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chapter 1 Ghost-Hand William

William Scripps was what people called a" gaming prodigy."

And what did" prodigy" mean? In his own words:

If your APM in StarCraft goes over 300, your APM in Warcraft III goes over 200, and you can still pee standing-then you qualify as a prodigy.

Out of everyone in the studio, three people could age the first two conditions-but only one could age all three. Thus, he had earned the nickname: Ghost-Hand William.

His name had always been ridiculously simple. His father was too lazy to fuss over names; counting all his cousins in the family line, William ranked seventh, so his father simply named him" Seven." That was it.

His father passed away [[CHECK: No.6]] years ago, when William was still a first-year high-schooler.

William never had much interest in studying. After graduating high school, he stepped directly into society. Thanks to his talent in videogames, he eventually entered this studio to make a living.

The studio had twenty-[[CHECK: No.6]] people total. Aside from William and Alva, the rest were all women. When he first joined, he wondered: A whole gaming studio of women? This has to be chaos. But he kept it to himsf-because the boss was a woman. It didn't takong for him to learn that female gamers could be just as terrifying. When the competitive division went all out, they crushed people ruthlessly.

His task was straightforward: play StarCraft, Warcraft III and other RTS titles for tournament winnings. He rary appeared onstage, though-tournaments required stenerves, and William was too raxed by nature. A single moment of" spacing out" could throw an entire match. Even so, he was recognized as the best sparring partner in the entire team. No one could match his mechanics. The competitive girls often complained that practicing against him was" brutal, " yet this was precisy why he earned a high salary.

The studio didn't ry soly on competition income. They also had sponsorships, commercial events, and a dedicated MMO department.

There were ten people in the competitive division. The remaining sixteen bonged to the MMO division: one handled market intligence, two ran trading and boosting services, and thirteen played MMOs full-time-whatever game was hot and profitable, they played it.

Because the studio's members were highly skilled overall, their name carried real weight in the gaming world.

William's entry into this all-female studio was pure coincidence.

Back in high school, he spent most of his free time in internet cafs playing RTS titles. He got acquainted with the caf owner, Christine, who casually joked, " If you ever have nowhere to go, just join my studio."

She never expected her offhand remark to become reality. After graduating and failing his college exam, William remembered her offer-and came.

Compared to competitive esports, he preferred MMOs-where one could hide behind data and still bend the world to one's will.

He enjoyed the work. A steady 2, 500 Orichalcos a month, occasional bonuses, plus big cuts from selling accounts. Not long ago, he sold a level-80 Rogue with top-tier gear to a regular caf customer and earned 2, 000 Orichalcos in commission.

In a city likinhai, that was already a very comfortablife.

He had handled more than twenty accounts so far. His bonuses combined already exceeded his regular salary.

But professional gaming was exhausting. Constant late nights and all-nigthers took a toll. Fortunaty, William worked out regularly and stayed in good condition.

The only other in the studio was Alva, his childhood companion. William was nine when AlvawAsno.6; the two grew up together.

Their bond was ironclad-when they were thirteen and ten, William once dragged Alvato a thwith a wrinkled five-Orichalcos bill, only to be thrown out by the on the spot. They didn't even qualify as amateurs, but the humiliation sealed their lifong camaraderie.

Later William introduced Alvato the studio. Influenced by him, Alva's gaming abilities were impressive as well.

The studio itsf was spacious and stylish: twenty-[[CHECK: No.6]] brand-new Lenovo 2010 PCs separated by glass partitions, each seat equipped with comfortable deep-cushion sofas. Green plants filled the room, giving it a fresh atmosphere. From the furnishings alone, it was obvious Christine had refined taste.

William had just walked back from the competitive area when Alvacalled out:

" Boss, sit, tea's ready! "

" What are you plotting? " William asked, already wary.

" HP me check if Alger has a boyfriend."

" Give up. She's getting married in March."

Alvahowled in misery, and William laughed at his twfth heartbreak.

Just as William was about to tease him more, Christine arrived.

She was twenty-[[CHECK: No.6]], egant and mature, her charm worlds apart from inexperienced girls. Professionally dressed, perfectly poised-she was impossible not to notice.

She handed him a sleek blue helmet-something like a motorcycle helmet but packed with advanced internal tech.

" A fully immersive VR helmet, " she said.

William was stunned." Where did you get this? "

" Secret."

William joked that if VR helmets could be fully immersive now, then a fully immersive smart toilet must be next-Christine nearly burst into tears from laughing.

Then she passed him a thick stack of documents.

" A new MMO-Heaven Realm. Two days until launch. You and Alvawill run the first test. If the game has market potential, I'll allocate more staff later."

William understood immediaty: once the servers opened, all-nigthers would begin-establishing an early lead meant securing profits for the studio.

After a brief exchange, Christineft, and William called after her, half-teasing, half-flirting. She threw a book at him in response.

He ducked, still amused.

William occasionally joked with her this way, but he always kept it within bounds. She was the boss-and a woman far too dangerous to provoke.

Still, a little harmless flirtation madife far more interesting.

chapter 2 Sally

In Christine's eyes, William wAsnothing more than a playful younger ther. He never misunderstood her friendliness as romantic interest.

Just then William remembered-he still had to settle the score with Alva. He roared across the room, " Alva! You've got three seconds to crawl out here. One, two-"

" I'm here, Boss! Don't yl like that, my poor little heart can't take it." Alvascrambled out, grinning sheepishly.

William shot him a cold glance, then walked toward the door." Dinner's on you tonight."

" Boss, that's inhumane. I protest."

" Protest denied. Move it. I'll introduce you to a girl tonight."

That was Alva's fatal weakness. Once targeted, there wAsnoescape. The protest died instantly.

His eyes lit up." Pretty? "

" Better than a fifty-Orichalcos girl. Worse than a one-hundred-Orichalcos girl."

" That's not bad. And the-uh-figure? "

" Probably not basketball-sized."

"Deal."

The two walked out while the girls in the studio looked at each other hplessly and laughed softly. Those two were definity the clowns of the studio.

After dinner, William returned carrying two large takeaway bags-both extorted from Alva. One for eating there, another two packed for home. Just thinking about Alva's grieving face made him want to laugh.

Linhai was an ancient riverSide city. The new districts had been redevoped, but parts of the town-especially near Wangjiang Gate-were preserved as historical architecture. William lived in a traditional courtyard house that originally hd three families. One had moved away long ago; now only two remained.

The courtyard had carved wooden beams and style structures. An enormous locust tree stood in the middle, so thick it would take three adults to encircle it. Legend said the tree was over a thousand years enough to be" cultivated into spirit form." William had lived there all his life and never once seen a fox spirit sneaking into his room, so he found the myth disappointing.

Stone tiles paved the yard. Wooden and stone tools were scattered about-rice grinders, mold presses for seasonal pastries-objects full of Jiangnan character. William couldn't even name half of them.

He glanced toward the neighboring Side of the courtyard.

She should be home from school by now.

Footsteps came from the gate. William looked over-and sure enough, it was her.

Sally.

Her parents worked away from home, leaving only her and her grandfather. They had been neighbors for over a decade, and William's family had always looked after them.

When they werittle, she stuck to William constantly. The two even used to nap together. As they grew er, shearned about boundaries, and later-when William drifted into bad habits in high school-they became distant. He still looked after her like a little sister, but behind that" care" was a faint, unspoken feing he never addressed.

Sallywore her school's simple blue uniform, with Black [[CHECK: Serpent]] hair braided into neat plaits over her shoulder. She hadn't put on any makeup, yet she carried a natural softness-bright eyes, fair skin, a slender face: the picture of a Jiangnan girl.

When she saw William, she turned her head away without a word.

Something tugged at William's chest. He walked up and tugged playfully at her braid.

" Not bad. The braids are cute. Better than the wild lion look you had before."

" I said don't touch my hair! " She glared at him-her anger only made her prettier.

The distance between them was obvious now. He regretted it, but regret could not rewind time.

William pressed the packaged dinner into her hands." Here. I brought food back. You two don't need to cook tonight."

She refused at first, but he forced it gently into her arms and turned away.

She watched his back silently, eyes faintly stinging.

Back in his home, William called into the house, " Mom, no need to cook-I brought food! "

" Leeching off Sally again? "

" Who se is worth leeching off? " William laughed.

His mother sent him to diver jujubes to Sally's house as well. He brought them to her room later that night.

She was leaning over a wooden desk by the window, doing homework under the warm glow of a ylow lamp. Summer heat still lingered, and she wore only a light blue sleeveless shirt. Her slender white arms looked like sculpted jade.

Sallyfrowned when she noticed him." What are you doing here? "

" My mom told me to bring these jujubes." William set them down and casually glanced at her notebook-solid geometry.

" Thanks. Tl your mom for me." Showered her head again.

William leaned over her table, fiddling with a fabric pig doll-faded but clean.

" You're still using this pen holder? " he asked suddenly. It was a carved wooden piece he had made when he studied carpentry at sixteen.

She froze-just for a moment." New ones cost money."

So it wasn't sentiment-just thrift. The answer stung slightly.

He saw where she got stuck in her problem." Need hp? "

" No."

" Just draw an auxiliary line from-"

" I said no."

She snapped her book shut, gaze sharp with anger she hersf couldn't fully explain.

She once admired him-brilliant, generous, protective. Then his father died. William fl hard-skipped classes, smoked, drank, spiraled. The boy who used to hp her solve every question had become someone she didn't recognize.

And the hurt never disappeared.

For a moment William didn't know how to react. He stood there in silence, then forced a smile.

" I'll head back. Don't stay up too late."

Heft quietly.

Outside, he sat beneath locust tree, staring at the night sky. The weight in his chest wouldn't lift.

He finally understood why she suddenly snapped like that.

Once, he had been her sther. Then he abandoned his own future-and hers collapsed along with it.

Hit a cigarette, inhaled deeply, then crushed it out halfway.

" Damn it, " he muttered." I said I was quitting."

A faint sound drifted from her room-a soft sob, quickly stifled.

William paused mid-step.

But he didn't turn back.

He said nothing more and returned to his room in silence.

chapter 3 Monster-Class Computer

William switched on thamp, opened the packet of documents Christine had given him, and began reading. The materials covered the basics of the new game-background setting, classes, equipment, treasures, early gameplay mechanics.

Heaven Realm was a next-generation 3D online title, blending RPG and strategy ements. Just from the design notes alone, it already looked promising.

After checking the system requirements, William began dismantling his computer. The machine was seven years old, battered on the outSide, but after years of his tinkering it could still crush most games with ease." To do a good job, first sharpen your tools"-for a full-time gamer, hardware meant survival. If it lagged at a critical moment, it could easily cost him money. So before every new rease, he gave the machine a thorough overhaul.

He dialed a number." Pighead, got anything good in stock? "

A voice on the other end scoffed, " Seven, that antique should've been scrapped ages ago."

" How dare you call this monster trash? Have you ever seen specs this beautiful? "

" Specs? That casooks like someone dragged it out of a landfill. Whatever, I just got a new graphics card and a few high-end pieces-perfect match for your fossil."

" Then stop talking and bring them over."

By the time Howar arrived at eight o'clock, the computer had already been reduced to neatly organized parts across the floor-chaotic at first glance, methodical on closer look.

He picked up a modified circuit board." What is this? Why is there a wire ually soldered on? "

" Pulled from a Lenovo 2010 laptop. I call it Lenovo 2012, " William replied casually.

" Are you insane? Improvised rewiring can fry the board-"

" Who said it's improvised? If you don't understand it, don't ask." William brushed him off and kept assembling.

Howar finally realized-these weren't random repairs. The guy had genuine technical skill hidden under that lazy attitude.

" With skills like this, why be a pro gamer? Come to my shop. I'll start you at five thousand a month."

William snorted." You're embarrassed to offer me only five thousand? At least ten. Maybe then I'll consider it-when I can't make it here anymore."

" You think I'm Bill Gates? " Howar muttered.

One hour later, the" monster" was reborn-cables of red and green sprawled outSide the casing like the arms of a cooked octopus. Howar stared.

" This actually runs? "

" Let's see." William pressed the power.

The screen flashed instantly to desktop. A notification popped up in the corner:

Boot Time: 3 seconds.

" Not bad, " William nodded.

Howar drew a sharp breath." Three seconds? What the hl is this creature? "

William launched a game for a test run-smooth, flawless, zero day. And that wasn't even its real performance ceiling. For him, as long as it could game without a hiccup, it was enough.

" You really won't come work for me? Seven thousand a month? "

" Not interested."

Gaming wAsnot just his job-it was his joy. Office work would suffocate him.

" How much do I owe you? " William asked.

" Two thousand. Cost price. In exchange, hp me troubleshoot if I ever hit technical hl."

" Deal."

In reality, those parts were easily worth over five thousand in the market-Howar had half-gifted them. He had been thoroughly impressed.

Once his friend left, William began stress-testing the system.

He opened one World of Warcraft client. Then a second. A third. One by one he dragged each character to the busiest main city. even clients-still smooth. Fifteen-barely any stutter.

A massive improvement compared to thimit of nine.

Cooling was also taken to the extreme. Once Heaven Realm launched, the machine would run continuously for days. If it crashed from overheating, the consequences would be unbearable-so he gave it the best cooling he could install.

" Not asleep yet? " his mother poked her head in.

" Almost, " William responded.

" Working again? "

" Mm."

She hesitated but said nothing. She didn't oppose him gaming for income-but she worried. This wasn't a long-term career, it drained the body, and once health collapsed, there would be no second chance. When his father was still alive, there was discipline. Now that she was alone, she could no longer control him-only hope he would steer himsf right someday.

" Go sleep, Mom. I've got it."

William left the computer running overnight. If it didn't overheat by morning, it was qualified.

After two more days of rest and adjustments, he returned to the studio. Server launch was at 10 AM. It was already after nine.

William and Alva sat Side by Side, each waiting at login interface, eyes sharp and focused.

The rest of the studio bustled. Some played World of Warcraft, some Sky Galaxy, some were running scripts in Legend. even girls, each buried in their own game.

3DX engines were rumored to make cheating impossible. William was skeptical. Give humans firewalls, someone invents bombs; give them locks, someone invents lockpicks. As long as profit existed, exploits would follow.

Across the room Alvawas pestering Kitty, one of the younger and prettier girls, barely twenty. She already looked ready to strangle him.

" I swear, I could slap him dead, " she gritted.

" Permission granted, " William laughed.

" Get lost or I'll actually swing, " she snapped.

Alvascampered away like a roach fleeing sunlight.

" Try Setlla next, " William teased.

A cold voice drifted from across the room-" William do you have an itch you want me to scratch? "

A chill went down his spine. Alvasilently turned his face away, trying not to burst out laughing.

Ten minutes passed in an instant.

" The game's live, " William said, expression shifting-his playful faade vanished, replaced by the sharp intensity of a hunter sighting prey.

They donned the VR helmets.

The screen transformed-lush forests, wind-filled ambience, flowing rivers-an almost tangible world.

" Beautiful, " Alvabreathed.

William said nothing, but his eyes gleamed. A game this polished would draw an ocean of players.

Which meant-profit.

He opened the class introduction.

Rodinia-a lost world. Its inhabitants coexisted with countless living species. Among them stood the Qi Refiners, masters who drew power from ore-born energy known as Qi. From this profession branch emerged healers, tacticians, figthers, summoners, curse-weavers, strategists, battle-mages-leaders of the continent.

This world had no kingdoms, only tribes-until the day a young warrior led his people to conquer thand

A new legend was about to begin.

chapter 4 Thost World

William examined the appearance of the Rodinian people. They possessed pale skin, blue hair, and deep gemstone-like [[CHECK: Serpent]] eyes. Years of fighting wild beasts had forged them into hulking warriors radiating primal savagery.

" What path are you choosing? " William asked.

Alva thobrought for a moment." Support."

" Then I'll go Magic."

Between the two of them, someone had to choose either the Magic or Combat branch-those were the main offensive classes.

A mage avatar appeared before William, clad in a blue-and-gold robe and holding a crystal staff, ethereal magic light dancing around him. Qi Refiners were divided into [[CHECK: No.6]] tiers: Apprentice, Tutor, Master, Grandmaster, Supreme Grandmaster, and finally-beyond Supreme Grandmaster lay the Heavenly Dharma rank, players who earned a personal title and the right to lead armies. Each tier further contained sixty levels.

After picking a class came random talents-each player was granted two out of thousands. Over five hundred profession talents, three hundred auxiliary talents, five hundred troop talents, and more than [[CHECK: No.6]] hundred skill talents-randomly drawn. William had already reviewed this system in the documentation.

" What did you roll? " he asked. Talents decided a character's long-term path. There were no usess talents-only usess players.

" A troop talent: Dragon Affinity. All dragon-type units under my command gain +10 to stats; it can levup. And a skill talent: Slow-reduces enemy movement speed by 10%, also scalable." Alvalooked at William for guidance.

" Dragon Affinity is late-game. If you can't recruit dragons, it's worthless. But Slow is great for the early stage. Not bad-usable."

He might have made him reroll the character if the talents were both trash. Time was too valuable during server launch.

" What did you get? "

" A lightning-ement talent, +10 lightning damage. Looks like I'm committing to lightning. The second is ' Miner's Speech.' Increases subordinate miners by one tier and mining speed by +10%."

" So you're going into production now? Who's going to fight? "

" We'll seater. Lightning talent alone makes it acceptable."

William set his IGN as leder, short for" leader"-a name he frequently used when dealing with foreign players. Alvachose Modao; both IDs were well-known in the gaming scene.

" Look at the map, " Alvamuttered.

They zoomed out.

It was a fusion of all seven continents-Eurasia, Africa, the Americas, even Australia-compressed into a single megacontinent. A reconstruction of Earth's primordial tectonic layout.

At the corner, five ancient-style characters read: Thost World, accompanied by archaic symbols.

" Only the Asia section is sectable as a spawn point? " Alvafrowned." Then what's the rest of the map for? "

" For foreign players. This is a global server."

William had anticipated this from the dev notes. In a true strategy MMO, players were commanders-not lone heroes. Alvawas an exclent figther, but strategy and macro-analysis were William's domain. With William guiding him, Alvaranked among ites. Without him, he'd only be mid-tier.

No company before had ever dared put every player worldwide in one shared world. Could a server even handle that load? Yet the more players, the more alive the world became. Humans were herd creatures-crowds made games explode in popularity.

" Search for a large island cluster off the Asian coastline-not too far out, " William instructed." Islands are easier to control-perfect for building a private stronghold."

" There are over a hundred at least [[CHECK: No.6]] major clusters." Alvawas overwhmed by the scale.

" Sect Nifen Island in the neria Archipago, " William decided." Edgocation, not too obvious, deep-sea coastline-great future port. Good population, heavy vegetation. Perfect foothold."

They sected their spawn.

" Server entry has already exceeded five hundred thousand? " Alvaexclaimed.

That was absurd for a launch-day MMO-an astronomical starting number.

They spawned in a tribal camp-small, ringed by wooden palisades, hosting a few hundred NPCs and a few dozen players.

" Wevas fast as possible, " William said. Everyone around them was a future competitor.

" Coordinates? "

" Nifen Island, 385.298."

They formed a party and moved out.

Outside the camp, first-tier monsters-Duckbill Beasts-were already being hunted. They skipped the crowded area and went straight to tier-two monsters, then immediaty into the tier-three zone: Eaglebeaks-high risk, high reward.

Alvacast Slow. William followed with a lightning bolt-5 damage. Alvatossed an energy missile-3 more. The creature dropped dead. One XP each.

Tier-three kills gave nine XP per monster. Far better.

" It's risky here, but efficient, " William calculated." Don't get touched. One crit and we're down."

System: You obitained 3 copper coins.

System: You obitained 2 copper coins.

" Drop rate is stingy, " Alvagroaned." Just some E-rank energy crystals and coins. Not even starter equipment."

" Low drop rate means high gear value. Forget equipment-we need mercenaries. Fastving."

" How much for a mercenary? "

" Cheapest tier-one units-peasant, miner, lumberjack, or hound-cost twenty silver."

" Twenty silver! ? That's two thousand copper! We've scraped together even! "

" Wcome to a real strategy economy." William dodged a charge with a quick leap, fired lightning, and Alvafinished the beast.

" Leving is brutal" Alvagrumbled.

Of course.

Heaven Realm was primarily a strategy MMO. Grinding alone was never the true path-the true progression would begin once you commanded armies, not yoursf.

As time passed, more players drifted into the same zone-parties of five or [[CHECK: No.6]], complete with tanks, healers, and mages. Safer, though not necessarily faster.

A five-party crossed their path. Both Sides watched one another carefully-no one struck first.

In Heaven Realm, players bow Tutor rank (Apprentice tier) were protected-killing one turned you red-name, banned from tribe services like healing and supplies. Once you reached Tutor rank, PvP became fully unrestricted.

The game encouraged war. It was a continent-wide struggle for supremacy-kings would rise, and the fallen would be trampled.

After several minutes-

Ding.

William leved up.

He opened his character window:

Name: leder

Level: 1

Physical Attack: 0-1

Magic Attack: 1-2

Defense: 1-1

Spirit: 5

Strength: 2

a: 1

Vitality: 5

Glory: 0

Equipment: None

Treasure: None

Talents:

Lightning Affinity (+10 lightning damage, upgradeable)

––––––––
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Miner's Speech (Subordinate miners +1 tier, mining +10%, upgradeable)

The true campaign was only beginning.

chapter 5 Equipment

In Heaven Realm, leving up did not increase attributes. Stats could only be improved through equipment, treasures, and talents. Higher tiers and levels mery unlocked stronger spls and skills-they didn't directly make a character tougher.

William and Alva worked smoothly together, kite-farming monsters with near-perfect rhythm. Thanks to Alva's Slow debuff, they could take on higher-levcreatures without ever truly being in danger.

Beforong, the entire hillSide was littered with Eaglebeak corpses.

" Change hunting grounds, " William said as he headed up a slope-where five or [[CHECK: No.6]] player corpses lay sprawled. The same group they had passed earlier. Wiped out.

He frowned slightly and shifted his camera. Down at the foot of the hill, a massive Eaglebeak with silver wings was tearing through another group of players. Silver plumes, enormous talons, oversized body-a rare variant.

In Rodinia, monsters were ranked by rarity:

Normal

––––––––
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Silver

––––––––
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Gold

––––––––
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Darkgold

Silver were 1 in 100.

Gold were 1 in 10, 000.

Darkgold? One in a million.

These rarities didn't drop normal loot. Instead, they dropped treasure chests-Silver, Gold, or Darkgold-with a chance at equipment or rare treasures. Gear drop rates were already low; treasure drops were even rarer.

" Silver-rank monster? " Alvaasked, eyes burning." Do we go for it? "

William conSidered. It was risky-dangerous even-but at such a low levdeath penalty was trivial. Barefooted men have nothing to lose.

" Kill it."

" Yessir! " Alvaperked up immediaty and moved to flank from the right.

" How we doing this? "

" Kite it! Classic."

" On it! "

" Don't get hit."

" Please, it's me, " Alvasaid smugly.

Another player screamed and died under the monster's claws.

Alvacast Slow-then fired an energy missile.

MI.

Miss.

" Seriously! ? " Alvastared. Only overwhming levdisparity could cause a pure MI result.

The Silverwing Eaglebeak shrieked and charged them.

" Into the trees! " William commanded.

They retreated into the forest. William's lightning struck for -1 damage-tiny, but at least it connected. Alva's attacks? Nearly all misses.

They weaved through trees, taking potshots and dodging. The beast had only 30 HP, but regeneration was fast-if they didn't maintain steady pressure, its health bounced back.

When Slow expired, its speed shot back up.

" Re-slow! Quickly! "

" Cooldown! " Alvagritted his teeth.

Just as it lunged, William dodged behind a tree-passing cleanly through its hitbox.

3D games, like Warcraft or WoW, all shared the same rule: the hitbox was anchored to a minimal footprint bow the mod. If that footprint wasn't inSide the attack vector, you weren't hit. William understood micro-movement to surgical precision.

Slow came off cooldown-Alvareapplied it.

With the beast impeded again, William resumed lightning strikes. But regen had undone half their work.

Then a normal Eaglebeak wandered into the fray.

" What now? "

" Use it to block! Kite them into each other! "

They lured the normal mob ahead of the silver variant. The slower Eaglebeak unknowingly body-blocked the silver one-classic Warcraft tactics recreated flawlessly.

Unable to euver around its own kin, the Silverwing floundered-while William and Alvaintensified their barrage.

Ten minutes.

Twenty minutes.

Thirty minutes.

Even as experienced players, maintaining flawless micro in such tension wore them down-but the health finally hit single digits.

Another bolt of lightning-

-1.

The Silverwing howled and collapsed.

Ding!

Ding!

Ding!

Three consecutive white flashes-over 300 XP. Both of them instantly jumped to lev5.

William raxed at last, exhaling as if someone had just poured ice water down his spine on a summer day.

Alvarushed to loot while William cleaned up the normal mob.

" One Silver Chest! " Alva's voice trembled slightly.

He hovered the cursor over it several times, but didn't dare click.

" You open it-my luck sucks. Last time I won a lottery prize, it was a mirror. Mom ke it on the same day."

" Pathetic." William smirked and accepted the trade.

He clicked the chest without hesitation.

A sound prompt. Item acquired.

" Equipment! " William announced.

" What kind? "

" Nanm Staff. Damage 1-2. Lev6 requirement."

" That's actually pretty good."

" For early game? Exclent."

They moved to the tier-5 bison area to push lev6.

Not y players here yet-most were still stuck in tier-1 or tier-2 zones. Their pace was already among the fastest on the island.

Heavy mobs, but heavy XP. After three more hours of rentless grinding-

Lev6.

William equipped the Nanm Staff. His damage went up significantly. TTK on bisons dropped from sixteen spls to ten.

" How much money now? "

" Five silvers, thirty-[[CHECK: No.6]] copper."

" Too slow." William frowned." Five hours and not even close to twenty silvers. First mercenary won't be till tomorrow at best."

" What now? "

" We don't sleep. Hire the first mercenary tomorrow."

Lightning specialization meant William scaled faster than most players; pairing with Alvamade the gap grow even faster.

Suddenly Alvashouted: " Silver-rank bison! "

He applied Slow instantly, but William's lightning hit double MI.

" Retreat, " William ordered." We can't crack its defense yet."

They escaped using the terrain.

" What a waste. Could've been another chest, " Alvasighed.

" Not wasted. Just postponed." William's eyes sharpened." Tonight-we farm treasure chests."

chapter 6 Habitual Spawn Points

" Farm treasure chests? How? "

" We go to higher-levzones and look for silver-rank beasts."

" Actually that's a pretty good idea."

" Nighttime means fewer players, less competition, and higher drop rates. If we sweep the zone methodically, we're guaranteed to find something."

Just hearing the word" treasure" made Alva suddenly full of energy. Two level-6 players grinding in a level-6 monster zone was already a rare sight.

" If we could hire a Hunter mercenary, it'd be perfect."

" What's the benefit? " Alvahad never read the ual. He never needed to-William was a walking database.

" With a Hunter in the team, beasts drop meat and pts. We can sell them in town for money. Long-term profit."

" How much for a Hunter? "

" Thirty silvers."

Alva's jaw dropped." That's robbery."

Night slowly fl. They hadn't yet reached lev7 by dinner time.

" William, aren't you two going to eat? " Kitty walked over, wearing a light blue top and carrying a wn shoulder bag-pure youthful brightness.

" Testing the new game. No time, " William replied without looking up, fingers still flying across the keyboard.

" I'll bring food up for you two then, " Kitty said after a moment of thobrought.

" Why only for him? What about mine? " Alvaput on an exaggeratedly pitiful face.

" You don't exist, " Kitty replied flatly, rolling her eyes.

William chuckled." You're treating? "

" You want me to bring food and treat? Bieve it or not I'll choke you right here." She mock-strangled him by the collar.

" Oh mighty heroine, spare me! Allow this lowly worm to live another day! "

" Hmph. What do you want? "

" Spicy chicken-no spice. And shredded pork with peppers."

" You're unreal. Spicy chicken without the spice. You're a walking contradiction." Kitty shook her head." I'll bring it later. Don't starve to death."

After sheft, Alvawiggled his eyebrows." You ft that, right? She definity likes you."

William ignored him and continued farming.

" Look at her-soft, gentle, adorable-shiterally said ' I'll bring you food.' That's basically confession-levcoddling! "

William shot him a Sideways look." Didn't you want to chase her? "

" For the sake of hood, I will nobly sacrifice my love and give her to you."

" Get lost. Your dad must regret not missing the shot complety and decorating the wall instead."

" He said that was his life's greatest regret."

William nearly laughed in spite of himsf.

Later Kitty returned with food. The three chatted briefly before sheft them to resume the grind. Most players had logged off by now; only a few night warriors remained. William turned on a soft piano track for the girls staying overnight-peaceful, flowing, gentle.

" William, since when do you ' understand'piano? " Setlla called from across the room.

" How dare you question me-I'm a [[CHECK: Serpent]]-bit pianist, " he declared with false grandeur.

The girls erupted in labrougther.

Even Kitty glanced Sideways at him and smiled faintly. William's humor had a way of dissolving fatigue. Alvawas pure clownish chaos, but William-William was charming.

By 10 p.m., they reached lev7.

" Beginner maps, " William said.

" Finally." Alvarevived instantly.

" We split up. Whoever finds a silver-rank sends coordinates."

" Got it."

They spread out across low-levzones. Around 10 PM, the server population started shrinking sharply-perfect hunting time.

Half an hour later-

" Coords: 238.105.286, " Alvareported. He had found a silver-rank level-2 Silverwing Birdbeak near a swamp.

William rushed over. Fighting alone would be difficult, so William joined in to prevent a tag steal.

Together they burned its HP steadily, fewer misses now that their levels were higher.

Within minutes, the beast screeched and fl-dropping another treasure chest.

" Open it now? "

" Not yet. We stockpile first. Probability stacking works better if we batch open."

Alvasighed." You and your numbers."

Time passed. In the first two hours, Alva's luck was absurd-five silver chests. William found three. But eventually the pattern reversed-William began outpacing him.

" You figured out the pattern, didn't you, " Alvasaid dryly.

William nodded, finally writing a few coordinate clusters down."285.185.296 twice.

692.286.286 three times.

And a few more-these are priority routes."

He handed Alvaa sheet of scribbled data.

He called it habitual spawn-the server refreshing rare monsters in fixed loops after some day.

With the data in hand, Alva's efficiency spiked dramatically.

This kind of coordinate table was gold-not something you evaked. But even if others discovered similar paths, this was a closed island; competition was limited.

They had the advantage-and William intended to keep it.

chapter 7 Ring of Windchant

With more coordinates recorded, William's efficiency at locating silver-rank monsters rose sharply. Although they were only level-two beasts, the experience was generous-almost comparable to farming bison-so both William and Alva gained anothvquickly.

" Check thevrankings, " Alvasaid.

" Where is it? "

" Bottom-right. The sphere icon."

William opened the global ranking list.

Name: leder-Global Rank: 6, 828

Asia Rank: 1, 768

Atlantis Rank: 1, 102

There were already 1.31 million registered accounts. Ranking within the first thousand of the Atlantans region was a very strong start-especially conSidering that they had spent most of the night hunting silver monsters instead of grinding levels. Time" lost" was actually investment. Their return: 26 silver treasure chests.

Equipment scarcity meant value-and once the trading market opened, this was leverage.

William continued gliding through the forest. He never stopped unless he saw a silver monster; anything se just earned free bonus XP while passing by.

A rustle in the bushes ahead-another Silverwing Eaglebeak.

But this one was already kiting a player-

A level-7 fire mage. It was obvious from his spacing and timing that he was skilled-maintaining ideal distance perfectly.

ID: Firestick - Lev7, Apprentice Mage.

William paused. Another hunter searching for silver-rank prey. Starting a fight here would be pointless and risky-not worth it. Heft without interfering.

" Met a level-7 fire mage also farming silver mobs, " he reported.

" Strong? "

" Looks decent. IGN is Firestick."

The name sounded faintly familiar, but not from the pro circuit-William knew every top-tier competitive gamer by heart.

Alvanodded. Point received:

In a strategy MMO, every skilled player on your island is a future rival. To seize Nifen Island, they would eventually need to dominate every serious contender on it.

They continued farming. Time flowed quickly.

William glanced at the clock." It's 5 a.m."

" Thirty-[[CHECK: No.6]] chests, " Alvasaid, hands rubbing together, eyes shining.

Across the room, Kitty yawned, rubbing her sleepy eyes prettily." William, Alva-I'm heading off. Can't stay awake anymore."

" Want company? " William teased.

" Get lost. I'm not giving you a discount." Her face flushed faintly, but she hid it well-studio jokes never counted as real flirtation. Sheft with a wave.

The all-nigther crew slowly dispersed. The morning-shift girls began arriving.

" Stayed up again? " someone asked.

William sighed dramatically." Exploited all night by capitalism"

" Careful, if Christine hears that-"

" Who said I exploit people? "

The voice floated in coolly from the entrance.

William froze. He slowly turned.

" Who? Who dares slander the gentle, beautiful, egant, generous Boss Christine? " he declared rigtheously, without blinking once.

The girls burst into labrougther.

Christine smirked, stepping beSide his desk." How's the game? "

" Graphics five stars. Popularity five stars. Gameplay seems promising. Too early to judge endgame, but potential is huge."

She conSidered." You get three more days. If it still looks good, I'll assign Kitty and Setlla to join you."

" Boss creates value, workers create miracles, " William said smoothly.

" Oh? So now I'm Boss Christine instead of a bloodsucking capitalist? "

William grinned awkwardly. Unlucky timing-again.

Christineft for her office. Only now did William return to the screen-his inventory full.

" Open the chests? " Alvaasked eagerly.

" Yeah."

Thirty-[[CHECK: No.6]] silver treasure chests-lined in neat rows-shimmering likittle pieces of hope.

The first chest:

+60 EXP.

Alvasighed.

Second chest:

+30 copper.

obitained.

Rattan Shield

Defense 2-3 (Combat-only gear).

Then more chests-copper, experience, and finally some gear.

Twve chests opened 3 items

Rattan Shield (Combat)

Glowing Staff (Healing class)

Cloth Shoes (Mage; DEF +1)

William threw the shoes to Alva. Offense mattered more to him.

" How y now? " Alvaasked.

" Thirteen."

William clicked.

A ring icon appeared.

Alvagasped.

" A ring! A ring! ! Do you know how rare-? ! Open the stats! "

William hovered over it.

Ring of Windchant

+2 Spirit

+1 Constitution

REQ: Lev7

A clean, egant minor-epic. Not flashy, but extremy valuable early game.

William equipped it. His HP jumped from 50 60, MP from 50 70.

" Keep going! " Alvasaid excitedly.

They opened the remaining chests:

Total gear obitained: 8 items

1 William (ring)

1 Alva(1-2 dmg staff)

5 other class gear to sell

1 leftover basic item

" Sl the rest? "

" Yes." William counted their cash:

11 silvers total-still short of hiring even a miner. But selling the gear should close the gap.

" Give me the coins. You grind-I'll go sell."

William returned to the tribe settlement. The area was packed-morning rush hour.

He shouted in trade chat: " Combat Rattan Shield DEF2-3, Healing Staff, etc. Serious offers PM."

Instant traction-over twenty whispers instantly.

He began filtering-no bids, no sincerity, no deal.

" Five silvers for the shid? " a player named Dragon Geoffrey offered.

" Rattan Shield-five silver. Firm."

He scanned nearby usernames.

Geoffrey Tianya. Geoffrey Tianxia. Geoffreye

[[CHECK: No. 6]] of them total. A clan.

Perfect buyers. Loaded, competitive, and the type to overspend early.

William smiled.

chapter 8 Miner

William's paper full of coordinates was growing rapidly, and the more data he gathered, the faster the silver-rank monster hunt became. Even though these were only level-2 monsters, they granted surprisingly high experience. Beforong, both he and Alva leved again-the speed wasn't much slower than grinding water buffalo.

Not long after, William returned to the tribe settlement to sell the equipment they had obitained from treasure chests.

" Ten silvers. I'll take the vine shield, lightstaff, and thongsword, " said the player named Geoffrey after thinking for a moment.

William smiled." Sorry. Not selling."

" Then your price? "

" Vine shid: five silvers. Light Staff: five silvers. The three pieces won't leave my inventory for less than thirteen silvers."

In truth, even would already have been top market price. But perception was everything-raising the valuation of lightstaff first would pull up the total.

Geoffrey hesitated, ready to walk. William didn't chase. The opening days of a server were the prime period where supply wAsnonexistent and demand was absolute. Equipment would not depreciate soon.

More teams approached-[[CHECK: No.6]]-levplayers from rival families. Attention surged.

" Thirteen silvers. I'll take all three, " Geoffrey suddenly snapped-clearly sensing someone se was about to outbid him.

But then-

" Five pieces. No. 6teen silvers, all taken, " a player named Black [[CHECK: Serpentsnake]] Shisha whispered.

" Fifteen silvers for all five. Negotiable, " another from Poison Bird Clan chimed in.

William's eyes narrowed. Classic bidding escalation.

He turned the situation carefully, hinting to each Side that their rivals were also after the same gear. Price drifted upward-

Eigtheen.

Nineteen.

Finally-

" Twenty silvers. All of them, " Geoffrey gritted out.

That was the ceiling. William sealed the deal.

" Done."

Five items. Profit: a clean five silvers above market.

Easy.

The purchase concluded, Geoffrey made another offer:

" Join thongwing family. We can give you the best treatment."

William shrugged lightly." When you actually own a city-state, I'll consider it."

He didn't say never.

But he also didn't say yes.

Future enemies shouldn't be clued in too early.

The other two teams also attempted to recruit him-different words, same motive. William gave non-answers to all. Day was leverage.

With 31 silvers on hand, it was finally time for mercenaries.

He walked to the mercenary hall. A fat NPC in a white robe greeted him cheerfully.

" We host the finest warriors of the tribe. Would you like to hire one? "

" Yes."

There were 97 listings left today.

Three mercenaries had already been taken-one Militiaman and two Hunters, William quickly deduced by count.

In early game meta, the strongest choices were Militiaman (future Warrior upgrade) or Hunter (steady income). Everything se was lifestyle production.

William almost clicked Hunter-until he remembered.

Miner's Tongue.

His talent.

A Miner promoted one tier higher meant a Tier-2 unit before anyone se in the game could fid one. If Tier-2 miners mined significantly faster and output rare ore, the economic boost could be enormous.

He took the risk.

System: You have hired" Miner". 30 silvers deducted.

The muscular Miner NPC appeared beSide him.

William triggered the talent.

System: Upgrading this unit requires an additional 20 silvers.

"...What? "

He froze.

This wasn't a free promotion. It needed another 20 silvers.

"...F***."

Alva blinked." What happened? "

" I just bobrought an expensive Militiaman with a pickaxe."

Still, there wAsnobacking out. William dragged the miner to a nearby iron vein to at least test his efficiency.

One hour.

A whole hour produced little more than sixty Tier-1 ores-barely worth a silver.

Grinding mobs would make far more.

Worse-if heft the Miner unattended, someone could kill it. Losing it meant losing 50 silvers of investment value.

Regret flickered.

But William wAsnot the type to give up halfway.

If the Miner reached Tier-2?

It might become a game-breaking economic engine.

If it didn't?

He'd sunk his entire early-game into a dead slot.

Hooked at their combined finances: seven silvers.

" We need thirteen more, " William said flatly." We go back to silver-rank farming. Daytime. Even if the drop rate sucks."

Alvadidn't question it.

Three hours later-five more chests, two more pieces of gear, sold for even silvers. Another two silvers from grinding.

Twenty silvers reached.

Time for the gamble.

System: Promote Miner to Tier-2? This process requires 20 silvers.

Yes?

William confirmed.

A flash of brilliant whitight.

The miner's frame thickened, armor plating materialized across shoulders and arms, and the weapon became a reinforced two-handed drill pick.

System: Your mercenary Miner has advanced to Tier-2: Strong Miner.

The experiment had officially begun.

chapter 9 Money, Money, Money

William checked the stats of his newly promoted Strong Miner.

Attack: 2-3.

Bary stronger than before-expected, since this wasn't a combat profession. The real question was: mining efficiency.

Heft Alva grinding levels and returned to the quarry to test.

The miner began auto-gathering.

System: You obitained 1 Grade-2 Iron Ore

System: You obitained 2 Grade-1 Iron Ore

One hour later-

36 Grade-2 ores

121 Grade-1 ores

Sold to the tribe's Black [[CHECK: Serpentsmith]]: 6 silvers.

Rief washed over William.

The gamble had paid off.

A Strong Miner = 6 silvers/hour.

Five hours = enough for a second miner.

Two more hours = promotion.

Two Strong Miners working four hours = third miner.

Three Strong Miners working three hours = fourth miner.

Compound growth.

Unlike normal players who first leved and then earned, William built an economy first-using economic dominance to reverse-suppress leving speed. It was risky, but if uninterrupted, the payoff would be terrifying.

He committed fully.

He and Alvatook turns resting; the mining pipine never stopped.

Hour 6 Second Strong Miner

Hour 9 Third

Hour 11 Fourth

Then acceleration mode began.

Soon he was recruiting his fifth, then sixth

Beforong, William had twenty Strong Miners-the current hard cap for a Scholar.

20 miners 6 silvers/hour = ~120 silvers/hour

= 12 gold every ten hours

Normal players?

All-day farming = 10 silvers.

William = 1 hour = 12 their income.

Alvafinally understood the terrifying speed of geometric growth.

" Level? " William asked.

" even, " Alvareplied.

He had thrown all income into William and still hadn't hired a single mercenary-his leving speed lagging badly.

" Here. Thirty silvers. Go hire a Hunter."

With his first mercenary, Alva's kill-speed jumped. The Hunter also generated secondary income which fed straight back into William.

Meanwhile, William continued to rapidly expand his economy until he casually handed AlvaNo.6 gold coins - [[CHECK: No.6]] hundred silvers.

Alvaimmediaty hired nine Hunters and ten Militiamen.

When he marched through the tribe with a 20-unit squad behind him, jaws hit the ground.

" Is he sponsored by a guild? "" Must be a major clan! "" Twenty mercenaries this early? ! "

Players who had scraped together twenty silvers in two days stared in disbief.

Alvaswaggered into a grinding zonike a lord of war.

Ten Militiamen fobrought on the frontlines.

Ten ranged units volley-fired - killing everything instantly.

Ding.

Levup.

Less than ten minutes later: Ding again.

Fivevs in one hour.

This was what money could do.

William remained on economic expansion. He would mass-build wealth first, then instantly convert it into overwhming force whenever needed.

Then-

" Found a level-16 silver-rank Python! " Alvacalled, tensing up.

The beast was massive, coiled like a siege engine. Fighting it meant losing mercenaries-and every Militiaman was worth 20 silvers.

" Engage? " Alvaasked cautiously.

" Kill it, " William said flatly.

Treasure tiers were the same, but drop probability skyrocketed with monstv. A level-16 silver beast could easily mean a powerful drop.

" But avoiding losses is-"

" Losses are nothing."

He had crossed the economic threshold where casualties were expendable.

Alvainstantly raxed.

Right-backing him was a walking central bank.

" Then I'm going in! "

" No. Let me, " William said as he took control. His tactical sense was higher-and against a silver boss, correct micro mattered.

He split the Militiamen into five squads.

All ranged units into a single strike team.

He zoomed the camera out to full strategic view.

A real battle was about to begin.

chapter 10 Opening a Shop

William controlled the five squads and slowly euvered them into position around the giant python. Years of StarCraft and Warcraft micromanagement made multi-line control second nature. His fingers moved so fast across mouse and keyboard that there wAsnopause, no wasted motion.

Once the encirclement was complete, the python raised its head, hissing, eyes cold and predatory.

Slow!

The debuff landed. The python snapped toward William in response to the aggro pull-

Surround!

Ten Militiamen collapsed inward like iron gates slamming shut. The snake was boxed in with no room to move. Behind them, even ranged units rained down a storm of arrows and energy bolts. Damage numbers floated up-forced chip damage and lots of MISS, but constant pressure.

The python slammed its skull into one Militiaman-a brutal hit for 17 damage. With only 30 HP total, the soldier was nearly dead in a single blow.

William instantly pulled him out and rotated in a fresh one.

Flow-perfect.

Tempo-stable.

One after another, the frontline militiamen were reduced to single-digit HP, hovering on the brink of collapse. But William rotated them like chess pieces, nevtting a single one fall.

The python's HP dropped bow 20%.

Its eyes suddenly flared red.

Not good.

William immediaty withdrew all low-HP units. The python slammed forward-the remaining healthy Militiamen blocked its charge.

The beast opened its mouth and exhaled a cloud of [[CHECK: Serpent]] poison mist-two Militiamen were engulfed.

-5

-5

-5

Dot poison. Skin Black [[CHECK: blackened]]. HP ticked down rapidly.

One was struck again-killed instantly.

William's forehead ke into sweat.

Had he not read the animation in time, that mist would have wiped all seven low-health units. Two or three hundred silvers down the drain in a breath.

Even Alva, watching from the Side, ft his scalp go numb.

If it were him at the controls, he would've never reacted that fast.

William retreated deeper-toward the forest. The swamp would cripple movement speed for his army but not the python; only the forest terrain gave advantage.

Inside the trees, the terrain penalty kicked in-python slowed by 30%, units by 20%, Hunters unaffected.

Perfect.

He began kiting rentlessly.

The python roared and swept its tail-uprooting trees and hurling them like battering rams. William narrowly dragged another Militiaman to safety-half a second slower and twenty silvers would have evaporated.

Under concentrated ranged fire, the python finally ke and turned to flee-only to find thast high-HP Militiaman still blocking its escape route. Another strike-the Militiaman tanked it barely, and the final volley landed.

HP: 5 0

The snake collapsed with a thunderous crash.

Ding! Ding!

Alvaleved to 18.

William exhaled slowly, gathered his surviving Militiamen, and opened the chest.

A ribbon of pale-bluight burst forth.

A robe-faint azure sheen, egant glow.

Skyblue Robe

DEF 3-5

+2 Spirit

+1 Magic

Required Level: 15

A grade treasure-pricess for casters.

" Big score! Your luck's insane! " Alvasaid excitedly.

William smirked." Who do you think I am? "

He tossed the robe to Alvato equip-after all, William still wasn't leving yet.

After stabilizing Alva's upgrades, William resumed his own grand design.

" I'm buying a shop in the tribe."

" Now? Isn't it too early? "

" No. Property prices will only go up."

He was right. The game's economy mirrored real-world systems-early buyers got in cheap. Later? Exponential cost.

William spent 30 silvers acquiring a shop, 10 silvers to hire a shopkeeper, and prepaid 5 days of upkeep. He dropped 3 gold as operating capital and returned to the quarry.

Soon, a new sign appeared in the settlement-the first ever player-owned store.

Treasure-Seeker General Store

We buy large quantities of Silver Chests. 1 silver each. Unlimited. Permanent.

At first, players were disappointed-no equipment for sale.

Then they saw the notice.

Somaughed:

Buying silver chests? Profit? Where?

Twenty chests = 20 silvers.

Open them maybe break even.

It looked pointless.

But most players were risk-averse.

A chest might not drop gear-could be coins or EXP.

Sling it guaranteed profit.

And one silver early-game was a lot.

For William, an hour of mining = 120 silvers.

He could afford to lose some.

Even a loss was still an equipment lottery at negligible cost.

All he needed was one high-grade drop

And his own gear would reach monstrous levels.

Then equip the mercenaries as well?

Their grinding speed would explode.

chapter 11 The Perfect Tool for Ambush

William wAsnow fully intoxicated by the endless stream of silver coins. Every two hours he would head back to the clan settlement, dump the ore he mined into the NPC Black [[CHECK: Serpentsmith]]' s hands, and his fortune kept snowballing upward. For the moment, he had no interest in leving at all-money came first.

Meanwhile, his shop inSide the clan settlement was frantically buying up silver chests. At first only a few players bothered selling any. But soon Niffen Island's players realized this was actually a great deal: spend two hours hunting high-levmonsters and still might not make one silver but search for silver-rank monsters and pop a chest? Two hours for a guaranteed 1-2 silvers. Easy choice.

Within hours, high-levplayers flooded low-levmap near the village, not to grind levels but to farm silver-rank monsters and sell the chests to William's shop. In just five hours his inventory exploded past 300 silver chests.

Mining made him rich.

The shop made him richer.

Now he had a second full-time job-opening chests.

Most chests were trash: coins and EXP. But occasionally a piece of equipment appeared, which he stored for resale. Prices slightly above market, yet business was booming. The same players selling him chests made fortunes and then came right back to spend that money on gear from his shf. Money flowed out of William's pocket, circled around the playerbase, and flowed straight back to him.

An economic loop. Controlled entiry by him.

After opening three hundred chest batches, Alva was outfitted head to toe in decent current-levgear. Anything William could use himsf, he quietly kept in reserve.

Between mining profits and shop profits, his purse grew heavy-when he finally checked, he hd 20+ gold coins. That amount was practically the combined liquid wealth of five to [[CHECK: No.6]] hundred ordinary players. In the Atlantis region, that was already enough to be called a first-class tycoon.

Time slipped by. His stockpile of chests passed four hundred, then five hundred. Host count-was this the 500th or the 501st?

He opened another without ceremony.

A scroll appeared.

His heart jolted.

Finally-something rare.

Skill Scroll: Grand Disguise

Grade: Tier-1 Treasure

Effect: Allows one unit type to masquerade as another unit type in your army.

Cost: 100 MP

" Treasure? ! " William blurted.

Unlike equipment, which only strengthened the user, treasures applied to the entire army. Each player could carry up to ten treasures. Even a Tier-1 was easily worth 3 gold or more on the market-and that was a conservative estimate.

He had spent only about 5 gold acquiring these 500 chests.

One treasure alone recouped over half the cost.

" Treasure? Let me see." Alvaleaned in, baffled." What does this even do? "

William smirked." You don't get it? This is the perfect tool for ambushes."

" Ambush? "

" Picture this-you see a guy ' leading'a bunch of cheap Militia, so you charge in with swordsmen only to discover they're actually Knights in disguise. Or you dodge what looks like a cavalry squad-except it was only peasants in costume and you just let them walk."

Alvashivered." That's vicious."

" Exactly."

After this jackpot, William became even hungrier for rare rolls. Most chests were junk, yes-but all it took was one obscene pull to justify hundreds of misses.

The buyout campaign continued unchecked. His shop became the most-watched location on Niffen Island. If a player needed gear and had coin, they came to him. If they had chests, they sold them to him. Even skeptics eventually converted-open a few themsves, get only pocket change then sell the rest to William for guaranteed profit.

Other players started gossiping darkly:

Was William making money or bleeding it?

Where was all this capital coming from?

Which clan was backing him?

Fortunaty, he had hidden the shop owner's name. If players knew who hd this much economic power, he'd never have a moment of peace.

Profitability wasn't even the point-treasure acquisition was. Breaking even was enough.

Niffen Island produced thousands of chests a day; William bobrought up about a thousand of them. Statistically, there had to be treasure among them.

The five major clans grew uneasy. Someone was building economic dominance right under their noses, and the scope of his funding frigthened them. They wanted to open their own shop-but they simply didn't have the capital nor the nerve to gamble thousands of silvers on a volatile margin.

They could only watch.

William, hands numb from clicking through chests, struck paydirt again when he reached around the nine-hundredth chest.

Blueprint: Village

Grade: Tier-1 Treasure

Effect: Allows construction of a player-owned village.

Chance to generate a hidden building: 1%.

William froze-and then laughed.

Cities in Heavenly Domain all begin as villages. The official village blueprint cost 50 gold from the clan der-a fortune the five major families would need weeks to gather.

He had just pulled one out of a chest for free.

And it came with a hidden-building roll.

This would never be sold.

With the blueprint came a new problem: location. The five major clans would never allow an independent village to rise on their island. If he revealed it too soon, they would crush it before it could devop.

Two paths lay before him:

Wait.

Let the five clans build their villages and go to war with each other. When they are stalemated, slip into a quiet corner and devop in safety.

––––––––
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Hide.

Build now in a secret location. Go dark. Fortify silently. When discovered, be strong enough to hold.

But first-power. Just him and Alva? Too thin.

He stood up." Keep an eye on my screen. I'm going to Christine's office."

He intended to convince Christine to shift talent into Heavenly Domain-at least recruit Kitty and Setlla. With his financial backing, their levgrowth could skyrocket.

He reached Christine's office; the door was ajar. He knocked.

" Come in, " Christine's voice drifted-smooth, vvety, dangerously charming.

William stepped inSide. Christinooked up, smiled lightly." What does little want from his der sister? "

He rolled his eyes internally. She's only two years er enough with the routine.

" I've tested Heavenly Domain. It has real market potential. I'm asking for two people from your team."

Christine fl silent, conSidering. Assigning Kitty and Setlla meant halting their current work-a clear cost. Was this game truly worth investing power into?

William waited patiently, studying her profile-egant lines, immaculate skin, refined presence, yet her ws hd a faint trace of choly.

He almost laughed. A woman this accomplished, running three major internet cafs and a studio at her age-what sadness could she possibly have?

Probably just his imagination.

chapter 12 Team Expansion

Christine stared out the window for a moment, a faint shadow passing through her expression. In the past, she would have agreed to William's request without a second thobrought. But now, every choice carried weight. Profit. Risk. Direction.

" Do you think Heavenly Domain can surpass World of Warcraft? " she asked quietly. If anyone was qualified to answer, it was William.

" It absoluty can. The system design is outstanding, " William replied without hesitation.

Christine nodded slowly." Fine. I'll hand you the two beauties from the online-games department. Just don't abduct them for personal use."

She flashed a stunning smile under the sunlight, bright as a fid of flowers in bloom. William almost laughed-this didn't look like a woman with worries; if she was troubled, it was probably only for lack of a man. The thobrought, of course, nevft his mouth.

" If Wesley joined too, then I might consider it, " he said lightly.

" You little brat. Always taking advantage." She gave him a playful punch on the shoulder." Go on. I expect good news."

" No problem." He saluted casually and left whistling down the hall.

Back at the studio, he called out:

" Setlla, Kitty-I've already checked with Wesley. Starting today, you two follow me."

Setlla flushed." What follow you-can you not make it sound so sketchy? "

" Hehe, just accept your fate."

" And me too, " Alva added cheerfully.

" Not you. I'm eating alone, " William smacked him on the back of the head.

The girls were half annoyed, half amused.

" Install the client and make your accounts, " William said.

After logging in-

" You two: we need at least one healer. The other can pick anything."

" I'll take healer, " Kitty said-which fit her temperament perfectly.

" I'll go battle class, " Setlla declared.

" Exactly what I expected, " William muttered.

" What? "

" Nothing. What talents did you roll? "

Kitty read her screen: " Area Healing +10 range, +10% effect, upgradable and Unicorn Affinity. Good? "

William stared, stunned." Your luck is disgustingly good."

" Really that good? "

" Purple rarity on group heal. That's a core healer build."

Kitty smiled shyly." Then I guess that's nice."

Setlla reported hers next: " Leadership +1 morale to all troops, upgradable. And Demon Archer Ascension-lets me upgrade my archers into Demon Archers."

" Leadership is solid in all stages, " William nodded." As for Demon Archers-that's probably a paid advancement like my Miner's Tongue. Could be really strong later."

He gave them a meeting coordinate. They ran to his shop, and once they arrived, William hit the trade window-dumping five-piece warrior gear + [[CHECK: No.6]] gold into Setlla's inventory. Then [[CHECK: No.6]] gold and a healer set to Kitty.

The girls froze.

[[CHECK: No. 6]] gold each.

This wasn't generosity-this was capital injection.

" Form a team with Tianming and go level. Hire only Hunters, not Militia. Max range DPS output, " William instructed.

With over fifty ranged units combined, their leving speed would rival artillery.

With the three of them now sf-sufficient, William returned to his mountain of silver chests. He no longer needed to power-level- not yet. First came infrastructure. Every gold coin he didn't reinvest into mercenaries, he converted to timber, stone, low-tier crystals, iron, and food-stockpiling for his future village.

He intended to erupt only once.

And when he did, the entire island would choke on shock.

He wouldn't just resist the five clans.

He would make them regret evarning his name.
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chapter 13
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Strategic Layout

System: Player" Demon King Chi You" has founded the first village.

System: Player" Vampire Duke" has founded a village.

While William was still mining, news kept pouring in from the mainland: more and more players were founding villages. With the entire server flooded by treasure chests, village-construction blueprints were bound to appear in large numbers. Those who dared to establish villages this early were all backed by powerful guilds with deep coffers-otherwise they would be wiped out instantly.

The major factions were expanding at full speed. For William, village construction was already a pressing issue. However, he also understood that now wAsnot the right time. If he built a village on Niffen Island prematury, it would immediaty become a target for the five major families. He did not yet have the strength to withstand such pressure.

Surviving between the five houses was already difficult. If he could not guarantee survival, he could not be the first to attract attention.

" Whileving, pay attention to the terrain and hp me find a hidden building site, " William instructed Alva. If he couldn't win a head-on clash, he would stay invisible.

" Village? You already got a construction blueprint? " Alva stared in disbief. William had gathered money, resources, and now even a blueprint in such a short time.

" Chest drop. Good luck."

" They can drop those too? " He conSidered it, then nodded. Blueprints counted as treasures." So what kind of place are you looking for? "

" Priority one: hidden and defensible. Priority two: near a mine. Priority three: no nearby monster nests. If the first is met, the other two are optional." William had thobrought it through: survival first, economy second. Other factions sobrought resource points to radiate influence quickly. He had to avoid exposure at all cost-a dead village had no value.

" So basically, as long as it stays hidden? "

" Yes. The more hidden, the better."

" I know a place on the coast. A canyon. Two cliffs, very narrow entrance. Inside is a murloc colony, level-ten mobs. We'd have to clear it first. But the mouth is tight, easy to defend, and almost impossible for random players to find. DownSide is space-it'll never grow into a large city. Nearby is just a mid-grade iron mine."

That was acceptable. The first village was a foothold, not the endgame. Once they had power and a stable foundation, they could begin to absorb surrounding forces step by step. A level-1 village alone granted 200 population-enough for a significant leap.

" Take Setlla and Kitty. I'll inspect the terrain first. If it works, clear it."

" On my way."

Alva led the two toward the canyon. William watched his screen and memorized the path. They crossed two hill spawn points with lev15-16 monsters, followed a twisting trail to the sea, swam across a river, then entered a dark stretch of forest. After a long trek and a turn through a Side path, the trees opened up, revealing a narrow canyon mouth-like suddenly stepping into sunlight.

The cliffs were sheer, like someone had split the mountain with a blade.

" This is the entrance. Thobroughts? " Alva asked.

" Exclent terrain, " William replied. This was exactly what ancient tacticians meant by" one holds the pass, ten thousand cannot cross."

Inside was a ad plain, with open sea beyond. Cliffs sealed both flanks. Other than by sea, this was the only land entrance.

Just as described, it could support a town or even a city, but expansion beyond that would be impossible. Thand simply ended.

The second issue: territorial monsters. A species'nest counted as its domain. Unless wiped out, they would return to reclaim it. For long-term occupation, extermination was the only option.

But wiping out a race in its own territory was never easy. A level-10 murloc nest usually housed a silver-rank leader fivevs higher, and often stronger monsters as well. Full clearance would not be simple.

" You have one day. Clear it. Tomorrow we build, " William said. They could not wait. If others fully devoped while they were still preparing, village building would become pointless.

Once word spread that chests could drop blueprints, silver chest prices skyrocketed. The major families were also buying them up. Prices reached three silvers per chest-margins vanished, and William withdrew from that business line.

Regional Notice: Longwing Sky has founded the first village in this region

William's expression tigthened. They had blueprint too. He needed to accerate. With the first spotlight already taken, his move tomorrow would draw far less attention.

The other families panicked as well. Those without drops immediaty spent fifty gold at the PC merchant to buy blueprints. Village construction became their top priority.

Unlike William, they were bold-backed by strong economic and military power, they all chose to build near the rich central plains of Niffen Island, above the densest mineral deposits. Resource monopoly came first.

William's remotocation aligned with his plan of concealment. But in thong run, if he did not expand outward before upgrading to a mid-sized city, this canyon would become a cage.

The only nearby resource was a mediocre iron mine-far from enough for his future needs. Participation in the central plains war was inevitable. The great showdown for Niffen Island was slowly taking shape. At this moment, William was just a shadow on the map-ignored by all.

Under Alva's command, Setlla and Kitty quickly reached lev11 and could already operate independently. Strong power madeving efficient-William and Alva had spent an entire night reaching ten plus; they needed only a few hours.

Ten militia advanced in formation while thirty-one ranged units fired volleys behind them. Murlocs rushed forward screaming, only to be wiped out in each synchronized barrage. Their bodies carpeted the canyon floor.

History never changed: advanced civilizations conquered primitive ones by force. The same applied here. Only by erasing the murlocs could William build a settlement, a town, and eventually a city.

" Boss, how much money do we actually have? With only four people, can we really devop a village? " Alva asked.

" Over fifty gold, plus a large stock of iron, food, and war supplies. Enough for this stage."

That numbft him speechless-fifty gold meant five thousand silver. If he had to gather that alone, it would take weeks.

William had already accumulated wealth comparable to the major families. Different talents meant different playstyles: some excled at troop control, some at economy, some at magic. William's early advantage came from the most efficient path-leveraging" Miner's Word" to build overwhming economic momentum.
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chapter 14
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Reshaping the Terrain

Under Alva's command, ten militia pushed forward step by step, clearing Fishman along the plain. After advancing for a distance, they finally reached the Fishman settlement-wooden huts scattered loosy across the plain like a star-map formation. Fishman moved between them in groups. There were several hundred in total. The houses formed a radial pattern around a central square, where a cluster of larger, ite Fishman were gathered around a bonfire.

Clearing this place in a single day was clearly not going to be easy.

Alva, Setlla, and Kitty circled the outskirts, watching for a long time, but still had no proper plan of assault. There were simply too y Fishman. Charging straight in would mean heavy casualties.

" If we can't storm the village, then put all the hunters on the high ground. Send a militia to pull them out, " William said.

" We can pull them, sure-but the ground between the village and the slope is flat. If they swarm, the militia get overrun in seconds, " Alva frowned. He had thobrought of this method, but it looked unworkable.

" Who said you have to pull straight to the top? As long as you hold aggro, run a wider route. Kite them to the steep-Side corner. Here." William pointed at the screen.

From that angle, the Fishman could not climb directly. They would have to detour around thong gradual slope, giving the hunters all the time they needed to kill them.

" That actually works, " Alva's eyes lit up." Only problem is, can we drag them that far? "

" Try it. If it fails, we rethink. Bring a hunter along-militia alone can't hold aggro, " William replied. He was confident the tactic would work.

Setlla and Kitty positioned the hunters on the high slope, turning it into a makeshift arrow tower.

" We're ready, " Setlla said.

" Same here, " Kitty added. She remained at the top, ready to heal anyone under pressure.

Alva sent in one militia and one hunter to provoke the settlement. Fishman flooded outward-more than fifty of them, which shocked him.

They kited the mob toward the designated point, the hunter turning back to shoot and keep aggro.

About thirty remained on the chase. That was enough.

Once in position-

" Fire! "

A storm of arrows howled down from above, each hunter targeting frey. Hundreds of projectiles rained down like a monsoon, instantly killing five or [[CHECK: No.6]] Fishman. The rest turned to retreat, trying to detour up the gentle slope-only to die in another wave of massed fire. The few who reached the top were stopped by the militia.

It was a textbook execution of terrain advantage. Moments later, the fid hd only corpses.

Using the same method, they slowly emptied the outer settlement. When only the central square remained, twenty-[[CHECK: No.6]] Fishman wereft-almost all silver-rank, levfifteen or above, and onev-eigtheen silvader.

No matter how they tried to pull, these ites refused to leave the central plaza.

" Looks like a direct assault but with this y silver units clustered, we'll get
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