grade. We can’t run. We need to fight!”


​
A barrier scroll was a rare consumable magic item that prevented those who entered from leaving, unless they damaged it enough. While outside the barrier, nobody could see or hear what was happening inside, though there were some skills that could bypass this. As this barrier was Arcade grade at the lowest, it had enough health to rival a field boss. There was no escaping unless they killed the demon.


​
Jason and the others wordlessly got into formation. Jason, Roy, and Cheslov formed a triangle, while Olivia activated stealth and lurked in the shadows.


​
Jason was full of dread and despair as he inspected the demon before him. He knew a lot about demons. They were higher life forms that boasted superior stats and terrifying skills. Normally, they would only be encountered near the top of the tower. It was way too soon to fight one now. They would be slaughtered like sheep.


​
It was then that Jason realized something was off. The demon emitted a vile aura, true, but it wasn’t suffocating like the previous demons he fought. It was more like an evil wind. It was uncomfortable, but not unbearable. Jason felt his fear subside as he asked. “You must be a newborn demon, right?”


​
“Correct.” It spoke in a charming voice as its tail flicked back and forth.


​
“You’re quite bold to enter a human city. Aren’t you afraid of being caught?” Jason continued, delaying for time. As he did so, he was communicating with his teammates about a demon’s fighting style and skills, especially about how they could consume souls. They were horrified by what they heard.


​
At this moment, the man on the ground twitched. “Ugh…”


​
Roy carelessly glanced down, only to freeze. “U-uncle Walter!”


​
Surprised by Roy’s shout, Cheslov and Olivia looked down as well. Only Jason kept his eyes on the demon, and it was a good thing he did, because it took this chance to attack. The stone bricks shattered underneath its feet as it kicked forward. It was as fast as Shenlong, or perhaps even faster. It reached Cheslov in a split second, its claws going for his throat.


​
Jason roared as he activated a skill he’d acquired a few weeks ago, while at the same time suppressing the demon’s will. Its combat power reduced by ten percent.




	
Lifesaving Oath - Level 3 - Novice





	
When your ally is attacked, force the target to attack you. If they ignore the effect, gain 50% to all stats for three seconds and teleport next to your ally.

10-minute cooldown.








​
It immediately broke the magical compulsion. As it was a higher life form, it could easily resist low grade crowd control effects such as taunt or stuns. That was exactly what Jason was hoping for. He instantly appeared in front of the demon, his shield blocking the blow that would have torn Cheslov’s throat apart. Jason used his superior stats over the next three seconds to push the demon back. When the effect ended, both sides cautiously backed away.


​
Cheslov broke out in a cold sweat when he realized his mistake. Thankfully Jason had blocked the attack, otherwise he might be missing half his neck.


​
Jason berated his teammates. “Focus up, you guys.”


​
Roy’s face was covered in tears as he focused on the demon, sadness and rage consuming his mind.


​
The demon felt resigned that its surprise attack was so effortlessly thwarted. It glanced at Jason. “You weren’t this strong in the tournament. I underestimated you.”


​
“Heh, I am a tank. My skills are suited to saving my-” Jason paused mid-speech. “Wait, what did you just say?”


​
The demon inspected its claws, full of frustration. “If I wasn’t unused to fighting upfront, you would have already died. A shame. I need to get familiar with my new body.”


​
The demon had no intentions of hiding its identity as an ascender. There was no need to. It would be an affront to its pride and arrogance.


​
Olivia trembled at what she heard. Based on her uncle’s final message before his death and the words the demon just said, she figured out the identity of the monster. At first she was overcome with fury, but she quickly calmed her emotions and sent Jason a message. “The demon is Cay Wolf!”



​
Jason had come to the same conclusion at the same time as her. He expected Olivia to ignore her sanity and attack at all costs, but it looks like he underestimated her. Sure enough, she has a strong will.



​
Wolf flexed his claws and sighed. “I still can’t manipulate this body at will, otherwise I would be able to use my bow. Damn claws get in the way.”


​
Wolf kicked Walter’s body and smiled. “Though with the skills I just got from consuming his soul, I should be able to kill you all.”


​
“Don’t touch him!” Roy screamed, barely struggling to hold himself back.


​
“Oh?” Wolf glanced down at Walter. “This fellow is important to you?”


​
Jason clicked his tongue and glared at Roy. He’s still too naive.



​
Roy belatedly realized his mistake and was filled with regret. Wolf grinned as he suddenly swiped his claws at Walter’s throat.


​
“No!” Roy screamed hoarsely. He couldn’t lose Walter. Not his last family member left. After losing his parents, he couldn’t lose any more. He couldn’t bear to.


​
“Tank!” Jason shouted as he used burst to sprint forward.


​
A green hexagonal shield appeared around Walter’s body, blocking the attack. Tank was at a much higher level than a month ago, so the shield was stronger as a result. It could absorb over a thousand damage before disappearing. By the time the shield collapsed, Jason rammed into Wolf.


​
Based on Jason’s understanding of Wolf’s demon form, Wolf’s strength was only slightly higher than his own. Jason expected Wolf to be knocked back from the collision, but contrary to his thoughts, he was the one who staggered backwards.


​
“Good! What great buffs!” Wolf felt unbound strength flowing inside his body thanks to the buff skills he’d stolen from Walter. He lunged forward.


​
With Jason’s wealth of experience, he understood the reason for Wolf’s sudden change immediately. His face grew dark as he retreated while blocking Wolf’s attacks. It was only thanks to the fourth realm that he could keep up. Even though he blocked with his shield every time, the difference in strength was too large. Only a second or so had passed, yet a few of his fingers had already cracked, while his shield arm trembled.


​
Unfortunately, even though they outnumbered the demon four to one, the alley was just too narrow. Cheslov had it the worst. He couldn’t even attack with his massive weapons. Jason was left to fend for himself, his health falling rapidly.


​
A wave of light encompassed him, healing his injuries. But it wasn’t enough. Even Tank’s new healing skill couldn’t keep up with the damage. Jason used all his glyphs and even counterattacked a few times, but it was futile. The difference in stats was just too much.


​
In less than a minute his body was covered in wounds. If not for the support from Roy and Tank, he would have already lost his life. When he blocked yet another attack, a resounding snap rang through the alley, his shield arm falling.


​
“It’s over!” Wolf sprang forward, intending to deal the final blow.


​
At that moment, the alley lit up with blue light. Crackling sounds rippled through the air as a figure instantly appeared in front of Wolf. A katana surrounding by lightning cut across his chest. Blood sprayed everywhere as Wolf staggered backwards.


​
Jason fell to one knee, utterly exhausted. He took a deep breath and joked. “Took your sweet time, huh?”


​
“Sorry.” Peter narrowed his eyes as he inspected the demon in front of him.


​
Jason glanced at Peter’s body which was covered in lightning. “I see you bought a powerful skill. Looks pretty cool.”


​
“It cost pretty much all my points.” Peter sighed as he suddenly disappeared.


​
Wolf and Peter clashed at such speeds that most ascenders wouldn’t be able to keep up. With the lightning skill in hand, he was able to push Wolf back, and even inflict several wounds, though they weren’t as deep as the one across his chest.


​
Seeing that things were growing dire, a pair of wings sprouted from Wolf’s back. He jumped up and flew away. Peter could only watch helplessly as Wolf escaped into the sky.


​
Roy took this chance to rush up to Walter. “Uncle, uncle! Wake up!”


​
Roy poured an expensive healing potion down Walter’s throat as well as cast some healing skills, but nothing happened. Roy turned to Jason with red eyes. “What’s wrong with him? Why won’t he wake up?”


​
Jason sighed and shook his head. “Wolf consumed a portion of his soul, stealing away some of his skills. I don’t know if he will ever wake up.”


​
Roy paled as he turned back to Walter. His voice was hoarse. “His soul? I… I can’t heal that…”


​
Peter asked Jason as he stayed alert. “Did you say Wolf?”


​
Jason nodded and explained everything he knew about demons to Peter. Peter’s eyes grew dim as he glanced down at the unconscious Walter. “Damn…”


​
A few seconds later, Cheslov and Olivia ran over, their eyes scanning the alley. Jason gave them a thumbs up. “Good job on breaking the barrier.”


​
While Jason was tanking Wolf, Cheslov and Olivia had focused on destroying the barrier. After it was broken, they immediately contacted Peter. They thought that if Walter was here, Peter was sure to be nearby. They were right. It was only thanks to everyone working together that they could turn defeat into victory. If any of them had been missing, they would have died.


​
Olivia bit her lip. “How is he so strong? He wasn’t before…”


​
Jason’s arm had recovered by now, but his mind was feeble. Using the fourth realm for over a minute had exhausted his soul. He slowly stretched while responding. “There are pros and cons to being a demon.”

​
Cheslov scoffed. “I don’t see any cons.”


​
Jason gazed at Peter. “The con is he’s now the enemy of humanity. Since we know his true appearance, we can organize every government and guild to attack him on sight.”


​
Peter’s eyes lit up. “I’ll handle that.”

With the entire world hunting Wolf down, he would regret attacking them. To survive he would have to tuck in his tail and hide. Peter would make sure of that.

Chapter 45

Several days passed after Wolf made his appearance. Peter acted swiftly and efficiently. He used all of his connections and authority as the vice-guild leader of Skyfall to announce to the world that Cay Wolf betrayed humanity. Wolf’s appearance and demon skills were released as well.


​
Many people already knew of Wolf’s accolades. Everyone feared the world’s number one assassin, but now he was a demon that could steal skills? Nobody wanted to lose their years of hard work. As expected, all of the guilds agreed to kill Wolf on sight. He might be strong, but he would have to flee when facing entire guilds. Stamina was the limiting factor. He couldn’t fight forever.


​
Wolf had made many connections over the past two decades with criminal organizations, but now those organizations no longer wanted to work with him. He was isolated. Alone. He no longer had any family or anybody to rely on. Only by covering his appearance with a cloak could he stroll through the cities. Ascending the floors was too dangerous. As a result, his growth became stagnant. While his strength stayed the same, his peers would grow stronger.


​
One of the only safe havens left for him was in the slums of the cities on the thirtieth floor. In a pub of one of the smaller cities, Wolf downed a glass of beer. He felt helpless. The first attack he made against an ascender had resulted in the worst-case scenario. What made him feel truly powerless was the fact that someone had known his true appearance. Only after racking his brain did he recall the female rogue on that day. Her appearance was different, but her height, expressions, and fighting style was all the same. Wolf narrowed his eyes. Olivia, huh?



​
He suddenly laughed. You’ve gotten so much stronger, my little girl.
 Wolf felt that all his effort in training Olivia was finally bearing fruit. How could a child of his, Cay Wolf, possibly be weak? No. They had to be the strongest! His brief happiness disappeared when he recalled his current predicament. He had nowhere to turn. Nowhere to go. It was over.


​
“How pitiful.”
 A ghastly voice rang in his head.


​
Wolf leaned back in his seat. “Indeed.”



​
Vex chuckled. “I have an offer for you.”



​
Wolf narrowed his eyes. “Say it.”



​
“My role in the tower is a bit special. I have jurisdiction over a set of floors. With my authority, I could teleport you there. You can use that time to train and grow stronger, but you will no longer gain any rewards should you complete the tower. What do you think?”



​
Wolf didn’t know exactly what reward he would lose, but he knew he had no other choice. In a flash of light, he disappeared from the pub.


​
Meanwhile, in a hospital located right outside the tower in the United States, Roy sat in a chair as he watched the sleeping Walter. It had been several days, but Walter had yet to awaken. Doctors from all over the world had come to inspect his situation, but all of them were helpless. Nothing was wrong with his physical body. His health was even full. The problem was with his soul. Modern technology had no way to detect the soul, so how could they even begin to fix it?


​
The door of the room opened silently. Peter walked in looking exhausted. He had been very busy the past few days, what with press releases and taking on the role of guild leader. Thankfully, he was used to managing the guild as the vice-leader, so it wasn’t too bad. He sat down next to Roy. “What did they say?”


​
Roy shook his head.


​
“I see…” Peter sighed heavily.


​
After a few moments of silence, Roy lightly slapped his cheeks and stood up. “Sitting here like this is pointless. If there’s a way to heal him, it’s within the tower.” Roy left the room, but not before giving Walter one last look. Don’t worry, Uncle. I’ll save you
!


​
Roy entered the tower and immediately spoke aloud. “Piety, are you there?”


​
“I know what you want.”
 Piety’s soothing voice rang in his mind. “To me, healing his soul is as easy as breathing.”



​
Roy’s eyes lit up only to dim after hearing Piety’s next sentence. “As my disciple, you can learn these skills, but you are currently still too weak. You can’t acquire them yet.”


Roy clenched his hands as endless motivation rose within him. “What do I have to do?”



“Reach what you call the peak of the third realm, level to two hundred, and possess five thousand holy energy.”
 Piety stated calmly.

Roy gasped. He had confidence in reaching the third realm and reaching level two hundred, but getting the last requirement would require time. A lot of time. Much like Jason, he could convert mana within the tower into permanent holy energy. He currently had just a little over five hundred holy energy. Still, it wasn’t impossible. As long as he worked hard, he could heal Walter. With a goal in mind, he rushed towards the colosseum. It was time to unleash his potential.

Meanwhile, on the thirtieth floor, Jason and Olivia entered a barber shop. They waited until they were the only ones left before approaching the barber. Jason patted Olivia’s shoulder as he said. “Old man, I brought someone to meet you.”

The barber looked Olivia up and down. It was like he could see right through her. Her combat style, her techniques, her age, her skills and stats. All was laid bare before him. He raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Not bad, not bad.”

The barber suddenly widened his eyes in surprise. “You actually have this skill!”

The barber turned to Jason with a toothy grin. “Lad, thanks for bringing me this young lady. She’s a perfect match for my skills.”

“My name is Zod, Master of Shadows.” Zod stared at Olivia. “Do you accept me as your master?”

Olivia gave a firm nod. “I do.”


​
Olivia immediately began a series of tests in a large underground room underneath the barber shop. As long as she passed them, she could begin to inherit Zod’s skills.


​
Besides the two masters Jason knew of, more had been found since the tower’s change. Many failed the tests, while geniuses succeeded.


​
Thousands of new ascenders entered the community floors daily. The era of non-combat ascenders had started. Many picked up professions such as farming or breeding. In only a few months they would provide many benefits to ascenders. Jason knew this, so he and Shenlong invested in developing them. Endless profits awaited.

Jason continued to expand his kingdom, though development slowed as the monsters grew stronger and more diverse. Most importantly, he finally started to acquire weapons from the kingdom’s army of blacksmiths. Slowly but surely he was absorbing battle energy. It was only a matter of time before he reached the next stage of his battle physique. As for his house, he longed for the day he acquired his mansion again.

Cheslov, Roy, and Olivia continued to grow stronger with every passing day. Su Long never stopped developing his skills, easily outpacing his rivals thanks to his bloodlines and XP boosts.

Jason, Su Long, and Roy were the champions of gods, while Olivia successfully became the disciple of a master. Cheslov even had a high possibility of reaching the fourth realm. Su Long was the best blacksmith in the world. They were a guild of monsters. They were Pantheon. Their goal? Reach the top of the tower and tell it to screw off!

`
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Jason’s stats and skills as of chapter 45




	
Name: Jason


	
Title: 15th Challenge Completion





	
Age: 28


	
Race: Human





	
Level: 85


	
Stat Points: 0




	
	



	
Health: 9,239/9,239


	
Health Regeneration: 99/s





	
Stamina: 8,981/8,981


	
Stamina Regeneration: 105/s





	
Battle Energy: 550/550


	
Battle Energy Regeneration: 5/s




	
	



	
Strength: 652


	
Vitality: 837





	
Agility: 649


	
Endurance: 819





	
Tenacity: 163


	
Fortitude: 179





	
Willpower: 173


	








	
Taunt - Level 3 - Apprentice





	
Troll Regeneration - Level 8 - Apprentice





	
Block - Level 9 - Apprentice





	
Meditation - Level 1 - Hero










	
Shield Block - Level 7 - Novice





	
Warcry - Level 9 - Novice





	
Rush - Level 9 - Novice





	
Defense Aura - Level 5 - Novice










	
Lifesaving Oath - Level 3 - Novice





	
Earth Armor - Level 2 - Expert










	
Reflection - Level 2 - Veteran





	
Energy Conversion - Max Level










	
Battle Physique Stage 2
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