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Dante had never imagined a skill could be this terrifying.

His fight with Selene had exposed another one of his weaknesses: a lack of true damage. Even his health-scaling abilities dealt magic damage. This meant that facing a mage like Selene—who possessed high magic immunity and damage reduction shields—was a grueling uphill battle.

Not anymore. I have no weaknesses now.

Requiem of Blood was the perfect solution, the great equalizer. It was a simple, brutal transaction of life for life. The only downside was its low level. A 1:1.5 trade wasn't ideal, but he knew the ratio would improve with each level. He’d head back to Cinderfall and upgrade it.

The thought of Cinderfall's Hard-Carry Academy brought a pang of something resembling guilt. He’d just fleeced them for another round of free services. The poor bastards had even offered him a discount, right before Lilith’s Guards showed up to shut them down for "inspections."

His newly upgraded talent now siphoned 20% of a target's max HP, doubling his efficiency. It was time to start seriously stacking his health pool. The more life he had, the more recklessly he could wield Requiem of Blood.

Without a second thought, Dante flew back to Cinderfall, changing his appearance mid-flight. He was slightly worried the academy staff might recognize him and refuse service.

By the time he arrived, it was late evening, and the last of his auction house items had finally sold. After the house cut, the Epic axe had brought in a staggering 1.58M copper. Adding that to his existing funds, he had over 4.6M copper. Dante remotely accessed the Griffonshire auction house and bought thirty Supreme Skill Tomes.

He dumped them all into his new skills, pushing Requiem of Blood to level 7. He didn't have enough for level 8, so he used the remainder to get Bloodfire Storm to level 5.

[Bloodfire Storm LV5: For 3 seconds, continuously bombards a circular area with a diameter of 1,079 yards, dealing 200% magic damage plus bonus magic damage equal to 5% of your max HP to every target in the area. (Radius increases by 1 yard for every 1000 max HP). Cooldown: 5.3s, Mana Cost: 300]

[Requiem of Blood LV7: Binds to a single target. Exchange life force at a rate of 1 of your HP for 1.2 of theirs. This skill ignores all defenses and immunities. A life for a life. Cooldown: 1 hour. Cost: Your life force.]

ID: Sanguine

Class: Bloodsovereign Mage

Level: 20 (24.7%)

Power Index: 36.7

HP: 1.07M

Mag. Atk: 166-676

Defense: 257

Agility: 295

Luck: 90

Cooldown Reduction: 45%

Movement Speed: 970

Phys. Crit. Chance: 0%

Mag. Crit. Chance: 0%

Crit. Damage Bonus: 200%

Talent: ☆☆Blood Drain

Special Trait: Ardent Sacrifice

Special Trait: Everheal

Skills: Crimson Cataclysm LV10 (Ascended), Bloodfire Storm LV5 (3%), Requiem of Blood LV7 (1%)

Wealth: 1 Gold, 860 Silver, 110,381 Copper

***
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WITH HIS UPGRADES COMPLETE, Dante signaled discreetly toward the street. The City Guards who had been lying in wait swarmed into the Hard-Carry Academy, beginning yet another meticulous "search and seizure."

The shopkeeper just stared, dumbfounded. "What the hell? This is the second time today!"

Dante slipped away in the ensuing chaos and flew straight for the Titan Leaderboard in Griffonshire. That 10% attribute bonus from the number one title was calling his name.

The Leaderboard was located in Griffonshire's largest arena. At its center stood ten massive statues, each displaying the name of one of the top ten players in the 10-50 level bracket.

1st: DragonPurse-Shadow Syndicate-008 (Lv. 50)

2nd: Nocturne-Shadow Syndicate-123 (Lv. 50)

...

Dante glanced at the list. The list was a near-total Megacorp monopoly; only two un-guilded players sat in the top ten.

The arena was packed. A massive crowd was gathered, watching the ongoing challenges.

"Dude, check out that Priest. Two level 50 elite pets? How the hell did he pull that off? He's completely dominating."

"Those players are fucking relentless. The top 10 rankings have barely changed in weeks."

"So, when do you think the legend himself, Sanguine, is going to show up?"

"Are you stupid? He wouldn't challenge this until he was level 50. From what people have seen, he's level 20, max. How's he supposed to fight a level 50?"

"Holy shit! Look! Someone's challenging the number one spot, Syndicate-008!"

Every head in the arena snapped towards the first challenge platform. A figure with magnificent black-and-white wings descended from the sky, landing softly in the center of the ring.

The challenge was simple: the statue of the number one player, Syndicate-008, served as a combat proxy, its power level synced in real-time to the actual player. Multiple challenges could run simultaneously, so there was no waiting.

"Begin challenge!" Dante's voice rang out.

The stone statue cracked and came to life, a contemptuous sneer on its face. "Foolish challenger. Prepare to face my wra—"

It never finished the sentence. High above the arena, a blood-red cloud materialized, forming two demonic claws. One shot down and gripped Dante; the other seized the statue. The entire sequence was over in an instant.

The statue crumbled into dust.

[You have expended 100,000 HP to successfully execute your target. You have survived.]

[System Announcement: The Titan Leaderboard has a new #1! Congratulations to the player Sanguine for earning the title, Pillar of the Titans!]

[You have obtained the "Pillar of the Titans" title. Please select the attribute you wish to enhance.]

"Health."

[Selection confirmed. This title and its bonus will remain active as long as you hold the #1 rank. If your level exceeds 50, your statue's power level will be locked at its level 50 state for future challengers.]

That made sense. The title was his as long as he defended it, and his power would sync until he out-leveled the bracket. The system prompt told him the previous number one, a tanky warrior with 120K HP, had long since left Griffonshire.

Dante's health pool, now boosted by another 10%, swelled to over 1.18M. The percentage-based scaling was already paying massive dividends. With the title equipped, his Power Index ticked up to 38.

Title in hand, he sent a message to John and Amelia, telling them to find two more whales to fill out a five-man party. It was time to grind. 

In Griffonshire, serious players didn't bother with overland mobs; the efficiency was too low. They ran the Archeon Tower, an instanced dungeon that cost an entry fee but offered guaranteed mob density and faster respawns. For Dante, the main draw was that the monsters inside had higher health pools—and thus, more life to steal.

With thousands of eyes on him, Dante flexed his brilliant Void Wings and launched himself into the sky, streaking towards the Archeon Tower in a showy display of power. His name was about to be carved onto that number one statue anyway; there was no point in hiding.

A moment of stunned silence hung over the arena after his departure, before the crowd erupted into a deafening roar.

"HOLY SHIT, IT'S REALLY HIM! SANGUINE! DID YOU SEE THAT? A FUCKING ONE-SHOT!"

"A level 20 just one-shot a level 50! Am I dreaming?!"

"Who was that dumbass who said a level 20 couldn't beat a level 50? You're the idiot!"

In a grand hall, over a hundred members of the Shadow Syndicate, including its ten Wardens and five Arch Elders, were assembled for a high-level meeting. Scores of NPC maids attended to their needs.

One of the Arch Elders kicked away a nearby servant and rose to his feet, his face a mask of fury. "You lost the Story Quest 2 Authority, and you have the nerve to show your face here?"

All eyes turned to the lone figure standing in the center of the room: Soul-Eater.

"Arch Elder, please, calm your anger!" Soul-Eater pleaded, falling to his knees. "The man was too powerful! I couldn't do anything! His skills... they seem so simple, but I just couldn't withstand his attacks!"

Another member stood, this one the former number one player on the Titan Leaderboard. "Arch Elder," said Syndicate-008, "he has served the Syndicate loyally for years. Forgive him this one failure. The Authority is now in Cinderfall, held by House Valemont. It's undoubtedly connected to that mysterious mage we've been hearing about. We should proceed with caution. I believe—"

Syndicate-008 stopped mid-sentence.

The Arch Elder's eyes narrowed. "Did you lose your tongue? Spit it out."

The words that came next sent a shockwave through the entire room.

"Arch Elder," 008 said, his voice barely a whisper. "I just lost my Pillar of the Titans title. It was him. Sanguine."

While 008 wasn't the strongest member of the Syndicate, the level 50 replica he’d left behind on the leaderboard was far from weak.

The Arch Elder, however, remained calm. "Tell me exactly what happened," he said slowly. "We need to gauge his current strength before we decide who to send to deal with him."

Hearing this, Syndicate-008 began to stammer. "It was... it was over in a second..."

The Arch Elder's expression sharpened. "A second? You mean the fight only lasted a few seconds?"

Syndicate-008 shook his head frantically.

"It was a one-shot."

The hall fell silent.

"What?!"
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They had imagined a thousand ways Syndicate-008 could have lost, but being one-shot was not one of them.

The Arch Elder frowned, pacing the hall with his hands clasped behind his back. "What skill did he use to kill you?"

"I don't know!" Syndicate-008's voice was tinged with a helplessness he clearly wasn't used to. "A giant blood-red hand just grabbed me, and then... my health bar was gone."

"It seems we're dealing with a high-burst mage," the Arch Elder mused. "Here are my orders: Assemble a hunter-killer squad. I want our members with the highest magic immunity, backed by support players with magic damage reduction skills. Equip them with the best anti-mage gear we have. We must teach this person a lesson."

"Yes, Arch Elder!" a chorus of voices replied.

"One more thing," the Elder added. "The loss of the Story Quest 2 Authority and our complete loss of control over the Cinderfall weekend event cannot be allowed to stand. Our reputation has taken a significant blow. We must correct this."

"The Cinderfall event has a level cap, Arch Elder," Syndicate-008 spoke up. "Our high-level players can't interfere; it's a hard-coded game rule. That's why we had to let the Warden be killed in the first place. But... that doesn't mean we're out of options. I have a plan."

"Then speak."

"There is a pride of Leonin (Lionfolk) warriors in the southern suburbs of Cinderfall. They are a powerful local faction, with an average level of 25. By the game's old rules, they were a neutral party, content to guard their territory. However, yesterday, our Syndicate operatives successfully assassinated the Leonin Chieftain and seized his Authority. We can now use that Authority to command them to attack Cinderfall during the next weekend event."

"One million Leonin warriors will descend upon the city," 008 continued, his voice regaining its confidence. "That mysterious mage is now too high-level to participate, so he'll be locked out. Even with the City Guards and player defenders, Cinderfall cannot possibly withstand an army of level 25s. Player loyalty is fickle; even Sanguine's reputation won't be enough to make them fight a losing battle."

The Arch Elder nodded slowly. The plan was sound. The Cinderfall event was full of level 10-15 players, and the City Guards were just as weak. They stood no chance against such an overwhelming force.

"Make it so," the Arch Elder commanded. "Launch the attack this weekend. Seize Cinderfall, kill Warden Lilith, and retrieve the Black Dragon Decree and the quest Authority." He paused, a new thought occurring to him. "And what is the status of the world boss?"

At the mention of the world boss, a heavy silence fell over the room.

"There are too few players over level 50, Arch Elder," one of the Wardens finally admitted. "We've made no progress. Our only option is to wait for more players to hit the level cap and attempt a mass-scale raid. We must secure the final killing blow."

"So be it," the Arch Elder said with a sigh. "Take Cinderfall. Dismissed." He was left alone with his thoughts, his mind on the one Overlord-tier boss they still could not conquer.

***
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THE ENTRANCE TO THE Archeon Tower was a sea of people. The noise of barkers, automated auction-house shills, and players shouting for groups was louder than a stock exchange floor.

"NOCTURNE BOOSTERS, TOWER FLOORS 20-40, 10K COPPER FOR 24-HOUR CARRY. WE GUARANTEE A 20-SECOND KILL-TIME ON ANY MOB LVL 30 AND UNDER. LFG 4/5, LAST SPOT!"

"Crit-chance scrolls for sale! Get your grinder's best friend! Hard-Carry Academy-certified, premium quality! Only 10 left!"

"Selling Lvl 38 Wraith Summoning Scroll! Perfect for pulling and crowd control!"

Dante idly scanned the area. There had to be hundreds of thousands of players here, not even counting the ones already inside. His HUD was also being spammed with a constant stream of notifications.

[A challenger has attempted to defeat your main body in the Class Temple. They were mercilessly annihilated.]

[A challenger has attempted to defeat your apprentice's main body. They were mercilessly annihilated. You have collected a 50 Copper service fee.]

[A challenger has successfully defeated your apprentice's clone. You have collected a 100 Copper service fee.]

Ah, the sweet sound of passive income. Dante grinned and disabled the audio-visual alerts for his new business venture. In the short time it took him to fly from the Leaderboard to the Tower, he'd received 435 notifications and earned over 22,000 copper. At this rate, he was going to be rich. He quickly set his currency management to auto-convert 1M copper into silver, and 1M silver into gold.

He spotted John and Amelia in the crowd and went over. With his new appearance and hidden info, they'd never have found him otherwise.

"We've been waiting for you," John said, smiling. "This is a huge favor. As we discussed, 100,000 copper per hour, and all loot is yours." He gestured to the two players behind him.

Dante glanced at their info. Both were level 25, higher than him. "Just so we're clear," Dante said, "you just have to follow me. I will only be killing monsters at my exact level, no higher. If you're okay with that, let's go."

The two buyers hesitated. Killing monsters five levels below them would incur a massive 50% experience penalty. The whole point of power-leveling was to kill higher-level mobs for the XP bonus. The standard boosting service, for a fraction of the price, promised 10-second kills on same-level mobs. This deal sounded terrible. But they trusted John, who had promised them the "number one boost in the entire game."

"We're in," one of them said, nodding.

Dante's reasoning was simple: he didn't want the massive experience. His goal was to farm HP, and the talent only required him to kill monsters that weren't lower-level than him.

The Archeon Tower was a bizarre, gravity-defying structure—a massive spiral staircase that corkscrewed into the clouds with no visible means of support. A nearby leaderboard showed the current record: floor 68. The Tower served as both the primary leveling dungeon and the 20-50 epic-tier challenge for the region.

Dante paid the 200-copper entry fee for Floor 20, and his team followed suit. The world dissolved and reformed. They were standing in a sprawling grassland. 

In the distance, dozens of massive, eighteen feet tall apes were already beating their chests and charging toward them. These were Horned Great-Apes, identifiable by the single rhino-like horn on their foreheads.

Horned Great-Ape (LV20)

HP: 13,000

Phys. Atk: 1100-4200

Defense: 1520

Skills:

Gore: Charges a single target, launching them into the air for 200% physical damage and a 1-second knock-up. Cooldown: 7s.

Pulverize: Leaps into the air and smashes the ground, dealing 100% physical damage in a 13x13 yard area.

Amelia was already sipping a fruit smoothie she'd bought outside, lounging on the grass and basking in the virtual sun. She knew what was coming.

The two paying customers, however, looked sick. Level 20 mobs. Their 100K copper was going up in smoke.

Then, they saw it.

Dante shot into the middle of the charging apes. With a lazy wave of his hand, four crimson bolts of energy erupted from him, striking four apes and then ricocheting, chain-reacting through the pack. In less than two seconds, sixteen of the Horned Great-Apes were reduced to bloody paste.

The two buyers' jaws dropped.

But Dante was just getting started. He ignored the puny attacks of the apes and took to the sky, doing a massive, sweeping circle of the entire floor, his wings beating the air. He aggroed every mob within a mile, pulling a colossal swarm of over a thousand apes into a single, tight-knit ball of fury.

Then, he unleashed his storm.

A blood-red cloud, blotted out the sky and unleashed a torrential downpour of gore. The apes that leaped into the air, their fists raised to pulverize him, were simply shredded mid-flight, their bodies falling from the sky like puppets with their strings cut.

[System: Congratulations, you have slain 900 Horned Great-Apes. You have advanced to LV 21 (61%). Your talent has successfully activated on 370 of these targets, siphoning 20% of their max HP. You have gained a total of 962,000 Max HP. You have looted 63 Common, 9 Uncommon, and 2 Rare items.]

Dante's eye twitched. I overdid it.

He'd killed so many, so fast, that he'd leveled up mid-pull. The moment he hit level 21, the remaining level 20 apes were now "lower-level" and stopped granting him bonus HP.

"FUCK!" he roared, the sudden curse making his new teammates jump.

They didn't dare say a word. All their concerns about experience penalties and wasted money had evaporated. At this kill-rate, they weren't worried about efficiency; they were worried about whether the dungeon's respawn timer could keep up.

The accidental level-up was annoying, but the HP haul was undeniable. His newly buffed talent was a thing of beauty. Siphoning 2,600 HP per ape, 370 times over, had just given him nearly a million permanent health.

His new total HP: 2,036,000. And that was before the 10% bonus from his "Pillar of the Titans" title. 

There was no point in going to floor 21; he'd just level up again by accident. He now understood that having such overpowered skills was its own liability. He wished he could control the area of effect, but the game's rigid, often nonsensical rules wouldn't allow it.

He listed all the new loot on the auction house and motioned for his ecstatic team to follow him. He was skipping a floor. They were going to Floor 22.

Only John seemed... disturbed. He was standing frozen, a strange look on his face, until Amelia shook him out of it. John was reeling. As he'd leveled, his Priest class had unexpectedly morphed into a Shadow Priest. 

His skills were becoming twisted, bizarre parodies of healing. He could now amplify wounds, inflict phantom limb syndrome, and even curse enemy summons to death.

He was horrified, realizing this had nothing to do with being a doctor. I have to ask Sanguine about this.
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John was struggling to process what was happening. A Priest... how the hell does a Priest class just... mutate?

"You good, Dr. John?" Dante asked as they stepped into the 22nd floor of the Archeon Tower. He'd noticed the man seemed distracted, his mind a million miles away.

"I'm fine, fine," John replied, forcing a smile. With strangers present, he couldn't speak openly. He quickly sent Dante a private message: My class mutated. Need to talk later.

The information was a closely guarded secret, something he could only share with Dante.

Dante saw the message and his eyebrows shot up. Classes can mutate?

He filed the thought away. Right now, HP came first. Based on his current progress, hitting 50 Power Index today was a sure thing. He was more curious about the Void Authority. The Voidreaper could even level its swarm... I wonder if humans can do the same. An army of disposable minions that costs me nothing? That's a pretty good deal.

The 22nd floor was massive, theoretically large enough for many parties. So it was a surprise when, moments after Dante's team spawned in, another group of five players charged them.

"Fuck off!" their leader shouted, his tag identifying him as a Nocturne Boosters member. "We're on a carry run here. Don't mess with our efficiency."

The two paying clients instinctively stepped back behind Dante. Amelia and John just stared at the oncoming group as if they were idiots. You could have picked a fight with literally anyone else, the two clients thought, shaking their heads.

Dante didn't bother replying. 

He pointed a single finger.

Four bolts of Crimson Cataclysm tore through the air. The five boosters didn't even have time to react before they were annihilated, exploding into particles of white light.

Two seconds later, they reappeared, having all used the instant field-revive. The 500-copper fee was steep, but clearly less painful than the 80% experience loss and potential gear drop from a town respawn.

Their leader's tone had changed completely. "Boss! Sir! We're sorry! Our mistake! Please don't kill us!"

"What? No," one of Dante's clients said, finding his voice. "Where'd all that fuck off energy go? I liked that guy better."

"Yeah," Amelia chimed in with a giggle. "Reviving on the spot? That's pretty ballsy. You lookin' down on us?"

Dante, of course, fired again. The five players were once again erased. This time, they didn't revive. It was pointless; they'd just be wasting more money. Several pieces of gear dropped, including two Rares. Dante scooped them up, listed them on the auction house, and dumped his new attribute points into Defense.

...

The mobs on Floor 22 were Black Fangs—massive, frenzied pythons, each over sixty feet long, with mouths full of jagged, razor-sharp teeth.

Black Fang (LV22)

HP: 15,000

Skills: 

Shattered Fangs: Sprays black flame from each tooth

Strangle: Wraps the target, dealing 3% max HP per second for 5s

The team backed off. Dante, getting paid to do a job, flew straight into the heart of the swarm to pull aggro. He thought, This time, I can kill a thousand and it should be fine.

The pythons slithered toward him, hissing, and opened their maws. A hailstorm of black flame spat from their teeth.

Tss-tss-tss-tss!

Thousands of tiny projectiles slammed into him.

[HP -782]

[HP -633] 

[HP -674] 

[HP -782] 

[HP -699]

...

The individual hits were trivial, but the cumulative damage was a different story. Thousands of damage numbers popped up at once. Dante was stunned. In that single volley, he’d lost almost a million HP.

It didn't matter. His Bloodfire Storm was already descending. The sky for 2 miles in every direction turned red. The pythons were impaled by the blood-rain, their bodies going limp in an instant.

[System: Congratulations, you have slain 650 Black Fangs. You have advanced to LV 22 (98.4%). You have looted 69 Common, 15 Uncommon, 2 Rare, and 1 Epic item. Your talent has successfully activated 650 times, siphoning 3,000 HP per target. Total HP Siphoned: 1.95M.]

Nice. This time, the numbers were perfect. He was just shy of leveling, maximizing his gains. Another 1.95M permanent health. His base HP, before the title bonus, was now a staggering 3.95M.

He checked his stats. His Power Index had shot to 54.2.

Finally.

He immediately pulled the Void Authority from his inventory and activated it.

[Power Index requirement met. Void Authority successfully merged. You now command the Void Swarm. (Click to view Authority Management Panel.)]

Dante opened the panel.

Void Authority

Type: Ruling, Event

Race: Void Phantom

Swarm Count: 1,011,200

Swarm Avg. Level: 21.2

The Authority was classified as "Ruling" and "Event." He now commanded the one-million-strong swarm, and he could also co-author the Cinderfall siege event with Lilith. Best of all, the fine print confirmed that any kills his swarm got for him would also trigger his talent and drop loot, all of which belonged to him.

He saw the Attunement (experience) allocation settings. He could feed his own XP gains into the swarm to level them up. But... splitting my meager XP gains among a million minions? How would that even work?

He read the extended description and smiled. The "quality" of an Authority Holder's experience was exponentially greater than that of a "lowly enslaved lifeform." A single powerful master could raise an entire race.

The system asked for his allocation. 

Easy. Give 'em 100%.

[Allocation denied. Maximum 50% allocation permitted.]

Fine. Dante set the sliders: 25% to raise the swarm's level, 25% to increase their quantity.

[System: Are you sure? Allocating 25% to quantity may result in your swarm's population growing too large, slowing level progression as resources are spread thin.]

Dante paused. It's right. Too many new pups, not enough milk.

He adjusted the sliders. "Set allocation: 35% to Level, 15% to Quantity."

[Allocation saved.]

This was perfect. Now, 50% of all his experience gains would be siphoned off to his new army. He could kill so many more mobs before leveling up. Where he might have leveled after a hundred kills before, now he could kill a thousand, reaping ten times the permanent HP for the same single level. 

He didn't know what level 50+ looked like—the forums were silent on it—but this was the safest, most OP path forward.

He was at 22 (98.5%). He needed 16 more kills to level. A single Crimson Cataclysm, and it was done. 

"Are you tired?" Amelia asked, handing him another juice. "Want me to rub your shoulders?"

"Tired?" Dante shook his head. "I could do this all day."

"Good," she said, offering the juice to her father. "I can't drink too much of this stuff. It's weird, I had a lot yesterday, and when I logged out this morning, I wasn't even hungry for breakfast."

Dante's good mood faltered. So it's not just me. The convergence was accelerating. A sudden sense of urgency gripped him.

He needed more. One hundred million HP. That was the goal.

"Floor 23," he said, his voice hard. "Let's go."
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