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Chapter 1Chapter 1: Joining the Beta Test

"What do you mean maybe?"

...

"Let me ask you something... are you trying to give up on this relationship?"

...

"From today on, I won't text you anymore..."

Sitting in the back of the bus, staring at the message my girlfriend sent me last night, my chest tightened. Zhang Xi and I were high - school classmates. She's beautiful, disciplined, the kind of top student teachers always praise. Even though she slipped in the college entrance exam, she still m it into a prestigious university in the city.

And me? I'm the kind of face that melts into the crowd - so ordinary it's practically camouflage. A textbook twenty - first - century slacker: never studied after class, spent all my free time gaming. Same game too - never switched, never jumped to new servers like everyone else. My classmates have gone through dozens of games by now, but I'm still glued to Legend... and somehow still scraped into a third - tier college.

We've been together for more than five years. In all that time, there was never a real fight, never a blow - up. I always thought we'd just keep going quietly like this. But these past few days she's been acting like she swallowed a stick of dynamite - angry at everything, every conversation ending in frustration. I'd thought I was just a frog sitting by the pond... turns out I'm a toad aiming for swan - meat.

I arrived at her campus early and ducked into a nearby internet café to kill time. I pulled up the SF website to look for something new to play. Just then, a pop - up message blinked onto the screen:

"Shanda's newest in - house title is ready for closed beta. Recruiting professional testers to help find bugs. Outstanding performance will earn a mysterious reward."

A new game? And announced this quietly? That didn't feel like Shanda's usual flashy style. But I was sick of Legend anyway. Worst case, I don't like it and just go back. School is on early break for a month, I'm stuck at home with nothing to do... if I can get into closed beta, maybe it'll help with future gaming plans. Plus... if I find a few good bugs, mysterious reward, here I come...

I signed up immediately and filled out the info form. By the time I finished, it was nearly eight - Xi would be out of class soon. I checked out of the café, waited at the school gate, and called her. Ten minutes later she walked out, took my arm, and said only:

"Let's go."

Three seconds later, I was being dragged off campus, totally confused.

That night, I held her while she slept and didn't close my eyes once. She never explained anything - just whispered, "I'm sorry."

Morning came. I walked her back to school with dark circles like a panda and dragged myself home. A few days of tension, stress, and zero sleep finally hit me all at once. I shoveled down a couple of bites of rice, collapsed into bed, and passed out.

When I woke up again, sunlight was already orange through the curtains. My phone rang.

"Hello, is this Mr. NAME_Adam ? Congratulations. You've been selected to participate in our closed beta. Please report to our Shanghai testing facility in two days. The beta period is one month, closed environment."

"Uh - yes. I'll be there. Thank you."

Two minutes passed.

"No way... I really got in?! Hahaha - just wait till I tell Pig, this'll kill him."

I dialed his number.

"Beep - your Unicom account is out of balance. Please recharge."

... Right.

"Right. That call was long - distance plus roaming. My phone bill..."

That evening during dinner:

"Mom, you've worked hard. I'll wash the dishes tonight."

"You? Suddenly so helpful?"

"Come on, mom, what's strange about your son washing dishes once in a while?"

"... What do you want?"

"Actually, I was thinking of taking a trip to Shanghai. Just to look around..."

"That's fine."

"Hehe, but going to Shanghai costs money, right? And your beloved son is tragically ke, so maybe you could lend me a little travel money..."

"No."

"Aiya mom, please, just a loan - "

"No."

"Hehehe... if you don't lend it, I'll just go get it myself. I know exactly where you keep your cash."

"Oh? Good. Go get it. I already moved it yesterday because I knew you'd come sniffing around. Your stash included."

"... AHHH! Mom!! Spare me! I was wrong! Fine, I'll cook for a week when I get back - wash dishes too!"

"A month."

"Fifteen days!"

"Twenty - five."

"Twenty!"

Chapter 2Chapter 2: A Game That Shook the World

"Today is the last day of beta. The company must be feeling generous - look at these boosted levels and top - tier gear. Let's go see a Divine Beast before the test ends..."

"Yeah. No objections. Even if we die and reset to level zero, who cares? I'm not leaving without seeing one."

"Relax. With this many high - level players in full gear, we could take down a super Divine Beast just by piling on it."

"I don't know... I still feel like we're going to get wiped..."

"You don't know anything. With this many almost - maxed players, we could smother it to death if we had to. Numbers win."

"Wait - aren't we still missing someone? Forget it. thers, move out - target: Kunlun!"

One month later.

Shanda, working with the Atlantans government, unveiled the world's first true AI - driven supercomputer. Given its monumental importance, the government announced it would be put into civilian use for peaceful development.

At the same time, after five years of development and an investment exceeding one hundred billion, they launcheaded the first large - scale fully immersive VRMMO in human history - Legendary Myth.

The game would be hosted directly on the AI mainframe, Chaos, delivering up to 95% physical realism and supporting up to ten billion concurrent players.

I had just gotten off the bus when I saw the streets plastered with headlines about it. The TV screens everywhere were looping the same news over and over.

The government proclaimed that Chaos possessed self - evolution capabilities, its core performance at least thirty years ahead of the world's top standards. Shanda's official website released partial specs: Chaos was a collaboration born from two decs of research under the Atlantans Acmy of Sciences, aided by "certain external factors." They promised its safety, stability, and computational superiority were unquestionable.

As for the game itself, only basic settings were disclosed.

Players connected via a VR helmet. Entering the game placed them into a state of light sleep. DNA - based authentication guaranteed one account per person, stopping power - leveling and account trading entirely. With Chaos as the host, external cheats were considered impossible. Even more shocking, Shanda partnered with the People's Bank of Atlantis, Swiss Bank, Citibank, HSBC, and others to allow direct exchange between in - game currency and real - world money.

The fundamentals were clean and streamlined: five core stats - Strength, Intelligence, Agility, Vitality, and Luck. One point of Vitality = 10 HP. The first four stats were freely allocated after leveling. Luck existed only on equipment. All players started with 0 Luck. Races included Human, Beastkin, Elf, Godborn, and Demonborn. Beastkin got bonus Strength, Elves bonus Agility, Godborn and Demonborn bonus Intelligence, and Humans remained balanced.

Professions were also familiar: Warrior, Mage, Priest, Rogue, Archer - plus a regional - exclusive class for each territory. Atlantis had the Taoist. Europe had the Knight. RB had the Ninja. Greece had the Saints. There were also crafting and life - skilling professions.

New players spawned in beginner villages. After reaching level 10, they could leave. Every 20 levels after that granted job advancements with class skills.

Gear rarity followed seven tiers: White, nze, Silver, Gold, Dark - Gold, Immortal, and Divine. The existence of Superdivine gear remained unconfirmed. Shops sold nothing by default - only items players themselves circulated into the economy. The currency ratio was:

1 Diamond = 100 Gold = 10,000 Silver = 1,000,000 Copper = 10,000 Orichalcos

Luck influenced both drop - rates and loot quality.

Due to helmet shortages, the Atlantis servers would open first. Global servers would launch one month later. To ensure fairness for foreign players, currency exchange would also be locked until the global servers went live.

There would be no GMs - Chaos would answer all inquiries directly. The game ran on a subscription model: 100 Orichalcos per month in Atlantis, 50 USD in developed countries, and completely free in impoverisheaded regions. RB and several Western nations protested loudly, but Shanda's response was blunt:

"If you don't like the price, don't play. Nobody's forcing you."

The launch triggered a nationwide sensation. With its near - perfect realism ratio, countless things impossible in reality could now be experienced. Myths - literally - would walk again.

Time also flowed 3:1 compared to real life, effectively extending a player's "useful life" within the game.

Of course, none of this shocked me anymore. I'd already lived it during internal testing.

In a quiet rural village, outside a modest courtyard home, a young staggered up the path - an oversized duffel bag in his right hand and a motorcycle helmet in his left.

"Mother, your beloved son has returned! Your Long - Lost Hero rides back victorious - hahaha!"

Whoosh! A piece of orange peel arced through the air and narrowly missed his face.

"Which idiot is yelling outside my house?"

Cold sweat.

"Mom - your son is home!"

"Oh, it's you. Come in, come in. Have you eaten? I already have. There's some leftovers in the pot. Heat it up yourself."

... So touched. So this is maternal love...

"And when you're done, wash the dishes. And don't forget - today doesn't count. You still owe me twenty more days."

Chapter 3Chapter 3: Battle for the Beginner Village (Part I)

"thers, midnight tonight I'm logging into the new game. If I disturb anyone, bear with me in advance!"

"Damn, stop pretending. Who goes to sleep before midnight anyway?"

"Boss, ten minutes left..."

"Boss, nine minutes..."

"Boss, there's still - mmph - !"

A filthy sock flew across the room and gagged the countdown announcer.

5... 4... 3... 2... 1...

"I'm in!"

"Welcome to Legendary Myth. Please choose your race."

"Human."

"Would you like to adjust your appearance? Up to 20% upward or downward."

"No adjustment."

"Please enter a character name."

I didn't even hesitate - same ID as always.

"BloodNAME_NAME_Philip Blade."

"... That name already exists."

What?! Someone actually took it? Fine. Then - 

"NAME_NAME_NAME_Philip Demon."

"Character created successfully. Enter game?"

"Yes."

I spawned in instantly, opened my bag, and put on the newbie cloth shirt.

Beginner Cloth Vest: DEF 0 - 1.

Whatever. At least I'm not naked.

I looked up.

... A whole crowd of shining naked newbies. Good thing I'm a veteran, or I'd be joining the "streakers club" too.

Outside the village the field was packed shoulder to shoulder. Low - level mobs spawned and died instantly in a storm of beginner swords. You could barely even see the monster before it dissolved into white light. With ten people hacking one Lv..1 critter at a time, each person might get one point of experience. They'd hit level 2 sometime next century.

No thanks.

I headed straight for the NPC quest chain I remembered from beta.

First stop: the blacksmith.

"Sir, anything I can help you with?"

"Oh, young man, I left my hammer at the tailor's. Could you fetch it for me?"

I bolted to the tailor shop, grabbed the hammer, ran back, and received 2 Iron Beads.

Next, I went to a farmhouse nearby.

"Madam, need any help?"

"My little boy hasn't come home yet. Could you bring him back?"

At the riverbank I found the kid crying. I handed him the Iron Beads and walked him home. The mother rewarded me with a Hoe.

Hoe in hand, I ran to the apothecary. After a short exchange, I traded the hoe in for 10 bottles of 50 HP healing salve.

Task chain complete. Finally.

With healing potions secured, I had no reason to fight one - hit beggar mobs anymore. I moved to the Lv..2 Frog spawn. Most players avoided them - they attacked with sticky tongues and gross slime trails.

I didn't care. Experience is experience.

I equipped my Beginner Wooden Sword (ATK 0 - 1) and jabbed a frog in the head.

- 2.

Good. I could break defense. I sidestepped immediately - its tongue lasheaded the spot I just stood on.

Using hit - and - run footwork, I climbed to Level 2. I dumped 4 points into Vitality, 1 into Agility - now 60 HP, meaning I could gulp potions if needed.

Next target: Lv..4 Sheep.

"Congratulations on killing a monster above your level.

Base EXP 40 + 20% bonus = 48 EXP."

"Hah! And it dropped a sword!"

Rusty Iron Sword: ATK 2 - 5.

Much better than the wooden toy.

A few more sheep later, I hit Level 3. With the better weapon, I changed plans: dumped all 5 new points into Agility.

Now I barely lost HP fighting sheep at all.

No more drops on the way to Level 4, but it was fine. After leveling I invested 4 points into Vitality, 1 into Agility again, then walked straight toward the Wild Bull spawn.

This monster was notorious: high defense, high attack, and not slow either. Hardly any newbie dared to farm it - but the EXP payout was worth it.

I approacheaded one and slasheaded its eye.

- 20.

"Critical hit to weak point. Double damage!"

The bull's eyes turned red.

"Oh hell - mutated?! First pull and I trigger a mutation?!"

Before I could run, my body flew through the air. I landed with a sliver of HP. I chugged two potions on the spot.

"You beast, I almost burned through a resurrection scroll on you!"

The bull charged again the moment I stood.

"Mother of - RUN!"

Lucky I'd added Agility earlier or I'd already be fertilizer. Ahead was a big rock.

I grinned. "Heh... try charging me now."

I used the rock as cover, running circles and counterattacking when safe.

Ten minutes later, the bull collapsed.

"Congratulations! You have slain a Lv..10 Mutated Wild Bull.

EXP +400 + 60% bonus.

Reputation +100.

Level Up."

"So it was a mini - boss."

The loot sparkled.

A leather armor.

Bullhide Vest: DEF 2 - 5.

On it goes.

And a bracelet - unidentified. If it needed appraisal, it had to be at least nze tier.

Maybe even the first nze drop in the entire server.

Chapter 4Chapter 4: Battle for the Beginner Village (Part II)

Hah, definitely a mini - boss. Lucky that boulder was there - without it I'd be running all the way back naked. I scooped up the loot: four silver coins. Not bad at all. Considering I'd only scraped together a little over one silver until now, this was a gold mine. Seems like the official launch really did lower the drop rate compared to beta.

I headed back to the village, repaired my sword, bought some torches, and returned to keep farming wild bulls. Before long I hit Level 8, and from the drops I'd collected a Bullhide Cap (DEF 1 - 2) and a pair of Bullhide Boots (DEF 1 - 2), plus about a hundred copper coins. My savings now totaled nearly seven silver. I'd also been sitting on a pile of unallocated stat points.

I opened my bag and counted my remaining potions. If I pusheaded Agility a bit more, I should be able to hit Level 10 according to plan...

Only then did I remember the rankings existed at all. I glanced at them - 

My name sat first on the leaderboard.

Second place: a player named "NAME_Benjamin Snow."

Everyone else: still Level 5.

I immediately hid my name. Fame in the newbie stage meant death. Tall trees catch the wind... and I had no intention of becoming target practice.

Farming bulls past this point was inefficient, so I packed up my "peasant armor" and went toward the Sword - Tiger spawn.

Sword - Tigers were one of the few aggressive mobs in the newbie zone. Rows of blade - like spines lined their backs - hence the name. They were Level 13, with HP and agility comparable to that mutated Wild Bull... but their attack was far nastier. My new armor helped, but I could still only survive two direct hits at best.

I picked out a straggler and stabbed it from behind.

ROAR.

Yeah, time to run.

The rock trick wouldn't work here - there weren't any. So I used a tree as cover instead.

"Congratulations! You have slain a Level 13 Sword - Tiger... Level Up."

Finally - Level 10.

I could leave the village and pick a class at last. Being a mage without magic was suffering.

I reacheaded down to loot the corpse.

... another tiger.

Ignoring me.

Perfect.

I might as well take it out on the way back. Maybe my luck would spike and I'd hit a jackpot weapon or skill scroll. The devs did say even low - level mobs had a microscopic chance to drop Gold - grade gear...

One in a hundred million is still a chance.

I jabbed its head.

A huge " - 1" floated up.

"WHAT - BOSS?!"

I turned to bolt... then paused.

It didn't chase me.

System prompt:

You have struck the Level 25 Golden Tiger King. Damage dealt: 1.

It just stood there.

I glared at it.

"You arrogant furball. Fine. Even if I die, I'm getting a few more hits in."

... Then logic kicked in.

At 1 damage a swing, and a 10,000 HP pool, I'd be clicking all week - and I still didn't break its defense properly.

I yanked open my stats and dumped 10 points into Strength, then the remaining 20 into Agility.

"If I can kill this thing, forget gold gear - maybe I'll get a legendary staff and go straight to the heavens!"

I charged.

- 10.

Then the Tiger King finally got angry. It lunged, fangs bared.

If that landed, I was paste.

I juked away. Okay... the Sword - Tiger kiting method wouldn't work. This furball was smarter.

So I ran.

The whole newbie village watcheaded a 25 - level apex predator chasing a Level 10 lunatic across the field.

Then, up ahead - 

A herd of wild bulls.

I grinned.

"Ohhh you're done."

Two minutes later:

A stampede of bulls.

Me zigzagging through them.

Tiger King in a frothing rage behind me.

Me slipping out to stab it between bovine bodies.

An hour later, the Tiger King fell.

I collapsed on top of it, gasping.

"Congratulations! You have slain the Level 25 Golden Tiger King.

Reputation +500.

Level Up."

I stuffed every item it dropped into my bag before anyone could see.

I hadn't even reacheaded the town gate yet when - 

"Who's that? Why's he fully armored already?!"

"Boss! You're my boss from now on! Take me with you!"

"Handsome, be my boyfriend!"

I turned around - 

... yeah, nope.

Looked like a zoo exhibition.

I stripped all visible gear and sprinted into the apothecary.

"That was scarier than the Tiger King..."

I bought a ton of mana potions, walked to the teleport altar, and rented a stall. I laid out extra loot:

"For sale: Bullhide Set, Tigerhide Helm, Tigerhide Boots, Iron Sword (ATK 2 - 5). Limited stock."

"ther, how much for the Bullhide Set?"

"Thirty silver."

"Can you go lower? If exchange was open, this'd be three gold easy."

Another voice cut in.

"I'll take everything for one gold. Deal?"

Someone rich... I looked up.

A middle - aged in sparse but real gear - rare this early.

Trade window: Name - NAME_Murphy Archibald.

"Impressive. You must have been in closed beta. No other way you'd get this much gear so fast. Our group of hundreds barely scraped a few drops."

"Haha, I just memorized the newbie zone during testing, that's all."

"Interested in joining us?"

"I appreciate the offer, but I prefer playing solo. If there's a chance in the future, maybe I will."

"Then I'll wait. If you get more gear later, sell to me first. If I'm short on gold I'll pay cash."

I nodded. "Tip for you: don't group - farm mobs. Let your best players solo higher levels. That's how you trigger better drops."

"That explains it! No wonder we kill hundreds and get garbage. Thanks, ther!"

After our deal, I messaged Pig and told him to meet me in Vermilion Bird City, then I stepped onto the teleport pad.

"You have reacheaded Level 10. You may now leave the Beginner Village.

As the first player to use the teleportation array, you gain +100 Reputation.

Hide name?"

"Hide."

Global system message:

A certain player has become the first to reach Level 10. Reputation +100.

"Who the hell is that? I've been grinding nonstop and I'm only Level 5! Hacker?"

"You idiot, there ARE no hacks. That's a mythical pro right there! MASTER, TAKE ME AS YOUR DISCIPLE - !!"

Back at the Sword - Tiger field, a lone warrior stared blankly at the empty spawn.

"That freak again... Only he knows the newbie zone this well. Damn it. I'm a warrior and he's an unskilled mage, and he STILL out - leveled me..."

I logged out. It was almost time for class in the real world.

Dorm was empty. I checked the clock: 7 a. m.

Enough time for breakfast.

I grabbed my books and headed out.

Chapter 5Chapter 5: Hero Saves the Beauty?

Leaving the breakfast stall, I carried a bag of soy milk in one hand and gnawed on a deep - fried dough stick with the other. There was still time before class, so I wandered around campus while mentally reviewing last night's "earnings." Just the gold alone - two coins. Meaning I m 200 Orichalcos overnight.

Plus the unidentified bracelet. That should fetch another two gold at minimum. And the four unidentified drops from the Golden Tiger King...

I'd forgotten to even look at them.

No way they were all nze. Based on that tiger's appearance, at least one should be Silver - grade. That would mean around 15 gold total...

So, in one night, I basically earned 2,000 Orichalcos.

... And here I was still drinking cheap soy milk and eating greasy cardboard sticks.

At the very least I should be buying two portions: one to eat, one to flex and toss...

Ugh. This oil is rancid. Disgusting.

There's a trash can up ahead. Perfect.

I tossed in half the dough stick, then lifted the soy milk to follow - when I heard shouting in the nearby grove. A girl's voice too. Pretty voice.

A voice that pretty? The face had to match... right?

Compelled by curiosity - or hormones, probably hormones - I walked toward the trees.

The first thing I saw:

Legs.

Not just legs - model - tier legs.

Then hips.

Then a narrow waist.

Then... good lord.

I closed my eyes. "Heavens above... please don't be another demon - face with a goddess body..."

This university had a tragic specialty: body of a supermodel, face of a kaiju. Freshmen arrived bright - eyed and eager, and within two weeks we all stopped wearing glasses voluntarily - for psychological self - defense.

I dug into my pocket and pulled out my long - neglected 1.0 prescription glasses.

BAAAM. Mental explosion.

The people in the grove finally noticed me - a random guy standing dumbfounded, soy milk dangling, mouth hanging open like a ken puppet.

"Ignore that idiot," one thug grunted. "Take the girl and move. The young master's still waiting."

Young. Master.

Ah. One of those operations.

Also - confirmed: actual top - tier beauty.

Which meant the thugs were actually dirtying a national treasure.

Unforgivable.

I cougheaded lightly.

"Morning, gentlemen. Why aren't you at home sleeping? Why pick this exact hour to commit federal - level ugliness?"

The girl saw me. She struggled harder.

"Please - help me! They're kidnapping me!"

"Heh. Girl, you can scream all you want. No one is saving you. You think that clown can help? There are seven of us and one of him."

I sigheaded theatrically.

"thers... of all the questionable deeds available at 7 a. m., you chose kidnapping a goddess. You don't even feel guilty for robbing the rest of society of visual dopamine?"

"Also... why were you insulting me earlier? Who gave you the courage to call me an idiot? You ever seen an idiot this handsome?"

"ENOUGH! TAKE THIS LOUDMOUTH FIRST!"

The beauty shrieked and closed her eyes.

Then silence.

"Hey, you can open them now. Didn't somebody just yell for help? Why aren't you leaving?"

She blinked in confusion. "... What?"

"You look... not kidnapped. Yes?"

"... Wait - why are they all on the ground? Did you do this? How?"

I took a step back from her rather... assertive chest.

"Which eye of yours saw me do anything?"

"But there's no one else here - "

"And your Intelligence stat is...?"

"Eighty - nine. Why - "

"I thought it would be 250."

"... I am NOT that dumb!!"

She flared up instantly.

I glanced at my watch.

Almost 8.

"Class is about to start. You should head back."

"What about them?"

"If you're that merciful, drag them to your dorm and nurse them back to health."

"Hold up - what's your name? And don't you think you should show some sincerity? You did 'save' me just now."

"You said yourself I didn't. So why should you reward me?"

"Fine, fine. I'll treat you to lunch."

"Hold it - you owe me one bag of soy milk and ten minutes of my life. That's twenty bucks. Pay up first!"

She turned and fled.

"HEY! DON'T RUN! YOU STILL OWE ME MONEY!"

I sighed, tossed the now - warm soy milk, and walked back to the fallen men.

"I don't care who you follow and I don't care who's behind you. Tell them this: stop targeting her. Next time I won't be so polite."

They stared, spooked out of their souls.

"Oh, and in case you still don't get it - "

I slapped the air toward a nearby tree.

The hiding behind it crumpled silently.

"... that's what I call a gentle warning."

I dusted off my hands and walked out.

"Pick him up. He'll wake in an hour."

They lifted him just in time to see the tree split in half from the top down, the trunk sheared as cleanly as if cut by a blade.

Their knees trembled.

At the classroom building, the bell rang the instant I reacheaded the door. I sprinted to my seat at the back row. The teacher shot daggers at me.

"Boss," NAME_NAME_Everley Ward whispered with a greasy grin, "spill it - flirtation or conquest?"

"No no," another guy chimed in, "our boss already has a girlfriend. It must've been wild game, not domestic livestock."

I stared straight ahead to avoid punting them both out the window.

"You. On Hogan Woolfd. Find the centroid of this shape."

"... I can't, teacher..."

"Then stop talking. One more disturbance and you'll be repeating this course."

"Heh. Laugh at me again, will you..."

Chapter 6Chapter 6: Immortal Gear

Class ended at ten, and with only a useless public course in the afternoon, I decided I could safely log back into Legendary Myth.

Half a day had passed in reality - meaning a day and a half in the game. Plenty of players should've left the newbie village by now.

I grabbed a quick cafeteria meal, hurried back to the dorm, nodded at the pack of hyenas I called roommates, and put the helmet on.

First objective: Class Change.

Vermilion Bird City was already crowded. I entered the Job Hall and walked to the Mage counter...

... which was now staffed by a gorgeous female NPC.

In beta this had definitely been an man.

Guess the Magic Association discovered marketing.

"Hello, beautiful lady. Please transfer me into your noble order of magi."

"Let me see... Brave adventurer, you have met the requirements for the Mage profession. From this moment on, you are a full - fledged Mage. You may purchase beginner spellbooks at the Association library."

Translation: Pay money.

I bought Fireball (Lv.10), Lightning (Lv.15), and Firewall (Lv.20), learned Fireball, and tossed the other two into my bag.

That's when I remembered the unidentified gear burning a hole in my inventory.

Perfect time for appraisals.

System ping - voice chat incoming.

Pig.

"Boss! I just got to Vermilion Bird! Where are you?"

"I'm about to have some gear identified. Come to the Appraisal Hall."

"WHAT - gear that needs appraisal?! Ahhhh! Boss, you are my eternal light! I'm still wearing WHITE gear! I love you - hold on, I'm coming!"

I turned off voice chat and walked in.

Behind the counter: NPC, drooling in his sleep.

I tapped the desk. No response.

"Fire! FIRE! The whole district is burning!"

"WHA - WHERE!? RUN!!... wait... this is a Safe Zone!"

He lifted his head, furious.

"Heh. Nice dream?"

"... how did you know - "

"You still have drool on your chin."

He wiped it instantly, then extended his hand.

"Give."

I dropped all five unidentified items onto the counter.

"man, come on, I'm your first official customer since launch, can't you cut me a deal?"

"Fifty gold. Final price."

"WHAT?! Are you sure you didn't mean silver!?"

"Boy, that's already the discounted price. Original is one hundred. And I haven't even charged you for inspection."

THUD.

Pig faceplanted beside me, legs twitching.

"You're telling me... five items... fifty gold... at half price?!"

Which meant... at least one item must be Immortal - gr.

My pulse spiked.

"Boss! Don't just stand there! IDENTIFY IT!"

"You have fifty gold on you?"

"No... but the boss monster that dropped them didn't drop you the identification fee?"

"... Shut up."

I thought of NAME_Murphy Archibald. He was the only one with real purchasing power.

I messaged him.

He arrived in minutes with a entourage.

"You killed a Divine Beast or something? Let's see it."

He handed me fifty gold without blinking.

I paid.

The Appraisal Elder lazily wiped his drool - hand across the items.

Light erupted.

One of them - a ring - bloomed in five - colored radiance.

"IMMORTAL GRLionel!"

I grabbed it.

Godsage's Blessing (Immortal)

DEF 10 - 30 | M. DEF 10 - 30 | Magic +30~50 | LUCK +1

Passive: When HP hits zero, MP automatically converts into HP at a 1:1 ratio.

Soulbound. Cannot be stolen.

"Super safeguard..." NAME_Murphy and his people whispered in unison.

The other pieces:

Prayer Staff (Gold)

Magic 10 - 20

+1 Holy Attribute

+20% priest healing effectiveness

(Priest - only)

Useless to me. I tossed it to NAME_Murphy.

Udi Bracelet (nze)

DEF 0 - 2

LUCK +1

(A feather, but still better than bare wrists.)

Soul Dao Robe (Gold)

DEF 5 - 12 | M. DEF 6 - 14 | Taoism +4~10

Comes with skill: Sacred Armor (Lv..7 Taoist skill: boosts target's physical defense)

And the last sword:

Breaker Blade (Silver)

ATK 8 - 15

Strength +5

Magic +0 - 17

Req: Strength 10

built for hybrids.

And I had exactly 10 Strength after that Tiger King fight.

I smiled.

"NAME_Murphy, these three pieces fit your team better. Consider them payment for the fifty gold. Once the currency exchange opens, I'll repay you in cash if you insist."

"Nonsense. These are worth at least a hundred and twenty gold. I should be thanking you. If you've got more gear later, I'll buy at a premium."

He turned to introduce his team.

"Warrior: NAME_Jack TylerAndrew - our top PK fighter.

Rogue: Ulysses.

Warrior: Desert Marshal.

These two are thers - younger is fighter Dragoon, elder is priest Andrew.

And this is the prodigy I told you about - the first to reach Lv.10."

I nodded.

"Boss fights: fewer people = better drops. Solo if you can. If you pile on hundreds of bodies, you'll loot copper and tears. Doesn't apply to Divine Beasts or named NPCs."

NAME_Murphy nodded seriously.

After parting ways, I headed to a tavern with Pig.

We ordered plates and a bottle.

"So," I asked, "you really going full - time merchant?"

"Naturally. A VRMMO with real - world currency integration? Two hundred million Atlantans players already. Global release next month. The market is bottomless. You climb to the top in strength, I build an economic empire. We carve our own kingdom here."

I handed him two gold coins.

"Startup capital. Grow it. In one month, I want enough gold to buy the largest shop by the teleportation array. If we miss the window when exchange opens, we lose the entire market."

Pig patted his chest.

"No problem. When have I ever taken a loss?"

Chapter 7Chapter 7: Power - Leveling Madness

Leaving the potion shop, I checked my wallet - maybe a few dozen copper left.

This game company was truly NAME_Benjamin Roland. Regular players could barely afford healing, much less gear, no wonder they dared open a real - money exchange. I opened my status window:

Name: NAME_NAME_NAME_Philip Demon

Class: Mage

Level: 10

STR: 12

VIT: 9

INT: 5 (base)

AGI: 28

LCK: 2

Equipment:

Tigerhide Helm (DEF 2 - 3 | M. DEF 1 - 2)

Tigerhide Boots (DEF 2 - 3 | M. DEF 1 - 2)

Bullhide Armor (DEF 2 - 5)

Udi Bracelet (DEF 0 - 2 | LCK +1)

Breaker Bl (ATK 8 - 15 | STR +5 | MAG 0 - 18 | Req STR 10)

Godsage's Blessing (IMMORTAL) (DEF 10 - 30 | M. DEF 10 - 30 | MAG +30 - 50 | LCK +1)

Spell: Fireball

With this loadout, I could cleanly over - level farm.

To the west of Vermilion Bird City was the Skeleton Cavern, five floors deep. Monsters ranged from Lv.10 to Lv.50, with a mini - boss on each floor and a Lv.60 Skeleton General at the bottom. It was the ideal early - game leveling zone, and each floor's mini - boss dropped appropriately tiered gear.

More importantly: there was a black - market NPC shop on the fourth floor. Expensive supplies, but enough to grind indefinitely.

Inside, a few skeletons rusheaded me. Two fireballs each. Instant deletion.

Low magic defense + my insane magic stat bonus = walking lawn mower.

Progressing down, I met the first mini - boss: Lv.20 Skeleton Captain. For others, a challenge. For me, just slightly more HP to burn. I roasted him, looted, and moved on.

At the entrance to the third floor's descent, I encountered a Lv.40 Skeleton Guard.

This one actually required work: aggro, kite, backtrack, Lightning kite loops. Ten minutes later:

Boss down.

Level 21.

I equipped Firewall and swapped in the best white gear from drops to fill empty slots. But mana was low - this place almost never dropped blue potions. Probably because skeletons were melee - type mobs.

Fourth floor.

The moment I stepped in, pain spiked - HP nearly gone.

Skeleton Mages.

I retreated immediately. This floor was a difficulty spike: mixed formations, hidden ranged units, random aggro. They looked identical to melee skeletons until they attacked, pulling staves and bows out of nowhere like pocket dimensions.

No choice but caution.

There was a tiny advantage though:

The black - market shop.

Only sold potions, didn't buy them, and charged triple. Repair prices too. But it was inside the floor - which meant survival.

So my rhythm became:

Drink last blue potion → sprint to black - shop → repair → restock → sprint out → Firewall entire army → outrun mooks → Lightning the mages → repeat.

The sound of cracking bones piled up like rain against a tin roof. And EXP flowed like a waterfall. Nearly every kill was bonus experience.

I didn't know it yet, but outside?

The forums were in chaos.

First, someone spotted Immortal gear had already appeared. Then the rankings blew up: a completely anonymous player was rocketing upward like a missile - already Level 28 in a matter of hours.

People were screaming hacks.

In NAME_Murphy Archibald's group - 

"This NAME_NAME_NAME_Philip is terrifying," he observed. "He must've found an overpowered leveling zone. In beta, none of you ever met someone this efficient?"

NAME_Jack TylerAndrew Benjamin frowned. "No. But in beta there was a godlike mage named BloodNAME_NAME_Philip Blade. Never partied, never showed up in boss raids, but always geared beyond logic. They say he combed every inch of Vermilion outskirts alone. Nobody knew his class path, because nobody saw him fight."

NAME_Murphy nodded slowly. "You think they're the same person?"

"There's more," NAME_JackAndrew continued. "The current #5 on the ranking, NAME_Benjamin Snow - rumor is his Immortal - grade gear came from that same BloodNAME_NAME_Philip. And he plays solo too. If anyone knows who NAME_NAME_NAME_Philip really is... it's him."

Meanwhile, in White Tiger City, in another cave, a ragged warrior froze mid - grind.

"... No. If I don't leech his EXP soon, he'll widen the gap again. Tomorrow - I swallow my pride and party with him."

Back in the skeleton cavern, my inventory overflowed - 40 slots full.

"No more space. Need bag upgrs someday..."

Seventeen gold saved so far.

I bought a return scroll for twenty silver, messaged Pig to meet me, and crusheaded the scroll.

The Appraisal Elder was napping again.

I dumped forty pieces of gear on his lap.

He cracked one eye.

"Trash. Four gold."

"... You bloodsucking fossil."

(Quietly hands over four gold.)

"Watch your tone. That was the discount."

Pig rusheaded in.

"Boss! More loot?"

"I'm taking what I need. The rest is yours."

I selected usable gear:

Ruby Ring (Gold)

DEF 5 - 8 | M. DEF 5 - 8 | MAG +6 - 15 | INT +5 | Req Lv.20

Ruby Necklace (Gold)

INT +5 | MAG +5 - 10 | +100 MP | Req Lv.20

Black - Iron Gauntlets (Gold)

DEF 8 - 17 | M. DEF 8 - 17 | ATK 5 - 10 | STR +5 | Weight 10 | Req Lv.20

Leaf Bow (Gold)

ATK 15 - 30 | +50m Range | AGI +5 | Req Lv.20

I equipped the ring and necklace, kept a few spares, and gave the rest to Pig.

"Oh, and don't sell those two Gold pieces yet. If we sell now, the price is garbage. Wait until end of month - or until exchange opens."

Chapter 8Chapter 8: Reunion with NAME_Benjamin Roland

After repairing my gear and stocking up on blue potions, I headed straight back to the Skeleton Cavern. With the new equipment loadout - Immortal ring, several Gold pieces, and fresh Silver gear - I was far sturdier than before.

The cave was busier now. Most players stayed stuck grinding at Floor 1. A few brave souls dipped into Floor 2. Almost nobody went deeper.

I ignored all invitations to team, offering a polite refusal before sprinting downward.

"Who was that guy? What class even is he? He's swinging a sword and wearing mage robes, and he's faster than a rogue..."

"Who cares? Probably a pro. Focus on leveling..."

Fourth floor again. My personal furnace of bones.

With my boosted stats, Firewall felt stronger and leveling was smooth - but noticeably slower than before. The first thirty levels were fast; after thirty, XP inflation was a wall.

I kept grinding until my system window flashed: Incoming call - reality.

I ducked into the black - market shop and logged out.

Back in the dorm.

NAME_NAME_Everley Ward's giant head hovered over me.

"Boss. Eleven o'clock. Time to call in - law for her 'goodnight quota.' We ught you dinner too."

The food was still warm. My chest softened a moment.

"Thanks, thers. This game really drags you in - easy to lose track of time."

I ate, phoned Xi, exchanged goodnight words, put on the helmet - 

And NAME_Everley leaned in again.

"Boss... aren't you forgetting?"

I blinked. "Forgetting what?"

His voice went up an octave.

"The dinner you just ATE?? WHO sent it??"

Dong - ge smacked him. "Give it a rest. It's not like you bought it. Hey boss, who was that girl anyway? We've never seen her around campus."

I froze.

Girl?

Beauty?

Here??

Could it really have been the girl from this morning?

But... why would she bring me food?

Pig chimed in from his bunk:

"Boss, she was amazing. Absolute knockout. I've seen a lifetime of women and never one this perfect. If you don't want her, give her to me - "

I tossed the helmet back on.

"Nope. Must be a misunderstanding. This campus produces dinosaurs, not angels."

Time to get back to making gold.

Back in - game.

My EXP bar was just under halfway. Tempting to push deeper into Floor 5... but that was suicide right now. Confidence is good - delusion is fatal.

I resumed farming. Hours blurred. The Floor 4 mini - boss respawned multiple times, and I killed it on autopilot. The loot quality worsened each time - but gold coins still dropped, so I tolerated it.

Finally, I recalled I should check in with Pig.

I teleported out, bought another scroll (ten silver... daylight robbery), handed off the junk loot for appraisal (mostly nze, one Silver), and asked for a progress report.

He grinned.

"Seventy gold now. More unsold gear in storage. Black market rates are insane - 1 silver = 3 Orichalcos already, and getting higher. If not for your 'gold hoard first' plan, I could've sold everything for a quick fortune."

I shook my head.

"We only have one month before real currency exchange opens officially. If we don't buy that teleportation - side premium shop beforehand? It'll be gone, forever."

Pig nodded - still smiling like a textbook merchant demon.

I headed back toward the cavern.

The deeper floors were more crowded now - but it thinned drastically by Floor 3. By the time I reacheaded Floor 4, the entrance mini - boss was gone.

Someone beat me here.

Inside, I spotted a warrior pulling aggro like a surgeon - weaving through skeletons, precise movement, perfect timing.

He looked familiar.

"...NAME_Benjamin?"

The warrior paused.

"Hm? Who - OWWW MY - !!"

That one second of distraction got him surrounded and hacked.

I switcheaded to Peace Mode and nuked the skeletons with a Firestorm.

He scooped the coins, then stared at me.

"... BloodNAME_NAME_Philip?"

"Not anymore."

"Not - ? Then how do you know me?"

"My name changed. But I'm still the same BloodNAME_NAME_Philip from beta."

"WHAT?! It's really you?? Boss!! I finally found you!! You have to carry me! You leveled like a rocket while I'm still stuck crawling at 21! And your GEAR - just LOOK at you! Gold! IMMORTAL! Boss you eat meat, at least let me drink soup - !"

I kicked him aside before he tried hugging my leg.

Chapter 9Chapter 9: The Horror of the Fifth Floor (Part I)

I glanced at NAME_Benjamin Roland beside me.

"So how did you even find me? I never told anyone where I was grinding."

He grinned shamelessly.

"Boss, from the moment you became the first player to leave the Beginner Village, I guessed it was you. Who else could hit 10 that fast? Then your level froze for half a day - classic dungeon - stocking behavior. Then the equipment rankings suddenly showed Immortal + Gold gear. Then a rapid - level spike right back to rank one. Most important of all... you always hide your name. That gave you away."

He leaned closer.

"Heehee... take out the Immortal gear. I wanna admire it."

I tossed him the ring.

A second later - 

"This is it?? THIS is an Immortal item??"

He looked genuinely confused.

"What? Too low for your majesty?" I deadpanned.

"No no! That's not what I mean. This thing is ken. I'm just wondering how a ring this overpowered is only Immortal grade?"

I shrugged.

"The Appraisal Elder said it ranks near low - end Divine gear, but its flaw is that it's mage - only. That limitation caps it at Immortal grade. But for a mage, it's basically top - tier. Best Immortal item type in the game, he said."

NAME_Benjamin stared at me like I'd just puncheaded God.

"Boss... Immortal items above this tier are unique in the entire game. That means NOBODY ELSE can get this kind of safeguard effect ever again. If you keep the top level spot permanently, you're practically unkillable. No Vitality stacking needed - just pump Intelligence and Agility forever. Infinite MP, insane dodge, conversion shield - boss, that's legal robbery."

"Your dreams are getting unrealistic," I said.

He froze.

I continued:

"Remember during beta, I got the Medusa Staff? 'Medusa's Gaze' could petrify even this shield. Mages still die frozen like decorative statues. So does any other form of hard control. Plus, there's definitely going to be a paralysis - type Immortal item sooner or later. And Divine / Superdivine gear will eventually make Immortals outdated."

NAME_Benjamin looked personally offended.

"Boss. Please stop stepping on your own legend. You were literally known as Myth's #1 Freak of Nature in beta. Out of twelve Divine items discovered, SEVEN were on YOU. Atlantis might only get ~20 total this time. And the devs will throttle their release pace - maybe only a few per year. Yet you're sitting here with the strongest Immortal in day two of launch..."

I sighed.

"Fine. Then you want a method to guarantee a Divine item right now?"

He lighting - bolted upright.

"YES. Tell me. I'll restart a new character if I have to. Just don't tell me it's killing a Divine Beast - that suicide mission I'm not taking."

"Then forget it."

"... Let's just grind."

We continued clearing Floor 4. With a warrior meat - shield, my kill - speed skyrocketed - NAME_Benjamin pulled mobs, dumped them in front of me, then rusheaded off to fetch the next wave while I deleted them with spells. Two gatekeeper mini - boss respawns later, he hit Level 30.

We warped back to Vermilion Bird. I had him raid Pig's storage for a proper defensive set, then we prepared to descend to Floor 5.

... just as the system notified me of someone contacting me IRL.

I removed the helmet...

and NAME_NAME_Everley Ward was grinning like a hyena.

"Boss. The beauty from yesterday is back. Waiting outside. Again."

...

That meant...

The grove girl?!

I checked the clock. 9:30. Pointless public course.

"Help me answer roll call," I told him, washing up and heading for the door.

She was really there.

"... It's you? How did you even find my dorm?"

"Why can't it be me? What, I'm not allowed to thank you twice?"

Behind me the wolves howled:

"BOSS HIDING A GIRLFRIEND FROM US? TREASON!"

"HEY hey hey new in - law which department are you from - "

I gave NAME_Everley a later - you - die look and motioned her out into the hall - which now had half the floor's males rubbernecking.

As we walked, a thought hit me.

"Hold on. How did you even GET past the male dorm guards?"

She puffed her cheeks. "I have a name, you know."

"... I asked you last time. You didn't tell me."

"That was last time. Not this time. I'm Venus."

So it was her.

And if she thanked me yesterday with dinner... then... yeah. Confirmed.

She followed me outside, playfully punching me when I teased her, then I walked her back to her dorm before returning to gear up.

In - game again.

I picked up a Level 35 Ice Roar scroll, restocked blue pots until I was ke again, and met NAME_Benjamin at Floor 4's black - market shop.

A quick pair of Ice Roars turned his attackers into frosted rubble.

"Boss, you told me to wait. You took forever!"

"Someone came looking for me IRL."

"A girl, right?"

"... How did you guess?"

"Please. If it were a guy, you'd have come back in two minutes."

...

We headed toward Floor 5.

"Check your potion stock. Down there we wipe if we hesitate even two seconds."

"Relax. I sold my bloodline to buy these red pots. If we don't survive, I'm bankrupt."

At the entry:

"Stay here five seconds. If I'm still alive, follow. If I die, wait for me."

He stepped past me.

"Nope. I go first. I'm the tank. If it's bad, I'll die separating the mobs away so you get footing."

He charged.

I followed.

Instant impact - two hits landed on me before I cast double Firewall and dragged him to a corner.

"Block that direction. Tell me which are mages and archers. Don't attack. Just live."

Only after I purged the ranged attackers with Lightning did I drop Ice Roar to shatter the close - combat swarm.

When it was over, I had barely a sliver of MP left.

"Damn. If I didn't have AoE we'd be fertilizer."

NAME_Benjamin collapsed next to me.

"And you're calling me crazy? You just face - tanked forty mobs like a cockroach immortal. If you're not a boss in disguise I don't know what is."

"Shut it. Recover. This was just the doorstep. The deeper we go, the worse it gets."

He stiffened.

"... The doorstep?? These are Level 40 mobs already! Ahead are higher?"

"Yup. 45's and 50's. And the final boss - Skeleton General - Level 60 with twelve Lv.55 guards."

"WE'RE GOING TO DIE."

I yanked him back before he ran.

"Hey! Where's your backbone? We're literally the two highest - level players in the entire server right now. They're just bones - not demons."

He trembled. "Yes, but together those 'bones' are an army."

"They're also EXP."

He groaned. "Before I die once more... how high were YOU when you cleared this in beta?"

"Seventy."

He stared.

"... Seventy.

With seventh - tier spells.

Of course you cleared it..."

Chapter 10Chapter 10: The Fifth Floor of Terror

Once our HP and MP recovered, NAME_Benjamin Roland and I pusheaded deeper into the fifth floor.

The farther we advanced, the more oppressive it became - not just because of the number of skeletons, but because Level 50 mini - bosses started appearing inside the mobs. One - on - one, either of us could shred them. But surrounded by a literal army while a boss swings at you? That's a death sentence.

We pulled back to a cleared section and rested.

One nice perk of Floor Five - once you clear an area, it won't respawn for a long while. Naturally, to stop zerg farming, the system also limits how many players can be inside at the same time.

"How much exp you got?" I asked, glancing at my bar - already Level 36, 80%.

NAME_Benjamin checked.

"About Level 34 and a bit. The exp is insane... but the potion drain is brutal. And all these elites hit too fast - wound salves barely help. If only the alchemists could already brew instant heals."

We pusheaded onward - barely a dozen steps before another mob slammed into us.

Same routine: I absorbed the pressure, nuked the casters, then trimmed the melee wall.

But this time?

Two more Level 50 bosses spawned at once.

"Fall back!" I barked. "We can't tank both!"

"I can't retreat! If I abandon you, you'll drop!" he yelled while clashing blades with one boss and two elites. "Just go! I lose a level, you pick up my gear, deal! I'll drag one with me - "

My MP hit 30.

One more spell in me - then nothing.

This might actually be it...

But just as the boss's strike landed - 

A column of white light surged across my body.

Not death.

Level up.

The boss died before I did.

"Pfft - ha! HAHAHA! What is this luck!? This is pure lottery - level RNG blessing!"

I shouted, "NAME_Benjamin! Fall back NOW! I'll finish them!"

I popped blue pots, dropped a wall of AoE, and shredded the elites. Once NAME_Benjamin had recovered enough HP, he grabbed one boss to kite while I deleted the other.

After both were down I started looting - 

and almost screamed as one white - grade sword despawned before my fingers toucheaded it.

"My moneyyyyy..."

NAME_Benjamin peeked over. "Boss, you still wearing Lucky+1 gear besides the ring? Your drop rate looks illegal."

"Yeah. A trash bracer with +1 Luck."

"... trash? Please give me a full set of trash then..."

Once my bag was full, NAME_Benjamin suggested returning to town.

He wasn't wrong - I was down to a few bottles, and bags nearly overflowing.

We warped back, dumped everything onto the appraisal counter, and hit gold - literally.

Four gold - quality drops, and among them:

Sealbreaker Staff - Magic 12~24, - 10% cast time for Tier 6 and below, +10% Light magic effect, Lv.20

Not perfect, but finally something a mage should actually hold instead of a longsword. I swapped it immediately.

We rusheaded back down and resumed clearing.

By the time we reacheaded the final stretch - five - sixths of the room wiped - the General and his twelve Lv.55 Honor Guards were already in view. As long as we didn't provoke them, they wouldn't interfere.

But the remaining zone was the densest cluster yet - elites, archers, mages, and fifty - level minibosses stuffed together like a bone mosh pit. The exp gain was incredible, but the potion burn was equally terrifying.

Two hours later our packs were bursting again. Another trip to town.

Once we finished, it was nearly lunchtime IRL. I logged out, ate with Venus Leacock, then returned later to continue.

Before re - entering the dungeon, I swung through the marketplace - where Pig had practically built a empire of second - hand gear. White stalls sold trash, nze was expensive, silver was rare, and he was already openly selling gold.

I pinged him - 

He told me to meet him at the Appraisal Elder.

Turned out he had just bartered three silver items for one unidentified necklace, confident it was at least gold - grade - and wanted me to appraise it for cheaper.

"Eight gold," the Appraisal Elder grunted.

That meant one thing.

Dark - Gold.

Once identified:

Warlord's Pendant (Dark - Gold)

ATK +14~30

Accuracy +7

STR +10

Speed +1

HP Regen +30%

Requirement: STR 100

Top - tier warrior dream gear.

I tossed it to NAME_Benjamin at the dungeon door.

He stared blankly.

"Boss... giving this to me now seems... too soon?"

"Oh? Then I'll take it back. I can get a fortune for it."

"HEY!! Gifts don't come with a return policy!"

He clutcheaded the pendant like a newborn child.

"Boss, my final dream is a full Warlord set plus a few Immortals and maybe a Divine or two and - "

I kicked him back toward the entrance.

"Get inside. Stop fantasizing. I don't even have ONE Dark - Gold item for myself yet."

"Someday... someday I'll have a Divine set... and a Dragonslayer..."

"Dragonslayer is one - of - a - kind. If I ever pull it..."

He leaned forward eagerly. "You'll give it to me, right?"

"No. I delete my mage, roll a warrior, and use it myself."

"..................!!!"

Chapter 11Chapter 11: The God - Tier Zombie (Part I)

The fifth floor had refresheaded again.

The entrance was crammed with mobs, but at our current level they were nothing more than moving sacks of exp. We spent another full in - game day clearing the map clean - everything except the thirteen nightmares sitting at the far end of the chamber.

For five straight in - game days, we farmed here like machines.

Result:

Me: Lv.53 - still #1 on the rankings

NAME_Benjamin Roland: Lv.50 - #2

#3 was a warrior called Unbeatable Myth at Lv.46, clearly someone burning cash to level.

After hitting Lv.50, I finally learned the core mage survival skill: Mana Shield. With it, even a L50 boss would need several hits before cracking the barrier.

NAME_Benjamin unlocked Bl Qi, his first ranged skill. Together with his near - best - in - slot warrior set, his killing power spiked dramatically.

"NAME_Benjamin, hurry up," I said as we cleared another batch of skeletons. "Once this wave falls, we restock and then - we challenge the thirteen upstairs."

"!" he grinned. "Finally something interesting. These trash mobs don't even feel like fights anymore. I'll grab a guard, you handle the rest. Guarantee I beat mine till he forgets who his ancestor is!"

We emptied the floor, fell back to the shady black - market shop, dumped junk gear for insultingly low prices, bought an armory's worth of blue potions, cursed the profiteering NPC another hundred times, and returned to floor five.

The massive hall looked empty now - except for the crimson Skeleton General seated atop his dais, surrounded by his twelve elite guards.

We rusheaded beneath the platform.

Shield up.

I launcheaded a Frost Nova directly into their formation - then immediately ran for my life.

The General bellowed, stood up, pulled a massive obsidian scythe from nowhere, and charged with his guards behind him like a bone tsunami.

Step one of our plan worked: split the General from his guards.

Step two failed: the twelve stayed clumped, meaning NAME_Benjamin couldn't peel them off one by one.

We had to restart the pull - and this time, he successfully dragged one guard aside while I kited the other eleven plus the General in circles.

It was messy, risky, and potion - draining, but eventually:

6 elite guards left.

Victory in reach.

And that's when things went to hell.

The General stopped moving.

Then he stabbed the floor with his scythe.

The ground erupted.

A fresh army of forty - level skeletons poured upward like a geyser - and not just fodder:

mixed in were Level 50 mini - bosses.

"... he... can RESPAWN MOB WAVES?"

NAME_Benjamin screecheaded from the opposite side. "This isn't a boss - this!!"

I stared for one second.

Then I grinned.

Forties, huh?

"NAME_Benjamin. Still got red pots?"

He understood immediately.

"...!?"

I didn't answer - I just kited.

We dragged the General outward, stacking piles of trash mobs between us and him, blocking his melee line while I spammed spells from inside the corner's dead zone.

He paced furiously outside, but never used a ranged attack.

Good.

This was winnable.

Just a matter of time.

Soon his health dropped into kill range - 

"...!!"

"?"

Something clicked in my head.

" - !!!"

Too late.

The General raised his scythe - and unleasheaded a shockwave pulse outward in expanding rings.

My Mana Shield exploded in 2 seconds.

NAME_Benjamin lasted 1.

He didn't even finish screaming before vanishing into white light.

I had maybe one cast left in me - 

I threw a lightning spear straight into his core - 

The Skeleton General died.

The wave collapsed.

I shielded up again, nuked the stragglers, smasheaded the remaining elites, and swept the drops into my bag.

And then - 

My body went weightless.

The dungeon vanished.

I reappeared in a golden, palace - like hall.

"Welcome, human," a voice boomed. "I have waited for you a long time."

... This wasn't a reward room?

A figure sat on the distant throne - humanoid.

A talking NPC.

... No.

A talking named NPC.

Unique entity.

At least Level 100.

"Welcome to my palace," he continued calmly. "Allow me to introduce myself. I am Cedric. A zombie."

"... A zombie?" I squinted. ".... Zombie your head. Highest zombie in the lore is only level 90 - you look human."

"The ones you have seen," he replied, "are merely walking corpses. Failed carriers. Real zombies descend from the bloodline of Pangu. The weakest among us begins at Level 100."

"??? ?"

"By your human classification," he said lightly, "I should currently be considered... an Upper Divine - Tier being."

Chapter 12Chapter 12 God - Tier Zombie (Part II)

"Hoho... by your classification, I should count as an Upper God - Tier existence now, shouldn't I?"

Upper God - Tier?... Damn! That was basically the end - of - the - world tier in this game - synonymous with invincible!

And he's saying it so casually?

The fiercest monster I've ever seen during beta, that evolved Flame Phoenix (Second Awakening), was probably only about the same level as this zombie...

"Uh - Cedric, right? I'll just call you that unless you object. So, you dragged me in here for what exactly? Don't tell me you cleaned up the skeletons outside just to lure me in here and kill me, right?"

"Of course not. If I wanted you dead, I wouldn't need such roundabout tricks. In my eyes you're barely more than an ant."

Cedric rose from his ornate throne and walked toward me.

"Human, I've been watching you for a long time. The moment you stepped into this cavern, I took note of you. After you entered the outer hall, I paid even closer attention. Your performance has been impressive - both strength and judgment. At the start, you held your ground with only two people despite lacking power, and you sustained the fight long enough to clear the hall. Then, after wiping out the skeletons outside, you still restrained yourself and didn't provoke the red little creature. That was when I confirmed you as a candidate. And when you later defeated it with wit instead of brute force, I became certain I chose correctly."

"Hold up - before we go any further, why did you choose me? What exactly do you want? If it's something easy, you wouldn't need anyone else. And if it's something even you can't handle, then I'll pass - just teleport me back to town..."

Choose me? Watch me for days? No way that ends well.

"You're not quite what I expected... I'm an existence beyond gods. Any mission I give is at least S - rank. Yet you haven't even shown interest in accepting it - interesting..."

"Relax. It's difficult, but not impossible. I simply cannot do it myself due to... inconveniences. It also requires strong combat ability. A weakling would have zero chance. After observing you these past days, I estimate that another year of growth should put you within range."

"... Fine. I'll listen first. Then I'll decide."

"Good. Before the mission, listen to a story."

He spoke of an ancient warrior named Rahu who cultivated demonic martial arts, tried to draw the Yin essence of the moon, and nearly plunged the Three Realms into eternal damnation. Countless cultivators died trying to stop him - even the Four Heavenly Kings of the Immortal Realm fell. The final contingency was a cleansing spell that would annihilate nearly everything except undead. Before that last resort was invoked, five unknown champions - Earth, Water, Flame, Wind, and Void - appeared from nowhere. They injured Rahu at the cost of four lives, and sealed 99% of his power using their own blood.

"... And Rahu is now hiding on a island beyond the eastern sea. One year from now, on the first of July, he will break the seal and 'bury the moon' again. Your mission is to go there before that day and kill him."

I stared at him.

"Are you feverish? The gods themselves couldn't touch this guy - now you want me to stop him? Me, the nobody?"

"That was before. He's sealed. Now he is at most a mid - tier beast. For someone of your potential, killing him a year from now won't be too difficult."

"Not difficult? He's still a beast - class monster! If I train like crazy and barely hit level 81 so I can cross borders, I'm still walking to my death! Meanwhile you could squash him like a bug - why don't you go?"

"Because the border wards prevent my passage. Super - ancient beings like me cannot cross. But you humans can once you reach 80+. And the reward is generous."

"... Talk rewards."

"First: the moment you accept, I give you one divine artifact as a deposit.

Complete it and you can also claim Rahu's God - tier assassin weapon Slayer, surpassing all class weapons. You may even obtain his second artifact: the legendary Muramasa.

When you return, you will receive the true reward - my wife's legacy skill: Nine - Syllable tra, a Daoist ultimate surpassing tier - 11 magic.

And finally, I will awaken Pangu Bloodline within you - my personal reward."

"Finished?"

"Finished. Dissatisfied?"

"Of course I'm dissatisfied. Sounds like I'm just working so someone else gets all the good stuff!"

"You misunderstand. The artifact suits any class, no restrictions. As for Pangu Bloodline, don't underestimate it. It removes all weaknesses of a mage - granting melee capability and mobility like a warrior, while keeping your casting power. And it includes innate lifesteal: 30% of HP and MP drained on hit. With the blessing you already have from your magic god, the effect will multiply."

"... Stop talking! I'll take it! Just give me the mission before I faint."

System Prompt: You have accepted the SS - Rank Hidden Quest - Cedric's Charge. Time Limit: 1 Year.

"Hey kid, don't just stand there. Here's your down - payment: a divine artifact. But remember - fail after one year, and not only do I reclaim the item, the system resets you to level 0."

I took the artifact...

Huh? Unidentified?

"What if this is trash? You're not fooling me with a nze - tier lookalike, are you?"

"... Give it."

He brusheaded it lightly - Identify complete - and tossed it back.

"You know Identify?"

"I've lived for millennia. Skills like that are beneath me."

My jaw nearly hit the floor.

"... Then can you teach me?"

"Just say so instead of circling around."

He flicked his hand.

System Prompt: You have learned Divine Appraisal.

I was ecstatic... and immediately tried to squeeze more freebies out of him - gear, gold, loot, even "garbage" jewelry for my warrior companion. After more shameless begging, he casually tossed me antiques worth thousands of gold.

Just as I was about to push my luck again - 

White flash.

He vanished.

"Damn stingy undead..."

I crusheaded a town scroll.

A voice echoed faintly through the hall after I was gone:

"My goodness... this brat is exactly like that surnamed Zhou I met a thousand years ago..."

Chapter 13Chapter 13 The Divine Artifact

We returned to the city and I messaged NAME_Benjamin Roland and Hogan Woolf to meet at the inn.

I had barely reacheaded the entrance before they were already waiting.

The moment he saw me, NAME_Benjamin rusheaded forward before I could say a word.

"How was it? Did you finish off the Skeleton General? And - my gear! Did you pick it up for me or not?"

When did this guy get so impatient?

"Calm down. You ask ten questions at once, how am I supposed to answer? Get inside first. I've got big news for you two."

The three of us entered a private room in the inn.

I pulled out the loot, used my newly learned Divine Appraisal, and just like Cedric Francis - one swipe of the hand, full reveal.

A skillbook quietly lay among the pile. I grabbed it - 

"Holy - this thing is insane!"

Death Ripple

Creates continuous pulse waves centered on the caster for ten seconds. Ignores all defense. Tier 8 spell.

NAME_Benjamin exhaled sharply.

"So that's why I died... a tier - 8 ignore - defense spell. No wonder even with my level and gear I only survived two seconds. But how did you live through it? Ignore - defense means you should've died outright, right?"

Before I could answer, Hogan snatcheaded the book.

"None of you needs this skill. Leave it with me and I'll sell it for a fortune - or trLionel it for something better."

The rest of the drops were just gold - tier gear. I tossed them to Hogan without looking. That Skeleton General was unbelievably stingy - not a single dark - gold item.

Then I noticed a token among the loot. My hands trembled slightly as I picked it up - 

Guild Emblem - Required to establish a guild.

The room went silent before all three of us inhaled sharply.

Hogan nodded.

"You two really are something... gold gear tossed aside, and now a guild emblem this early in the game? This thing is worth more than dark - gold equipment."

NAME_Benjamin still wasn't impressed.

"Is that all? This is your 'big surprise'? Where's my gear? Don't tell me you forgot it or I swear - "

I cut him off and handed over several pieces of jewelry.

"This."

NAME_Benjamin froze.

"... Warlord Set? FULL SET?! HAHAHA - where did you rob this from?! This stuff is insanely rare!!"

He was practically glowing.

"Tempered your excitement already? There's more later."

"More? What could possibly top a full Warlord set? Unless you're about to give me a Divine - ranked weapon - but I don't believe you have one!"

"Really don't want to hear it? Fine - Dragon Slayer. Interested? I know exactly how to obtain it."

NAME_Benjamin's jaw dropped.

"You're serious? Where?! Tell me!!"

I leisurely leaned back.

"I only know the method, not the location. The first god - tier monster killed in the entire game will 100% drop Dragon Slayer. Only the first. After that, no more."

"Then I'll go hunt one right now! Where? Quick!"

"You can always try Kunlun tomorrow. It's full of god - tier beasts. Or better yet, Phoenix Mountain right here in Zhuque City - home of the Vermilion Bird herself - an Upper God - Tier sacred beast. Go solo her for a guaranteed drop, maybe I can leech some divine loot too."

NAME_Benjamin collapsed back into his chair.

"You're trying to send me to my death..."

I cleared my throat.

"Alright. Time for the real surprise. I entered a hidden hall behind the fifth floor of the skeleton ruins - and met a god - tier zombie. He gave me an SS - rank cross - border quest."

I recounted the entire encounter.

Hogan stayed calm.

"The catch is simple: if you can't defeat Rahu in one year, everything is pointless. And he's in RB's zone, so in the end you'll have to go alone."

"Yeah. But reaching level 81 within a year shouldn't be a problem. And once I get a few more high - grade artifacts... the odds are decent."

"Oh right - still haven't checked the artifact he gave me."

I pulled it out.

Sigh of the Reaper

Defense: 10 - 30

Magic Defense: 10 - 30

All Classes ATK Attribute +30 - 50

Luck +1

Passive: Restores the wearer to pre - death state, once per day.

Silence. Then - 

"... This is ken."

A literal self - resurrection. Combined with my other buffs, dying might become impossible.

NAME_Benjamin howled.

"Damn it! My Warlord set feels like trash now!"

Even Hogan twitched.

"ther... I have to say something fair and honest."

"What?"

"... Monstrous."

I continued,

"And another thing - I extorted an ancient copper coin from that zombie. Supposedly a millennia - artifact. Might sell for thousands of gold. Hogan, go pawn it later. Then we start buying high - grade gear and prep to open our own auction house."

NAME_Benjamin nearly fainted.

"Other players are struggling to buy white gear, and you're talking about collecting high - grade silvers and golds like you're shopping for candy..."

Chapter 14Chapter 14 Establishing the
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