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Prologue





In the past, people played
video games by using a controller, or watching through a monitor.
Then, the technology came for 'semi-virtual' reality, where players
could wear a headset that gave them a full range of vision. However,
they were still restricted in what they could do by the commands the
game had programmed. Even later, when 'true' virtual reality was
implemented, with the use of Link capsules, the game world was far
from perfect. Non-player characters had limited reactions, and often
only preset dialogues were available to interact with them.





Lately, a new game was
released. The Dive offered a fully real world for players to immerse
themselves in. What's more, the game had no known developer, no
testing period, and was free to download via the Link capsules. This
caused it to be the source of much suspicion for the first few
months, before the reports came in from the game's players. The
results were unanimous, The Dive was the most realistic game to be
released to date, with nearly limitless freedom to choose.





While vague posts such as
this were common among gaming forums, there weren't any specifics. In
fact, some people claimed that any time a post appeared to contain
specific details about The Dive, it was instantly removed from the
forum, meaning that all knowledge of the game had to be acquired
first-hand. Still, who was it that had the power to create this game,
release it freely, and monitor information on it all while remaining
anonymous? Perhaps, that is the greatest mystery of The Dive.












Chapter
1





My name is Christopher
Weston, a 25 year old college student. Currently, I am enrolled in a
literature degree, so honestly my job prospects aren't that high
outside of becoming a writer or reporter. However, I've never quite
been able to get enough of books. One day, I hope to become a famous
novelist, but that dream seems to be quite a ways off.





“Chris, I heard
about this new game, you should really try it.” Kevin, one of
my friends from university told me after class one day. “It
doesn't cost anything, and from what I've heard it's great!”





“Yeah, yeah.”
I may not act like it, but I enjoy roleplaying games as well. Maybe
it's the idea of creating your own story, what binds me so much to
books. “I'll check it out if it's free. What's the name?”





“It's called The
Dive. Doesn't sound like much, right? Just give it a shot, you'll
thank me tomorrow!” Kevin laughed and waved me off as he turned
to head home.





Even if he says that,
how impressive could a free game really be? Well, nothing wrong with
giving it a shot, I told myself as I made my
own way home as well. My Link capsule sat in the corner of my room,
looking like a long thin bed. The mounted headpiece was designed to
easily slide in place, allowing the player to enjoy the game without
being in an awkward position.





Since I live alone, it
didn't take me long to prepare myself a simple dinner. And since
there was no homework, I decided to give Kevin's suggestion a try.





Laying down on the bed of
the capsule, I slid the Link headpiece over my eyes, closing them in
the process. It wasn't really necessary, but I always preferred to do
so. Start.





Within a moment of that
thought, the darkness behind my eyes was gone, and it was as if light
was pouring from all around me. When I opened my eyes, I was now in
the Internet. With the development of Link capsules, traditional
means of accessing the internet became obsolete, and now users could
freely explore with the new interface.





Raising my right hand, a
small white menu appeared in front of me. Selecting the first option,
Search, I typed in the name of the game, The Dive. After that, the
typically bright surroundings of the net darkened, and I found myself
standing in a small room with a single console. Above was a message
written in red. Would you like to experience a
true virtual world? The message asked,
suspended above the console which held two buttons. One said Yes, and
one No.





“This seems a bit
dramatic, but why not..” I muttered to myself, before pressing
the Yes button. Again the world went black as the game immediately
downloaded itself into the Link capsule without asking for any
further information. If anything, that was most unusual. If it was a
scam, they would have tried to get something to use for financial
gain.





A voice rang out from
around me. “Welcome to The Dive. As you are a new player, you
are required to first make a new character.” Something like
this was common in Link games, a typical first time message. “Please
select your race from one of the following. Human, Dwarf, Goblin,
Elf.”





Only four races? Well,
I guess I shouldn't have expected much more than that.
I thought about it for a moment, and shrugged. “Human.”





An avatar appeared in
front of me, looking exactly like my typical appearance, except the
clothing. The avatar was just shy of six feet, with a thin build,
dirty blonde hair, and hazel eyes. Rather than my street clothes, it
was wearing a shabby outfit, like you'd expect to find on a beginner
in most MMO games. “Human. The most widespread of the four
races, they are not restricted from learning any non-racial
abilities. Please confirm your choice.”





“Confirm.” I
responded with a sigh. So far, it's the same as any other game.





“At this time, you
are allowed to freely alter the appearance of your character. Do you
wish to do so?”





Looking the avatar over, I
shook my head. “No, this is fine.”





“Understood.
Finally, please select a name for your character. No numbers are
allowed to be used in a character's name. After which, you will
automatically be sent to a random beginner town within the human
kingdom.”





Hmm... better think
about this. With the races available, it's obviously a fantasy game.
Though, they didn't ask for a class, so maybe that will come later.
Either way, I need to pick something I'll be able to deal with for
the rest of the game. “Jin.” I
told the voice, figuring that the name would be taken, if names were
unique. If not, it was a simple enough name that I could deal with.





“Understood.”
Suddenly, the avatar in front of me disappeared. Or would it be
better to say that I replaced it? Above me, a bright yellow light
began to shine over the area. Raising one of my hands instinctively,
I blocked out the light. At the same time, I started to hear voices
surrounding me, the sounds of footsteps.





It didn't take me too long
to understand, the light was the sun and I had appeared just as the
initial voice told me I would. Looking around, I first noticed
something that hadn't been present in other Link games I've played
before. Whether it was the wind in my hair, or the cloth against my
skin, I was able to feel things as if I really was the character.





Also, though I must have
just materialized in the center of town, nobody made any mention of
it, going about their business as if nothing happened. Deciding that
I should check, I raised up my right hand as normal for if I wanted
to access the Internet's interface. Nothing happened. “Character
information.” As I said that, a screen appeared in front of me,
with a picture of my character next to a series of stats.














	
	
	
			
			
			Name: Jin

		
			
			
			Race: Human

		
	

	
			
			
			Title: None

		
			
			
			Fame: 0

		
	

	
			
			
			Gild: 0

		
			
			
			Level: 0

		
	

	
			
			
			Health: 100

		
			
			
			Mana: 0

		
	

	
			
			
			Strength: 10

		
			
			
			Agility: 10

		
	

	
			
			
			Endurance: 10

		
			
			
			Wisdom: 10

		
	

	
			
			
			Intelligence: 10

		
			
			
			Luck: 5

		
	

	
			
			
			Attack: 10

		
			
			
			Defense: 10

		
	

	
			
			
			Talents: None

		
	











Looks like a normal
starter character. Gild would be currency, then? But what’s
that about talents? I began asking myself as
I reviewed my character information. After a few moments, another
screen appeared in front of me, replacing my character.






	
	
			
			
			Welcome to The Dive, the world’s most realistic
			virtual reality! As you have already noticed, this game
			incorporates all five of the user’s senses, rather than
			simply sight and sound. Within this game, you may undergo any form
			of adventure you wish to truly create your own story. 
			

			
			

			

			
			For new players, there is a restriction of being
			unable to leave your beginner city for the first two weeks of
			real-time as a tutorial period. The passage of time in this game
			is a 2:1 ratio, so the total period you will remain in the city is
			4 weeks of game time.

			
			

			

			
			In The Dive, there are no classes to restrict the way
			you enjoy the game. Rather, as you perform certain actions, you
			will unlock Talents. Talents are a system of abilities which
			reflect your actions in-game, allowing you to build your character
			through normal gameplay. These can range from Swordsmanship, to
			Magical Power, or even Merchant. Many Talents unlock additional
			skills or features, so be sure to investigate them as you unlock
			them.

			
			

			

			
			Some settings in this game may be adjusted. In order
			to do so, simply say “Options”. For information about
			this world, be sure to speak to those around you. 
			

			
			

			

			
			Good luck and enjoy the game. Be sure to leave your
			mark on this brand new world!

		
	











“Huh? So, I’m
stuck in this town for the next few weeks, huh...  Well, let’s
check this out. Options.” As I said the last word with a bit of
emphasis, another window appeared.










	
	
			
			
			Options

			
			

			

			
			Interface: Voice-Activated

			
			

			

			
			Stat Bars: Hidden

			
			

			

			
			Timer: Disabled

		
	







Looking at the options
available, I nodded to myself. A game like this wouldn’t have
TOO many options at start, since the normal things like Volume become
irrelevant when you are simulating reality. Bringing up a hand, I
pressed the Interface option. A drop-down window appeared, listing
Voice-Activated, Motion-Activated, or Automatic. I figured that
Motion-Activated was how I was used to, but I was curious about
Automatic. Did that mean that it just appeared as it was relevant? I
hesitated for a few moments, but eventually set the Interface to
Automatic, and Stat Bars to Visible.





When I did, I noticed that
at the corner of my vision a red bar appeared. No matter which way I
looked, it was always there at the furthest corner of my sight,
making me just barely aware of it. Still, better than nothing I
guess. And since my Link capsule is set to run in sleep mode by
default, I didn’t need to log out any time soon. 






It’s the weekend,
so I should be okay until the morning. Let’s see…
I brought my hand up and pressed the button for Timer. There were
three options, Duration-Game, Duration-Real, and Set Time. I decided
to set the timer to go off at 6 in the morning. That gave me 11 hours
of real time, or 22 in game time, to play.





Now… how do I
close these windows… I brought my hand
up as if I was going to press the top-right corner of one of the
screens, where the exit button typically is, but immediately all the
open windows closed, leaving me just blinking. Could
this be what Automatic meant?





Until now, Link games were
limited to interpreting brainwaves of the player into physical
actions. The idea of thought or intent hasn’t been implemented.
But it seemed like the Automatic interface simply activated whenever
I called up a window in my mind. That was pretty convenient. Now…
I should take a bit to look around, since I’ll be stuck here a
while.





Noticing that I was
getting a few stares from people around me, I pushed off from the
fountain in the center of the square and began walking down the
street, looking at the various buildings and people around me. The
first thing I noticed was that there were no names displayed over
anyone. That meant it was impossible to tell a player from an NPC.
Part of me was happy to know this, because it added a level of role
playing to the game. So… what kind of
character do I want to be? 






I’ve got the musical
talent of a slamming door, so any bard types are out. I could play a
warrior type, but… thinking about it, I have no fighting
experience to speak of, so I’d be at a disadvantage there too.
Maybe there is a training hall or something
around here. Though really… A thought
occurred to me that made me smile. My character only took a few
moments to build in my head after that, and I walked up to someone
standing at the side of the road in front of a store. “Hello,
sir. I’m afraid I’m a bit lost. Could I trouble you for
some directions?” I asked with my best smile. Since there was
no dialogue window, I had to assume that the NPCs either interpreted
speech based on keywords, or their AIs were as advanced as the rest
of this game.





The gruff man turned to
look at me, and shrugged. “Sure. Where you heading?”





“I’m not too
sure, to be honest… You see, I’m new to this area, and
looking for a teacher. I’d like to learn the magical arts, if I
could find one.”





“Ah, then you’re
looking for the Mages’ College. Sure, I can tell you the way,
but you’ll need to pay the tuition fee to get in.”





My face set into a frown,
remembering the currency in my character window. “Oh? And how
much is that?”





“Two hundred gild
for a weekly enrollment.”





I winced a bit, “Ah,
is that so? I don’t suppose you’d know somewhere that I
could earn the money? I’m a bit... “





“Broke?” He
asked with a laugh, which surprised me a bit because it meant that
the AIs were indeed advanced. “Sure, kid. Just ask around town
about doing the odd jobs. Most people have something you can help out
with. In fact, I’ve got something you can help out with. Wait
here for a second.” With that, he turned and headed into his
store, leaving me standing on the side of the street. After a few
moments he came out with a woven picnic basket. “My normal
delivery boy hasn’t shown, and I need to get this sent off.
Think I can trust you with that?”










	
	
			
			
			A Quest has appeared!

			
			

			

			
			Delivery boy

			
			

			

			
			One of the local shopkeepers has asked you to
			complete a delivery for him in order to earn some money. Be sure
			to complete the delivery on time and report back to get your
			reward!

			
			

			

			
			Difficulty: G-

			
			

			

			
			Reward: See Shopkeeper after completion

		
	







I smiled as the quest
appeared. “Sure, leave it to me, sir. Where am I going?”
I asked as I held out my hand and took the picnic basket. Rather than
magically appearing in my inventory, it stayed in my hand. Even more
realism, and at this point I wasn’t surprised. As I took the
basket, the quest window was replaced by something else momentarily.










	
	
			
			
			Quest Accepted!

		
	











“Old Thurgrim on the
south side of town. You can normally catch him fishing at the lake.
He has a standing order, so try to make a good impression.”





I nodded to him, turning
and walking off down the street. So…
which way is south? I should have asked… but I didn’t
want to seem totally incompetent. I gazed up
at the sky. This doesn’t feel like
morning, so it’s probably a dinner order, meaning afternoon.
Sun rises in the east… sets in the west… 
I looked around for that giant ball of fire which I so often dreaded.
What can I say, mornings and me just don’t get along. Once I
identified the sun, I noted that direction as west, and turned to my
right. Okay, that should be south.





I began taking all the
roads on the direction I marked as south, mentally keeping an eye on
my surroundings so that I’d be able to get back without getting
lost. Since this game didn’t have a minimap or a compass on the
interface, I had to find my own way. 






It took me just over ten
minutes of walking to start to smell the river nearby. Hey, at least
that meant the sun rises in the same direction here! Looks
like it’s maybe 7:30? The sun’s almost all the way down.
I nodded to myself as I made the note. So…
where along the river is this guy.





Once I reached the river,
I stopped and looked around. Even squinting, I couldn’t see
anyone fishing, but in one direction I could see the city walls, so I
ran off in the other way. After a couple more minutes, I arrived at a
small bridge that ran over the river. In the center of it was an old
man with a fishing rod out, and a very bald head. I almost thought he
looked like a lighthouse when the sun reflected off of it, making me
chuckle to myself.





“Thurgrim?” I
walked up to ask him.





“Eh? Who’s
asking?”





“Sorry, my name is
Jin. I was asked to bring you this.” I held out a hand, showing
him the picnic basket.





“Ah! About time, I
was beginning to think I’d have to eat fish food tonight.”
He said with a laugh, grabbing the basket from my hand. “Thanks,
son.”





I smiled to him. “It
wasn’t a problem. The normal guy didn’t show, so I
volunteered for the job.”





“Oh, is that so, eh?
Well, guess you deserve a tip then for going out of your way.”
One of his hands began digging around in his pockets.





“No, that’s
alright. I’m just glad to help.” Though,
a tip would be nice.. but I’ve got to remember to be friendly..





“Oh, I insist.
Here.” He handed me two coins from his pocket. They were each
silver, with the number 10 engraved on them. Putting them in my
pocket, a message appeared in front of me.










	
	
			
			
			+20 Gild

		
	







Okay… so 1 Gild
would be a copper then? Meaning that I need the equivalent of 2 gold
to get into the Mages’ College. I
nodded my thanks to him, and ran off down the road towards the shop
where I got the quest. Since I wasn’t going at the same speed
or down the same streets it was a bit harder to find my way back, but
I was able to judge the distances well enough.





When I got back to the
store, the owner was waiting out in front again. He smiled and waved
to me as I approached. “Welcome back. Was beginning to think
you had gotten lost.”





I laughed to him. “No,
no, just took a bit to find the bridge.”





“Ahh, so you were
able to make the delivery?”





I nodded to him, so he
continued. “Thanks, kid. He’s one of the regulars, and
it’s best to keep them happy, you know?” He reached into
his pocket and retrieved a small coinpurse. “It’s not
much, but it should help towards your goal.” He tossed me the
bag, and I fumbled a bit to catch it.










	
	
			
			
			Quest Completed! 
			

			
			

			

			
			Delivered the dinner to Thurgrim at the bridge.

			
			

			

			
			Reward: +50 Gild

		
	







I smiled at him as I put
the money in my pocket. “Thank you, sir. This will be a big
help.” Alright… at this rate it
shouldn’t take me too long.





“Don’t mention
it. Be sure to stop by again some time to see if I’ve got any
more work for you. Since it’s getting dark.. why don’t
you stop by the inn and see if they need anything? A night of work
like that should get you the rest of your fee.”





“Thank you sir, I’ll
do that. Would you mind telling me which way it is?” I smiled a
bit, remembering I still didn’t know my way around town, except
for the buildings I had already passed.





“Sure, sure. Just
head north a couple blocks. Can’t miss it.” I nodded and
said my good-byes, turning and heading for the nearest crossroads.
Since I had already identified south, it was easy to figure out which
way it was to go north. And as soon as I started in that direction, I
was surprised to find a message waiting for me.










	
	
			
			
			New Talent unlocked!

			
			

			

			
			Navigation- After finding your own way without
			relying on others, you are now able to immediately determine
			directions as long as you can see the sky.

		
	







I smiled a bit at that,
Well, that solves one problem.
So that’s what it meant by unlocking
talents through normal actions. I focused for
a moment to bring up my character window.










	
	
	
			
			Name: Jin

		
			
			Race: Human

		
	

	
			
			Title: None

		
			
			Fame: 0

		
	

	
			
			Gild: 70

		
			
			Level: 1

		
	

	
			
			Health: 100

		
			
			Mana: 0

		
	

	
			
			Strength: 10

		
			
			Agility: 10

		
	

	
			
			Endurance: 10

		
			
			Wisdom: 10

		
	

	
			
			Intelligence: 10

		
			
			Luck: 5

		
	

	
			
			Attack: 10

		
			
			Defense: 10

		
	

	
			
			Points Remaining: 5

		
	

	
			
			Talents: Navigation
			1

		
	







Okay… so levels
increase based on Talents. That makes sense. And 5 points are awarded
per level. I focused a bit again, seeing if I
could interact with the window without my hands, or just call it up.
Sure enough, three of my points were spent in Intelligence, and two
in Wisdom. I frowned when I noticed that my mana didn’t
increase any, but maybe I need to discover a talent for that first.





Either way, I was happy
that I managed to learn something new about the game, and made my way
towards the Sleep Soldier, the inn that the shopkeeper had directed
me to. Inside, I found it was indeed busy with travellers asking to
be put up for the night. Wonder how many of
those are players?





As I walked up to the
counter, the innkeeper-- a beautiful woman with long blond hair and
yellow eyes, ample bosom, and dressed in a simple dress that hung
down to her ankles-- shot me a glare. “Back of the line, sir.
I’ll get to you in a moment.”





I raised my hands in a
placating gesture, more out of instinct than acting. “No, no,
I’m not here for a room. I came to offer some help. You seem to
be busy, so I figured maybe you could use a spare set of hands?”





She let out a sigh at
that. “Finally. These guys are driving me mad.” She waved
me over behind the counter. “Here, you handle them. I’m
Denise. It’s 20 gild per bed per night. And don’t think I
won’t be checking that it’s all there. I’ve got to
go clean up some of the rooms to make space for these guys. I’ll
check back later. The keys are all under the counter.” She
smiled briefly before turning and walking to the stairs.










	
	
			
			
			Job Acquired!

			
			

			

			
			Innkeeper’s Assistant

			
			

			

			
			Denise has asked for your help managing the Sleeping
			Soldier for the night. Be sure to do a good job and earn your pay!

			
			

			

			
			Wage: 20% of sales made.

		
	







Okay… I’ve
got 70 gild now, so I need to make another 130, so… 33 beds?
Does this inn even have that many?  Guess we’ll just have to
see. 






I turned and smiled to the
customers, who were grumbling about being kept waiting and demanding
a discount. However, my tuition was on the line here! Yield for no
man! I made sure to have everyone pay the full price, and handed out
the keys to them when they did. Denise wasn’t back down for
over an hour after that, cleaning out the unused rooms almost as fast
as they were rented out. By the time she came back down, she looked
like she had personally wrestled every dustbunny in the city.





“Thanks a bunch…
these last couple weeks business has been crazy. And you wouldn’t
believe how many people try to get in lately without paying.” I
figured she must have meant players with no money, meaning that
they’ve been coming for about two weeks of game time. Given
that the game isn’t advertised, that probably meant it wasn’t
more than three weeks old, in real time.





“No problem. I am
always happy to help a damsel in distress.” I laughed at that,
and got a look that I could only assume was a cross between a glare
and a grin. Somehow, she pulled it off.





“Well, the least I
can do is put you up for the night.” She smiled a bit, brushing
some dust off her dress. “Looks like you sold out all the
rooms. Good job. That means I can’t give you one of them for
the night…” She grumbled a bit, and then smiled as an
idea hit her. “You could stay with me for the night. It’s
a couch, but better than nothing. I’ll even throw in a free
meal to make up for it.”










	
	
			
			
			Job Complete!

			
			

			

			
			Innkeeper’s Assistant.

			
			

			

			
			You managed to keep all the customers satisfied, and
			sold out all of the rooms of the Sleeping Soldier.

			
			

			

			
			Reward: 700/5: 140 Gild

			
			

			

			
			Bonus for Exceptional Service: Increase familiarity
			with Denise

		
	







As Denise handed me a
coinpurse with my pay, I smiled to her. “Sure, that sounds
wonderful.” Score. With this, I can head
to the College tomorrow and pay the tuition.





She led me back to a small
apartment on the first floor of the inn. It wasn’t much, just a
small kitchen, living room, and bedroom. Sure enough, there was a
brown couch in the living room that I planted myself in. “So…
I hope you don’t mind, but could I ask you a few questions? I’m
pretty new to the area, myself.”





Denise let out a soft
sigh, “Another foreigner, huh? Don’t worry, we’ve
been getting a lot of you lately. You’re not like most of them,
though.” She laughed briefly. “Oh, nearly a month ago
now, there was this one man running down the street, poking everyone
he could find. Each time, he’d just stand there and say
‘Quest?’, before moving on to the next person. We all
thought he was crazy. Eventually the city guards had him locked up
for the night for disturbing the peace.”





“Ah, sorry about
that.. On behalf of foreigners everywhere, I apologize.” I gave
a shallow bow, which made her laugh again.





“Oh, you’ve
got nothing to be sorry for. You’re probably one of the best
mannered of the lot I’ve seen.” She turned that smile on
me again, and everything felt better. “Though, I suppose this
is my turn to ask. Where did you all come from?”





I blinked at the question.
An NPC questioning the origins of players…
if nobody else has given a story, and there’s not an official
one, maybe I can set it? I thought about that
for a few moments. “Far away. We come from a land much
different than this one, and we may only stay for a brief while at a
time. There are laws of magic in our land, as I am sure there are
here.” She nodded to me as I began my story. “In order to
visit this realm, we must agree to a pact that binds us to remain in
one place for four weeks before our journey can begin. But, how
should I put this… We are here, and yet we are not. Have you
ever seen one of us… simply vanish?”





“Hmm.. well, yes,
but I assumed that was a mage. Are you saying that any of you can
disappear at will?” Her eyes grew wide with fascination.





“Not quite.” I
shook my head as I explained. “When we vanish, we are truly
gone. That is how we return to our own realm. While we may live a
life among you here, we each have duties among our own that must be
dealt with. And as a result of the magic that brings us here, many of
us do not know about this land.” I laughed as an example came
to mind, “For instance, I do not even know the name of this
city.”





She smiled to me again,
bringing a hand to her chin in thought. “I see… well,
that would certainly explain a few things. Thank you for sharing your
story with me. I’ll be sure to let people know. Maybe there’s
a way we can help the foreigners get better acquainted with this
area?”





“Well, actually,
there is. As we appear here without food or money, we are required to
seek methods of earning gild in order to sustain us on our visits. In
that way, you may view us well, because it means that those who come
will help those in need.”





“Yes, I can see that
being a good thing. Is that why you offered to help me out tonight?”
She asked, one eyebrow curiously raised.





“Well, I spoke true
when I said that I enjoy helping the damsel in distress. But yes, one
of the reasons was that I was in need of gild as well, and a
shopkeeper suggested I help here. You see, I wish to enroll at the
Mages’ College tomorrow, but the tuition fee made that
impossible before.”





She nodded to me,
accepting that. “Well, I do hope you’re able to help out
again, though I understand if your studies prevent it. Might I ask,
if you use such powerful magic to visit our land, what could you
learn from the college?”





It was my turn to smile to
her. “When we visit here, this place changes us. The magic of
our world does not function, leaving us to find our own means. At the
same time, it also means that even a warrior of my realm can learn
magic here.”





“It truly is like
living a second life, isn’t it?”





“Yes, I suppose you
could say that it is. So, would you mind giving me some information
about this world? Anything at all would be helpful, even if it seems
to be obvious.” 






“Oh, certainly.
First of all, this city is known as Rosenheim. It’s the capital
of the Wynterrose kingdom, one of the three human realms.” As
she spoke, a window appeared in front of me, and I had a suspicion it
did so for other players as well.






	
	
			
			
			Story Updated!

			
			

			

			
			Due to the tales of one of the foreigners, the people
			of Rosenheim have become aware of the origins of the foreigners,
			and will be more open to sharing the history of this land with
			them.

		
	







After that, a second
window appeared, giving another welcome bit of information.






	
	
			
			
			+20 Fame for being the first player to tell the story
			of the foreigner’s origins.

		
	







Mentally closing both
windows, I nodded for her to continue. “The other two kingdoms
are Eastal and the Shattered Realm. Due to a great quake that shook
the world, the former kingdom of Crucible was split apart into many
islands, creating the Shattered Realm. In the mountains to the west
and the north, there are the dwarves, who excel at the arts of
crafting. In the many forests scattered through the land of the
various tribes of Elves, who excel at nature magic and archery. And
finally, in the hills of the south, there is a tribe of Goblins, a
race focused on warfare. Their main specialty appears to be trading,
as they travel the lands as merchants.





“You said that you
wish to enroll in the Mages’ College, so I can leave that out.
There is also the Fighters’ Hall, which trains those wishing to
be warriors, and the hidden Thieves’ Guild, though those that
know where it is don’t say. Since you mentioned that you must
wait four weeks before leaving, it would seem that none of your
people have ventured outside the cities. To the west, beyond the
dwarven realms, there are the Lost Lands, a barren land ruled by the
strongest of monsters. Even scattered throughout the center of the
continent are creatures that hunt humans. Everything from wild dogs
to dragons of the east.”





I nodded as she explained
these things to me. “Well then, thank you for all of this. I
must ask, do the other races all share a language with humans, or
does each race have its own?”





She smiled, “Oh
dear, I forgot to mention that. The elves and the dwarves have their
own language, while different areas of goblins have different
dialects. That leads to a lot of warfare between them.” At
that, my stomach growled quite audibly, as if I hadn’t eaten
dinner just an hour or two before, causing Denise to grin. “Well,
I did say that I would offer you dinner. Can’t be going back on
my word, can I?” She laughed and got up, moving towards the
kitchen, though in a considerably better mood than before, perhaps
because some confusion had been cleared.





“Er.. thank you. I’m
sorry to impose on you like this. I arrived here with my clothes and
little else.” I grinned a bit as a thought crossed my mind. “I
should consider myself fortunate that the fates allowed me an
outfit.”





I could hear a laugh from
the kitchen as my words reached her, “I believe we all consider
ourselves fortunate that foreigners do not appear naked.”





I nodded, and then spoke
up again as I realized something. “It occurs to me that I never
told you my name. I’m Jin. And now that we are actually
introduced, it is a pleasure to meet you.”





A moment later, Denise
walked back into the room carrying two steaming bowls of soup. “Here
you go.” She handed me one, and sat beside me to eat her own.
“So, you’re wanting to be a mage, huh?”





I smiled to her while
eating the soup. It wasn’t really that great, but it was a lot
better than going hungry, so I couldn’t complain. “Yeah.
In my realm, I am what you would call a scholar. Magic has always
fascinated me. so when I got the chance to come here, of course that
was the first thing I thought of.”





“Well, good for you.
Even in an unfamiliar land, you are able to tell what you want.”
She smiled a bit more, almost hidden while eating.










	
	
			
			
			Satiety Replenished.

		
	







As the message appeared, I
smiled inwardly and set the empty bowl down. “How about you? Is
this a family business, or your dream job?”





The question seemed to
startle her, but after a moment Denise laughed. “Oh, neither of
those, really. To be honest, I’ve always wanted to go on an
adventure. But the thought of going out into the wilds alone…
well, let’s just say I’m not the bravest of girls.”
She gave me another of her smiles.





“Well… if
you’d like, you could join me?” I blushed a bit as I
asked that. Why am I embarrassed? I mean sure,
she’s gorgeous, but she’s an NPC. Well, I guess I’ll
chalk it up to gorgeous.





She blinked for a moment,
her eyes as wide as saucers. “Are… are you sure? I mean,
I don’t want to get in the way or anything…” Her
own shyness made me laugh a bit.





“Nonsense. I’m
not sure how it is here, but in tales I’ve read a solo mage is
an unfortunate mage. Besides, I honestly don’t know where my
adventure will take me, and having some company would be nice..”

That seemed to be enough
to convince her, because she quickly nodded, as if a moment’s
hesitation would make me change my mind. “Okay! Well, you’ve
got four weeks before you can go anywhere anyways. That gives me some
time to get ready. Oh dear.. I’ll have to sell the inn before
we go.” She didn’t really seem that upset with the idea,
so I didn’t comment on it. 







	
	
			
			
			Denise has joined your party as a companion!

		
	








	
	
			
			
			Companions are NPCs that have built up enough
			familiarity with a player and agreed to join them on their
			adventure. Their levels grow alongside the player that they
			follow.

		
	







I blinked as the two
messages appeared before me, and noticed that the single red bar at
the corner of my vision was joined by another one. So,
that’s the party window? The new bar
had the name Denise written by it in small letters.





“I’ll be happy
to have you join me. Since your dream was to be an adventurer, I take
it you know what kind of skills you want to take up?”





“Oh, hmm.. Well, I
always thought about being a fighter.. But honestly, I’m not
that strong. I’d have to join a church to learn a lot of the
blessed arts… What do you think?” She looked towards me
expectantly, honestly relying on my opinion to shape her future.





“I’d rather
not have you in the front line of a battle… and if faith isn’t
your strong suit.. maybe you could be an archer?” I suggested
to her, looking over her build to see what would suit her.





Denise thought that over
for a minute, and then nodded. “Okay. I can give that a try.
I’ll hire someone to run the inn during the day, and take
lessons at the Fighters’ Hall for archery.” She smiled to
me again. “Guess that makes us partners now, huh?”





I laughed at her
straightforward comment. “I guess so, partner. I’ll stop
by here whenever I need a place to rest. If you can’t find me,
I’ll either be at the college, or back in my world so don’t
worry. I’d say that I’ve got plenty of reasons to come
back here now.”





She blushed as I spoke,
and nodded. “Thanks.. I look forward to working with you, Jin.”
She quickly stood up, collected both bowls, and went to wash the
dishes.





Seems that she is a bit
more shy than she looks. Well, it’ll be fun to have her with
me.












Chapter
2





It was unusual to sleep in
the game, and yet it felt perfectly natural. A few hours later, I
woke up on the couch where she left me. This
game really is too real. It’s hard to even think of it as a
game anymore.





Giving Denise my thanks, I
turned to leave for the college when she stopped me by tugging on the
back of my tunic. She was blushing when I turned around and was
handed a small lunchbox.





“Since you don’t
have much money… I made this for you.” She said softly,
making me smile. 






“Thank you very
much. I’m sure I’ll enjoy it. I should be back tonight if
nothing unusual happens.” I gave my goodbyes again, and got
directions to the college. The first thing I noticed was that as soon
as I stepped outside, I turned the direction I needed to go. I didn’t
even have to figure out where north was, I just knew.





Guess that’s the
benefit of Navigation, huh? Built in compass… maybe eventually
it will include a mini-map.





As I thought it over, I
took a bit to admire the surroundings. With how busy I had been last
night, I hardly noticed, but Rosenheim is quite a remarkable city.
The streets are kept clean, the buildings are made of stone,
everything looked like a large fantasy city. As I got closer to the
College at the center of the city, even the outfits of the NPCs
became fancier, marking their status. At that point, it was easy to
identify other players, because there weren’t many people with
outfits similar to mine. Sure, some of them were probably NPCs as
well.





When I saw the Mages’
College, the first thing I could think of was a typical fantasy
tower. Rising up above all the other nearby buildings, the spire
overlooked the entire city. Its base was a large square building that
filled up an entire block by itself, with two guards standing by the
gate.





As I approached the gate,
both guards turned their heads to watch me, and one stepped forward
as they saw I wasn’t stopping. “Halt. Speak your business
here.”





I nodded to the guard
before replying, “I come in search of knowledge. I wish to
enroll in this esteemed institute.”





As the guard glanced over
my attire, it was clear he thought I didn’t have the funds to
do what I asked. “You are aware of the tuition? 200 gild, up
front at the start of each week.” When I nodded to him, he
sighed, looking towards his partner. “Go get one of the
professors. They’ll take his tuition out here, if he really has
it.”





The other guard calmly
walked inside, clearly believing it wasn’t worth rushing.
Nearly ten minutes of waiting later, he walked out with an elderly
gentleman. It wasn’t the ornate blue and black robes that
caught me by surprise, or the satchel of books tucked under his
shoulder. No, those I was expecting. What caught me off-guard was his
almost shining bald head. “...Thurgrim?” I asked,
blinking to the man as he approached.





“Hmm… have we
met? Ah, right, you were the boy who delivered my lunch last evening.
Thank you for that, again. So, what business do you have here?”
He glanced over me as the other guard had, as if looking to see if
there was another delivery.





Instead, I pulled out a
pair of golden coins from my pocket, each engraved with a 100 on it,
which I had been given by Denise in exchange for smaller coins. “I
wish to enroll, if you will have me.”





Thurgrim took the two
coins and inspected them carefully, pocketing them when he was
satisfied. “Very well.” He nodded to the two guards, who
stepped aside to let me pass. Once Thurgrim began walking back
inside, I followed him. Never thought that old
fisherman would be someone important.





“So, tell me what
you currently know of magic. That will make it easier to teach you.”





“I am afraid, sir,
that I am a novice. I am one of the foreigners, and as such have no
knowledge of your magic.” He nodded, accepting this story.
Looks like it really did spread throughout the
city overnight. Maybe one of the customers overheard and started the
rumor mill? I wasn’t even thinking of
this in game terms anymore, just how it would happen in reality.





“I see. Well, then I
should tell you. Your tuition covers access to our library, however
you may not remove any of the books from the college. Doing so will
see you banned from this institute and tossed into the city jail. Am
I clear?” When I indicated he was, he continued. “I’ll
have to teach you the most basic of the basics before you can even be
permitted to attend the classes. For now, you’ll be spending
your time in the library. Know that I don’t expect much from
you. As far as I can tell, you don’t have a bit of magical
talent.”





I gulped a bit, inwardly
hoping that magic was indeed a Talent, and not something that you had
to be born with. If the latter was true, then the concept of choosing
your own path would be a lie. “I understand, sir. I’ll do
my best to learn while I am in your care.”





“You said your name
was Jin, right?” When I nodded, he handed me a silver disk, a
bit larger than a 10 gild coin, with an emblem of an eye on it and
two curved lines descending from the eye. “This is your pass.
Have it with you at all times, or you will be evicted from the
college and forced to pay your tuition again.” 






We went down several stone
hallways, the ceilings curved inwards before coming to a vast
library, which had to occupy most of the floor. “This, if you
didn’t notice, is our library. Now, follow me…” He
led me through to one of the nearest bookshelves. Pulling a book from
the shelf, he handed it to me. It was a dusty tome, obviously unused
for some time, the letters almost faded against the cover. ‘The
Magical Arts for the Mundane reader’.





As I brushed the dust off
of the book, I accidentally breathed some in and was sent into a
temporary coughing fit. Thurgrim waited patiently for my outburst to
end. “This book will teach you the most basic rules about
magic. If after reading it, you are still as.. mundane as you are
now, then I am afraid your time here is wasted.” He pointed me
towards a table along the wall so that I could read in private while
he attended other matters.





When I sat down, I opened
the book, having to blow the dust off of a few pages as I read
intently. From what I have noticed, this game
works as much on thought as it does action. I got Navigation because
I knew the directions by looking at the sky, not because I guessed.
That means that simply skimming won’t give me anything. I have
to earnestly read, and commit this to memory as fact.





As I proceeded to read
through the book, absorbing the information, I was growing
increasingly worried that all this was for nothing, and that magical
talent is indeed something a character is born with. I got so
distracted that I ended up reading through the book three times
before a series of messages flashed before my eyes.

















	
	
			
			
			New Talent Unlocked!

			
			

			

			
			Magical Talent- The ability to perform magic. Not all
			are able to perform this, and being capable of magic sets you
			apart from normal man.

		
	








	
	
			
			
			Stat Unlocked!

			
			

			

			
			Mana- Now that you are capable of casting magic, the
			mana stat is available to you. Your amount of mana will increase
			by 5 for every point of Intelligence, and may also increase as
			your Magical Talent levels up. Your mana regeneration will
			increase based on your Wisdom stat.

		
	








	
	
			
			
			By devoting yourself to your studies, your
			Intelligence has increased by 1.

		
	







I smiled wide to myself,
mentally pulling up my character window to review the new
information.






	
	
	
			
			Name: Jin

		
			
			Race: Human

		
	

	
			
			Title: None

		
			
			Fame: 20

		
	

	
			
			Gild: 10

		
			
			Level: 2

		
	

	
			
			Health: 100

		
			
			Mana: 70

		
	

	
			
			Strength: 10

		
			
			Agility: 10

		
	

	
			
			Endurance: 10

		
			
			Wisdom: 12

		
	

	
			
			Intelligence: 14

		
			
			Luck: 5

		
	

	
			
			Attack: 10

		
			
			Defense: 10

		
	

	
			
			Points available: 5

		
	

	
			
			Talents: Magical
			Talent 1, Navigation 1

		
	







Nice. With this, I pass
the first test. I put four of my points into
Intelligence, bringing my mana up to 90, and the last one into
Wisdom. Even though I already read through the book, it would be a
little bit before Thurgrim returned to check on me, so I read it
through one last time to make sure I got everything I could from it.





A short while later, the
old professor returned, raising an eyebrow as he saw me. “I’m
not sure how you did it, but it seems that you possess the ability to
use magic now. Very well, I’ll take you to the beginner
lessons.” He moved to put the book back where it came from, and
got a pair of textbooks from near it to give to me. “You’ll
be needing these. Also, tomorrow I expect you to bring your own
journal to use to keep notes.”





And with that, he led me
off to a classroom, where students were just piling in and taking
their places. I’m ashamed to say it, but I was the oldest in
the class by a considerable margin. Enough so that the others, most
barely teenagers, were asking if I was going to be the instructor. It
seems that magic is taught young for those who can use it. Okay,
maybe I’ll learn a spell or two to get me started.





At least, that’s
what I was hoping for. When the teacher, a petite woman who couldn’t
have been older than me, walked in the door, she began going over the
beginner’s basics. Incidentally, those were a step above what I
had learned. The book I had read merely explained to me the barest
nature of magic and easy to remember techniques for manipulating it.
Now we were diving into the meaning of runes and significance of a
circle in a ritual. Still, I paid attention to a degree where a few
of the kids started giggling near me, and even got a few confused
looks from the teacher when I asked her to explain something.
Nonetheless, by the end of the day my Intelligence had risen another
three points. I also got a new talent just before the end of class.










	
	
			
			
			New Talent Unlocked!

			
			

			

			
			Magical Knowledge- By earnestly studying magic, you
			may unlock its mysteries. 
			

		
	







When I unlocked Magical
Knowledge, I instinctively put three more points in Intelligence, and
two more in Wisdom, bringing them up to 25 and 15 respectively. I
also noticed that when I looked at the runes on the board or in the
book, their meanings flowed into me as if I were reading perfect
English. Not all the runes, though… Many were still clouded as
strange arcane symbols.





Class let out after that,
and I was confused because there apparently wasn’t another
class scheduled, but none of the students seemed ready to leave yet.
When they left, they moved in a crowd, so I naturally followed along.
Maybe there is another class and nobody told
me?





The room that most of the
students led to was a large open area, where many separated to move
off by themselves and sit down on the cold floor. Others stood,
closing their eyes in focus. That’s when the meaning of the
room came to me. This was a practice room! So, study hall. Taking the
books I had with me, I moved over to an unoccupied corner, thinking
back to what I’ve learned so far, starting with how to channel
magic. Around me, several students were creating balls of fire or
water, or shooting the walls with weak bolts of magic.





“Hey, mister.”
I heard a high pitched voice calling to me as I was concentrating.
Looking for its source, I noticed a small boy, no older than 15. “I’m
Devlyn, what’s your name?”





I smiled to him. He was a
fellow student, so I should try to get along with him right? “I’m
Jin. Nice to meet you.”





“You’re old.”
He said it frankly, as if just stating a fact.





“Heh, I suppose I
am. I guess I’m what you would call a late bloomer?”
Devlyn nodded as if that explained everything.





“Okay. Need any
help?” He tilted his head as he asked.





“Sure. We’ve
gone over some runes, but I’m not sure how to take that and
turn it into a spell, you know?”





“Oh, that’s
easy. We went over basic casting last week.” He moved over and
sat beside me, keeping an eye on me like I was either a new toy or a
new puzzle. Possibly both. “Close your eyes, and focus. Think
of the rune for light. You know that rune, right?” When I
nodded, he continued. “Okay, think of light. Then feel it, let
it flow into you.” This kid seemed to be explaining things like
he was an expert, so I just listened.





“Alright. Now,
capture that feeling, and push it out in front of you.” I’ve
never quite had to think about pushing a feeling, but I could feel
the warmth of light throughout my body, like a separate energy that
appeared when I had called it. I tried to focus it in front of me
like he had said, and suddenly I could tell from behind my closed
eyes that there was new light before me. I also heard the beep that
accompanied a message opening. “Great! You’re learning
really well!” I opened my eyes and saw that his chest was
puffed out, certain that my progress was due to his teaching. Then I
turned my attention to the messages in front of me.






	
	
			
			
			You have succeeded in casting your first spell! Spell
			window unlocked!

			
			

			

			
			Light has been added to spell window.

			
			

			

			
			Magical Knowledge has increased to level 2

			
			

			

			
			Magical Talent has increased to level 2

		
	







Blinking, I lost my focus
on the ball of light, and it promptly faded. Instead, I opened my
character window immediately.






	
	
	
			
			Name: Jin

		
			
			Race: Human

		
	

	
			
			Title: None

		
			
			Fame: 20

		
	

	
			
			Gild: 0

		
			
			Level: 5

		
	

	
			
			Health: 100

		
			
			Mana: 110/125

		
	

	
			
			Strength: 10

		
			
			Agility: 10

		
	

	
			
			Endurance: 10

		
			
			Wisdom: 15

		
	

	
			
			Intelligence: 25

		
			
			Luck: 5

		
	

	
			
			Attack: 10

		
			
			Defense: 10

		
	

	
			
			Points Available: 10

		
	

	
			
			Talents: Magical
			Talent 2, Magical Knowledge 2, Navigation 1

		
	







I gained two levels
with that? Nice! I invested all of my points
into Intelligence this time, realizing that if a simple Light spell
needed 15 mana, I’d need a lot more than I had.





“Thanks, Devlyn.
That really helped a lot, I think.” I smiled to the boy next to
me, who nodded before getting up and returning to his own practice.
Meanwhile, I opened my own books and began studying. Now that my
intelligence was higher, it wasn’t likely to increase as
easily, but I still needed to soak up every bit of information I
could.





I blocked out everything
around me as I read through the books, and didn’t stop until a
message popped up in front of me.










	
	
			
			
			Satiety down to 50%. You need to eat or your stats
			will begin to drop.

		
	







I’m not one to
question the wisdom of a game message, especially when my stomach
agreed, so I grabbed the lunch that Denise had made me, a pair of
sandwiches, and chowed down. Once I finished, the message changed to
state my satiety had been restored. Mentally, I thanked her for the
food and then went back to reading. By mid-afternoon, I had read
through the first of the books, and my Magical Knowledge had risen
another level. By now, most of the basic runes were easy for me to
read, and there were only a few in the book that were still unknown
to me.





However, I was forced to
stop, at least for a little while, because there was a loud beeping
in my ear followed by another message.






	
	
			
			
			6:00AM.

		
	







It was the middle of the
afternoon, so it took me a moment to understand. Oh!
Right, my morning alarm.





I had been surprised
because I had actually forgotten that it was the morning in reality.
Closing my eyes, I sent the command to log out, and my world was
plunged into darkness.





As I opened my eyes, I was
met with the cool metal of the Link Capsule on my forehead, and
yawned. I had just eaten lunch in the game a short while ago, but my
real stomach was now begging me for breakfast. I settled for a simple
bowl of cereal, telling myself that The Dive would make an excellent
diet plan if people forgot to come out. Before logging back in, I
sent a quick text to Kevin thanking him for telling me about the
game.





My return gave about as
much attention as my first arrival, most people having simply assumed
that I used an invisibility spell to vanish for a half hour. The
first thing I noticed was that there were less students here. Most
seemed to have left for the night, and those remaining were packing
up.





Following their example, I
gathered my books and went to the library to return them before
leaving to go back to the inn. I set another alarm for noon in
reality, giving me about eleven hours in the game. On my way back to
the inn, I went ahead and called up my character window one last time
to check my progress.






	
	
	
			
			Name: Jin

		
			
			Race: Human

		
	

	
			
			Title: None

		
			
			Fame: 0

		
	

	
			
			Gild: 10

		
			
			Level: 6

		
	

	
			
			Health: 100

		
			
			Mana: 200

		
	

	
			
			Strength: 10

		
			
			Agility: 10

		
	

	
			
			Endurance: 10

		
			
			Wisdom: 15

		
	

	
			
			Intelligence: 40

		
			
			Luck: 5

		
	

	
			
			Attack: 10

		
			
			Defense: 10

		
	

	
			
			Talents: Magical
			Talent 2, Magical Knowledge 3, Navigation 1

		
	







I was satisfied with my
intelligence for now, so I decided I’d work on some other stuff
next time I leveled. What surprised me most was when I got to the
Sleeping Soldier, I was treated with a new sight. It wasn’t
Denise behind the counter, but a middle aged man with dark brown
hair. Denise was sitting off at a table, now wearing a tight fitting
green outfit that showed off a good deal of her bust, and had a bow
strapped to her back.





She smiled at me as she
saw me enter. “Hey! Was beginning to think you weren’t
going to make it back!” She waved me over and we went back to
her apartment in the inn, leaving the man in charge of the inn. “So,
tell me everything.” 






I laughed a bit as I
explained the events of the day, telling her about how I got into the
college, took a class with a bunch of kids, and managed to cast my
first spell. She was beaming throughout the whole story, nodding here
and there. “I knew you’d be able to do it. Normally, kids
train for months before they can even cast a simple spell. You
foreigners definitely have an advantage there.”





“Looks like. Okay,
your turn.” I grinned to her, motioning to her new outfit,
which got a bit of a blush.





“Yeah.. well, I told
you I’d be going to the Fighters’ Hall. I couldn’t
exactly train in a dress, right? So, I got this. Think it suits me?”
She smiled to me again, waving to her tight attire.





“I think it looks
lovely.”





“Well, thanks. I
also did some work with the bow, and noticed I was getting pretty
good before long. It was like I had been born with it!” She
laughed at the idea, giving me a thought.





“I think that might
have been my fault.” I looked over to her, getting a curious
look for my comment. “I read earlier that when someone from
this realm joins a foreigner like me, they can grow in power as their
partner does.” Mentally, I called up Denise’s character
window, not sure if it would work or not.

















	
	
	
			
			Name: Denise 
			

		
			
			Race: Human

		
	

	
			
			Title: Innkeeper

		
			
			Fame: 30

		
	

	
			
			Gild: ???

		
			
			Level: 6

		
	

	
			
			Health: 120

		
			
			Mana: 0

		
	

	
			
			Strength: 17

		
			
			Agility: 30+1

		
	

	
			
			Endurance: 14

		
			
			Wisdom: 11

		
	

	
			
			Intelligence: 12

		
			
			Luck: 5

		
	

	
			
			Attack: 10 + 21

		
			
			Defense: 10 + 19

		
	

	
			
			Talents: Merchant 1,
			Archery 3, Reflex 2

		
	







She kept her curious look
as I studied her stats. It looked like she was becoming quite the
support archer. “So, as you get better with your magic, I’ll
get better with my bow?”





“That seems to be
the case.” Why can’t I see how
much gild she has? Maybe it’s because she has it in a safe or
something? “Though, that is an
interesting concept. If I learn faster than normal, then maybe this
will apply to you as well.”





“Well, either way,
at least I don’t have to worry about you leaving me behind in
your adventures now.” She gave me a look, “I don’t,
right?”





I couldn’t help but
laugh, “Of course not. You’re stuck with me for a while.
Though, I hope you don’t mind if I rely on you a bit for
funds?” I tried to smile convincingly to her, but she just
shook her head with a grin. “Between my studies and my duties
back home, it’ll be hard for me to take on the normal tasks to
earn money for my tuition and supplies.”





“Yeah, yeah. I see
how it is. You just wanted to butter me up so you could get at my
purse, huh?” She joked. “Don’t worry. You’re
fun to have around, so I can put up with it.”





“Thank you. On that
note, would you be able to help me with something? The professor said
I’d need a journal for class starting tomorrow, but I don’t
really know where I’d get one, or for how much.”





“A journal? Sure.
I’ll grab something for you before your classes tomorrow. You
can count on me.” She puffed her chest out comically, and I
laughed again.





“Okay. Also,
tomorrow morning I’ll have to go back to my realm for a bit. It
shouldn’t take more than a couple hours and then I’ll be
back.”

My warning earned a bit of
a grin from her. “My, telling me every time you plan to be
away, are you? People will talk at this rate.” She laughed at
her comment, and I shook my head with a blush. It seemed I was
starting to get lost in the game.





There was a slight ringing
sensation in my ear that I tried to shake off, and then a message
appeared in front of me.






	
	
			
			
			Incoming call: Kevin

		
	







I nodded to Denise, and
told her that I had to go take care of something. Excusing myself to
another room, I answered the call, using my thoughts to speak instead
of my voice. Hey, if it works for the interface, maybe it’ll
work for a call too?





Hey Kevin, what’s
up?





“Hey man, got your
message. So, you really tried it out, huh?”





Yeah, I’m in the
game right now actually.





“No shit? Where’d
you end up?”





I’m at the
Wynterrose capital, you?





“...Uh… I’ll
get back to you on that. I’m a human, but I haven’t been
able to get specifics out of the NPCs yet. They’re pretty real,
aren’t they?”





Unbelievably. How long
have you been playing?





“I just started last
week. Managed to get myself into a Fighters’ area the other
day.”





Nice, I joined the
Mages’ College today.





“Already? How’d
you manage that?”





All about the role
playing, man. You’ve been here longer than I have, so you
should understand when I say you can’t treat this like a normal
game.





“Yeah, I get what
you mean. I’ll let you get back to that. Maybe we’ll
cross paths one day in The Dive!”





Sure. I’ll add
you to my friends list if we do.





After Kevin hung up, I
glanced around the room I had wandered into. It was only then that I
noticed… this was Denise’s bedroom. Blushing a bit, I
hurried out of the room, finding an almost-as red Denise sitting on
the couch. God, what did that have to look like to her, for me to
randomly go to her room to take care of something. “Sorry…
one of my friends was trying to contact me…” I attempted
to explain, growing gradually more tomato-like.












Chapter
3









The next day, after I got
back into The Dive after lunch, Denise was waiting for me with
another packed lunch and a small journal. “Time for class!”
She sent me off with a smile, and I thanked her for the food and
journal.





The guards seemed
reluctant to let me back into the college, but when I showed them my
silver emblem, they relented and allowed me in. Today’s class
was focusing on the essentials of spellcasting. Namely, the runes,
focus, and something that separated it from basic casting. The
incantation.





“All spells possess
an incantation. And while it is possible to utilize a spell without
it, the result is vastly inferior to a proper spell. Keep in mind
when you are creating your spell that even those have an incantation
that you need to figure out. Typically, it is based on the runes used
in the spell, or the specific method of casting. It is not unusual
for spells to break this pattern, however. That is why mages often
carry a grimoire with them, recording their spells.”










	
	
			
			
			Magical Knowledge has increased to 4

			
			

			

			
			You can now utilize a spell’s Chant in order to
			strengthen it. Note that without the Chant, a spell functions at
			roughly 30% of its normal power. Uncovering a spell’s Chant
			requires sufficient Intelligence and Magical Knowledge.

		
	







With this information, I
quickly invested my points into Intelligence again, and opened my
Spell window.










	
	
			
			
			Light(1/10 Beginner)- A basic spell that enables you
			to create a light source. Chant: Northern stars, grant this
			traveler safety in the darkness.

		
	







I smiled inwardly. So,
spells could level up as well as Talents. But, my level doesn’t
reflect my spells. In other words, I’ve got to level up my
abilities to match my level or I’ll be the one left behind.





The rest of the class
followed like that, and I gained one more point in Intelligence. When
we got into the practice hall, I made my way to my corner and pulled
out my journal, writing down the chant for the Light spell. “Alright,
let’s give it a shot..” I brought my hands up in front of
me. “Northern stars, grant this traveler safety in the
darkness. Light.” As I spoke, I kept the image I had used the
day before, but it flowed much more easily, and when I opened my
eyes, I saw a perfect sphere of light in front of me, hovering by my
will alone. I also finally noticed that under the red bar at the
corner of my vision was a blue one, and it was slowly declining.





So, that’s my
mana bar. Well, now I know how to monitor it.
I kept the ball in front of me, before floating it around and up into
the air. When my mana was down to the halfway mark, I dismissed the
spell and opened the spell window again.










	
	
			
			Light(4/10 Beginner)- A basic spell that enables
			you to create a light source. Chant: Northern stars, grant this
			traveler safety in the darkness.

		
	







Okay, so the more I use
a spell, the better I am with it. I nodded to
myself and just practiced that spell a couple more times before
stopping for the day.





The next few days passed
in a similar manner. On school days, I’d explain to Denise that
I’d be gone for about a day, and she understood. She was a bit
sad to see me go, but knew I’d be coming back when I could. And
every time I came back, she gave me a hug and wanted me to tell her
about my day. Given my life in reality, that was a pretty short
explanation.





During the days in the
game while I was online, I spent my time in the College, and for
about a week I was gradually improving my abilities. But after a
week, we got a new kind of lesson.





“Alright, kids.
Today we’ll cover the basics of elemental magic. So far, you’ve
all managed to perform rudimentary spellcasting, but now we’re
going to move on to the next level. First of all, I would like
everyone to choose a primary element to focus on. For the list of
elements, see the table in the back of your book.” I opened my
book and looked for the described table. It was written in runes, so
if it weren’t for my Magical Knowledge talent, I wouldn’t
have been able to read it.





Got to be careful here.
No telling how many elements I’ll be able to learn before
graduation, and I need to be able to work well with Denise.
I could pick fire for the damage, but Denise will be pretty good on
that. After some internal debate, I settled on earth magic. Typically
in games, earth magic has the most crowd control, so I can give
Denise the most time to work with her bow.





Having chosen my element,
I waited for the teacher to continue. “Okay. Now, as I call out
the elements, I want everybody that chose it to step outside. You’ll
meet a personal instructor that specializes in your chosen field.
First, Fire.” When she spoke, about half of the class got up
and walked out the door. Figures, everybody
loves playing with fire.





After that, most of the
elements got only one or two responses, and I ended up being the only
one to rise when Earth was called. Outside, a short man with glasses
too big for his face was waiting for me, dressed in a golden robe.
“Jin, right? Figures I get stuck with the foreigner.” He
adjusted his glasses while appraising me. “Well, let’s
see if the rumors about you lot are true.”





Not wanting to offend him,
I nodded politely. “Thank you for taking care of me, sir. I
hope to learn a lot from you.”





That got a laugh out of
him, “Oh, you’ll learn. Even if I end up having to beat
it into your body. They say your kind don’t really die, so I
don’t have to hold back, do I?” His grin seemed to become
almost sinister. Why’d I have to get
stuck with the psychopath?





“I’ll do my
best, sir.”





“Yes, you will. Now,
follow me.” He walked towards the center of the building,
following the line of students and teachers that were moving to
various specialized rooms. When we got to the spiraling staircase,
most of them were going up, but my teacher took me down instead.
“Best place to train with the earth is within the earth.”
He explained when I didn’t say anything.





When we arrived at the
bottom floor, the stairway opened out to a vast cave, barely lit with
torches every few meters. “Now, your real training can begin.
Until I say you pass, you will be coming here to train instead of
your normal classes. First lesson. The earth is the unmoving force,
which we breathe life to. Simply knowing the runes will not let you
perform an elemental spell. You have to truly understand the forces
you are dealing with.”





Bringing one of his hands
up, he clenched his fist. Immediately, I felt the ground beneath me
rotating, sucking me in as it spun me downwards. Within a moment I
was down to my shoulders in the ground, stuck.






	
	
			
			
			You are immobilized.

		
	







No shit!
I mentally cursed the window and closed it, looking up at the
teacher. No panicking…





“Your first job is
to dig yourself out of there. You should know enough that you can
piece together a spell. Eventually, at least.” He grinned and
walked off towards the steps, out of my field of vision. After a
minute I heard him sit down, though it was hard to guess where
exactly.






	
	
			
			
			New Quest!

			
			

			

			
			Lessons of the Earth

			
			

			

			
			Your instructor has trapped you with an earth binding
			spell, and has tasked you with escaping. Refusal of this quest is
			not an option.

			
			

			

			
			Difficulty: G+

			
			

			

			
			Reward: Unknown

		
	







Okay.. Escaping. That
would be a freedom rune, right? I focused on
the rune in my head, letting it flow through my body. This was the
first spell I’ve tried aside from Light, but the process should
be similar. Theory never quite equals practice, though, and I went
through all of my mana without any results.










	
	
			
			
			You have failed to cast a spell. 
			

		
	







Grumbling, I silently
began hating these messages. So, I waited, breathing deeply and
meditating as my mana gradually refilled. “Okay.. round two…”
He said that I’d need to understand the element. How does one
understand a stone? I tried pushing my energy out into the ground,
but all I got for my trouble was a sharp reduction in mana.





I kept trying this for
hours, tackling it from every angle I could imagine. Lifting myself,
lifting the ground under me, moving the ground away from me, I even
tried to pass through the ground once. Each time I got a failure
message. And each time, I could hear a low chuckle coming from
somewhere behind me. It was obvious my teacher hadn’t left me
alone, and was enjoying the show.





“Oh, were all those
stories about foreigners a lie? I thought you were a quick study!”





Shaking my head, I tried
to gather my focus again. Think like a rock… think like a
rock… forget everything I’ve learned and just try to
think like a rock. What would a rock think like? Stubborn?
The ground was definitely being that. Unyielding.
As I thought of this, I noticed that the ground seemed to loosen a
bit, and there was a sharp breath from behind me. Alright,
I’m onto something… no runes…





Gathering my remaining
mana, I filled it with what I had perceived as ‘earth’.
The stubbornness of a mountain. I tried moving my mana upwards to
have it carry me, but quickly regretted that as I was lowered further
instead, being momentarily buried up to just above my chin. Wrong
way, wrong way!





Okay, basics learned, I
shifted my mana down, to push myself up rather than pull. As I did, I
gradually began rising up. Unfortunately, I ran out of mana just
after it pushed past my elbows. “Alright… I’m
getting there…” I was breathing a bit heavily from the
effort, but it was worth it.










	
	
			
			
			New Talent Unlocked!

			
			

			

			
			Earth Magic- The ability to influence the very ground
			with your magic.

		
	








	
	
			
			
			Magical Knowledge has increased to 7

			
			

			

			
			Magical Talent has increased to 4

		
	












	
	
			
			
			Earth Freedom has been added to your Spell list.

		
	








	
	
			
			
			Status has changed to Rooted.

		
	







I sighed, smiling at the
series of popup windows, and opened my character window to spend the
points.






	
	
	
			
			Name: Jin

		
			
			Race: Human

		
	

	
			
			Title: None

		
			
			Fame: 0

		
	

	
			
			Gild: 10

		
			
			Level: 13

		
	

	
			
			Health: 125

		
			
			Mana: 30/250

		
	

	
			
			Strength: 15

		
			
			Agility: 13

		
	

	
			
			Endurance: 15

		
			
			Wisdom: 25

		
	

	
			
			Intelligence: 50

		
			
			Luck: 5

		
	

	
			
			Attack: 10 + 7.5

		
			
			Defense: 10 + 6.5 +
			3.25

		
	

	
			
			Talents: Magical
			Talent 4, Magical Knowledge 7, Navigation 1, Earth Magic 1

		
	







I grinned a bit, breathing
deep before focusing again. Now that I had the spell, it came easily.
Earth Freedom! 






The ground split around me
and I shot up to my feet, nearly losing my balance in the process.
But dammit, I passed the test!





“About time, kid. I
was about to go take a nap.” The instructor spoke, and I
finally remembered he was in the cavern, so I turned to see him.
Somehow, he looked pleased and bored all at the same time. “Now
it gets interesting. Your next lesson is to create your own earth
spell. It can use any runes you are capable of casting, as long as
you can cast it. You can not ask anyone for help for this assignment.
You can use the library, but you can not copy any of the spells from
those books. I’ll be keeping an eye on what you read, so I’ll
know if you steal the spell from somewhere.” His expression
displayed unimaginable levels of smug.










	
	
			
			
			Quest Updated!

			
			

			

			
			Lessons of the Earth 1 -> Lessons of the Earth 2

			
			

			

			
			Your instructor was impressed by your progress, and
			has now asked you to devise your own spell.

			
			

			

			
			Difficulty: F

			
			

			

			
			Reward: Varies based on result.

		
	







“Understood, sir.”
I sat down and went over what I’ve learned. He said runes were
usable.. so most elemental spells should need it. Earth Freedom is a
spell that simply moves the earth around the user, so it’s
understandable if it didn’t.





Talents,
I opened a window, checking if this was a valid screen as well.










	
	
			
			
			Talents

			
			

			

			
			Navigation 1 - The ability to avoid becoming lost.
			Allows instant knowledge of directions when sky is visible.

			
			

			

			
			Magical Talent 4 - The ability to cast spells. 
			

			
			

			

			
			Magical Knowledge 7 - The knowledge of the arcane
			arts.

			
			

			

			
			Earth Magic 1 - The ability to cast earth-based
			magic.

		
	







Frowning, I pressed
Magical Knowledge, hoping for more of an explanation. To say I got an
answer was an understatement. In a moment, I had reviewed every
lesson we’ve had so far, and a few facts I had gleaned from my
time in the library. Likewise, my mind was filled with an array of
runes, some of which I haven’t even seen yet. All of them had
meanings in my mind, as if they were common sense. Reflexively I
brought a hand up to hold my head at the flood of information.





Curious, I selected
Magical Talent next, to see if something similar would happen.
Instead, a different window popped up.










	
	
			
			
			Spell Creation

			
			

			

			
			Insert the runes you wish to use to create this
			spell.

		
	







The runes I knew from just
a moment ago were still clear in my head, but there were only two
slots available. Maybe the amount of runes you
can use in a spell goes up with Talent level?







Focusing, I brought in the
runes for Earth and Water into the window, and attempted to finalize
it.






	
	
			
			
			Spell Creation Failed. You do not meet the
			prerequisites to cast this spell.

		
	







Grumbling, I tried again,
this time using the runes for Earth and Shield. As I attempted to
finalize it again, the ground shifted around me. I had intended to
create a wall of stone, or a block to use as a shield even. Instead,
a thin layer of dirt rose up and covered every inch of my skin.










	
	
			
			
			Stone Skin has been added to your spell list.

			
			

			

			
			Because you do not possess sufficient strength,
			movement speed is reduced by 60%.

			
			

			

			
			Earth Magic has increased to 2

		
	







As I struggled to move my
body, I heard my teacher doubled over in laughter behind me. “Oh,
that’s just great! You picked THAT spell!”





Even after I had turned
off the spell, a thick layer of dirt stuck to me. “That’s
not actually what I was trying to do, you know..”





He shook his head, still
grinning, “Oh, oh.. Still, most earth mages try it at some
point. It’s the easy answer for the problem of a mage’s
inherent weakness to physical attacks. Most don’t realize that
being covered with earth is actually really heavy! But alright, since
you admitted that it wasn’t what you intended, you can try
again.”





Okay… so there
are two ways to create spells. The easy way, of course, is to go
through the Talent screen and put in the runes you want to use. But
the safe way is to do it manually. Let’s go with safe. Okay…
a wall. Shield didn’t work. Or maybe it just didn’t
understand?





I set my palms down on the
floor, and closed my eyes. Again, I visualized the shield rune. I
filled it with my new earth magic. But just as the dirt began
creeping up my skin, I flung it out of me just as I would with
casting a Light spell. Waiting… I realized nothing was
happening.










	
	
			
			
			You have learned a new spell.

			
			

			

			
			You have successfully cast a new spell. However, you
			did not use it on a valid target, so information about this spell
			is locked.

		
	







Maybe that was a buff
spell? Either way.. not what I wanted.





I tried again, this time
forgetting to use Shield, and switching to Wall for simplicity. There
was no response again, and my mana was taking a nosedive. Maybe
it’s a three rune spell? There was one for control..





Since I couldn’t put
three runes into the Spell Creation window, I had to do it manually.
I sat down, crossed my legs, and focused. Control… I placed
the rune in my mind, letting it fill my body. Earth… as I
filled the Control rune with my earth magic, I began forcing the
image to shift, from Control to Wall. Over half of my mana
disappeared in the blink of an eye, but I managed to hold onto that
image. Then, I flung the spell out like I did earlier, and this time
got a reaction.





About three meters away, a
small mound of dirt rose up into a one foot wall. Okay, so it’s
not the great shield I wanted, but it’s a step in the right
direction!










	
	
			
			
			Wall of Clay has been added to your spell list.

			
			

			

			
			Magical Talent has increased to 5

			
			

			

			
			Earth Magic has increased to 3

		
	







I was getting dangerously
close to level 20, and had a feeling that it would start to slow down
once I hit that. So far, I had been gaining levels quickly. Now, I
needed to focus and make sure that the Talents I leveled were ones
that I need most. So, Magical Talent increases
with casting, and Magical Knowledge increases with studying. Talent
lets me use more complicated spells, but Knowledge lets me have
access to more information.





I decided that for now, I
would focus on Knowledge, and once I hit level 20, I would put more
effort into the practical skills. In the meantime, I had an annoying
teacher to impress. Spell window.










	
	
			
			
			Light(35/100 Intermediate)-  A basic spell that
			enables you to create a light source. Chant: Northern stars, grant
			this traveler safety in the darkness.

			
			

			

			
			Stone Skin(1/10 Beginner)- Covers the caster in a
			layer of earth, hardening defense. Chant: Unmoving mountain,
			fields of stone, come forth and embrace your champion.

			
			

			

			
			??(1/10 Beginner)- ?? Unknown spell using the Earth
			and Shield runes.

			
			Chant: ??

			
			

			

			
			Wall of Clay(1/10 Beginner)- Allows the caster to
			create walls made of earth.

			
			Chant: Guardians of the earth, answer my call and
			become my shield.

		
	







Having gotten the
information I needed from the window, I waited a few minutes for my
mana to finish recovering. Then I placed one hand down on the ground.
“You want a spell… Guardians of the earth, answer my
call and become my shield. Wall of Clay!” I focused on a point
a few feet in front of me, and immediately a wall rose up at that
point, reaching up to five feet high. It looked soft, but given that
I was still a total novice I was proud of it. I also noted sadly,
that my talents didn’t increase that time.





Turning back, I smiled
smugly to the teacher, who was staring wide-eyed at my spell. “You..
how… you couldn’t have… How did you come up with
a new spell on the spot, and even decipher it’s incantation?
Did you use some of your foreigner magic?” He glared at me
suspiciously, unable to believe that I had accomplished his request
so easily.





“Not at all,
teacher. I simply followed the guidance that you and the other
instructors here have given me, and applied it to this task.” I
bowed my head, smiling.





He shook his head, and
then laughed for a bit again. “You.. you’re the first
foreigner to pass through these tests. You may have the potential to
become a powerful mage in your own right.”





I lifted my head, looking
to him. “Sir? Does that mean that there have been others like
me that took on different elements?”





His response was a quick
nod. “Oh, sure. But from what I’ve heard, they all took
fire. I hope the bastards burned.”





“Figures…
fire is overrated. It’s destructive, sure, but it is too
unreliable. In my opinion, it is the lowest of the elements.”
That seemed to get his attention, because he had a new sparkle in his
eyes.





“Exactly! Why does
nobody ever see it that way! They all just want to be as flashy as
possible! Bah! Those aren’t true mages. They’re nothing
more than idiots clinging to delusions of grandeur. You.. I like you.
Tell me, what is your goal in studying magic?”





My goal?
I hadn’t really considered a long term goal. I paused, and then
sat down, holding my chin in my hand as I thought. “After my
binding to Rosenheim has expired, I wish to leave and experience this
world. But my goal in magic.. The subject has always fascinated me. I
suppose, if I had a goal, it would be to learn as many various fields
of magic as I can, and master them?”





My instructor nodded
patiently. “I see. A common goal, I must say. Many mages choose
to learn many schools of magic. But in doing so, they neglect what
they know. Very few have ever truly mastered more than two forms of
magic. But if it’s you… then maybe you can do it.”





“Thank you, sir.
Those words mean a lot coming from you.”





“Oh, shut it. I was
planning to beat you into a bleeding pulp once you passed the second
stage, but I’ve got something else in mind for you. Go up to
the library. Your job is to learn a new type of magic, without any
help aside from the books. You’ve passed my tests.”






	
	
			
			
			Quest Updated!

			
			

			

			
			Lessons of the Earth 2 -> Path of the Archmage

			
			

			

			
			You have completed the training for your first
			element. Upon hearing your desire to become a master of many forms
			of magic, your instructor has sent you on a task to do just that.
			To fulfill this quest, you must reach level 30 with three
			different fields of magic, and reach Master level with at least 10
			spells in each.

			
			

			

			
			Difficulty: B+

			
			

			

			
			Reward: Large Fame bonus, prestige with Mages’
			College.

		
	







My smile grew anew as the
quest appeared. A long term quest… and
one with a high difficulty.





“I understand, sir.
I’ll do my best. I do not know what hardships may await me, but
I am grateful for your teachings.” I bowed my head to him and
went up to the library. The minimum level I’d
need to be to finish this quest is 103. But it’s unrealistic to
believe that I won’t level Talent and Knowledge as well. So,
most likely I’ll be over 150 by the time I finish this. Does a
game like this even have a level cap? Well, first thing’s
first, what type of magic do I want to use for my second school?





I went along the shelves,
freely browsing as I scanned all the different titles, or at least
the ones that could still be read. Maybe I
should get Denise’s opinion? I smiled
at that immediately, and nodded to myself. That did give me an idea,
though. A spell of communication. There might be a whisper system
built into the game, or there might not. I haven’t positively
identified another player yet to check. Either way, a communication
spell would let me speak to the NPCs I’ve become friends with.





Opening the Spell Creation
window, I began thinking about what runes I should use. It’s
difficult to decide, because runes are practically their own
language. You could put in speak, speech, message, communicate, send,
whisper, or any number of runes to describe sending a message.





In the end, I opted for
the Speak and Friend runes.






	
	
			
			
			Message has been added to your Spell List.

		
	







“Message.” I
attempted to cast the spell, focusing on Denise.






	
	
			
			
			Target is out of range. Spell failed.

		
	







Shaking my head, I
grumbled, opening my spell window to get the chant. “Wings of
Light, signs of beginning, may my voice reach the farthest corner.
Message.” I heard the briefest ring and saw a faint light
around me for a moment.





“Hello?” I
spoke to the empty library.





“Huh?! What-Jin, is
that you?” I heard a startled female voice on the other end,
followed by a short squeak.





“Sorry, bad time?”





“Oh, not at all!
But, how are you.. oh right, magic. Guess your lesson today went
well.”





“I’ll be sore
for a week. But I had a question for you, if you’ve got a
minute?”





“Of course! Sorry
guys, I’ll be back in a bit!” I could hear her calling
out to someone, and then walking a short distance. “Sorry, you
got me during a run. So, what’d you need?”





“Well, you remember
how you asked me to help you decide on a path to take for when we go
adventuring?”





“Well, yeah! That’s
the reason I’m out here running laps around the city!” I
could just hear the laugh at the end of that.





“Your turn. My path
as a mage requires me to pick multiple types of magic. So far, I’ve
started to learn earth, but my teacher told me to learn another one.
I wanted to hear your opinion before I made a decision.”





There was a pause, and I
heard her stutter for a second before she got her voice under
control. 






“Y-you really want
to know my thoughts on it?”





“Of course. Out of
everyone I’ve met since coming here, I value your opinion
most.”





“W-well.. If I’m
shooting my bow, and you’re casting… maybe something to
keep the monsters from getting to us? Like… oh! Maybe you can
learn how to summon?”





I nodded silently,
momentarily forgetting that she couldn’t see, and she must have
taken my silence as hesitation. “Or, you know! Something else
would work too..”





“No, sorry, no. That
was a really good idea. Still getting used to this spell. Forgot you
couldn’t see me nod.” That got a laugh out of her, and I
watched as my mana crept down to the halfway point. “So…
summoning.. I think that would be pretty interesting. Thanks, this
was a big help.”





“Oh, you’re
welcome! Glad I could help you with this. You going to be home
tonight?” She asked that last part in almost a whisper, and I
could barely hear her.





“Yeah. I’ll
have to go back in the morning, but until then I’m free.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “I’ve got mage classes
in this world, and scholar classes in my own. How am I not sick of
reading yet?”





She laughed at my remark,
“No clue, I don’t think I could do it. If I had come from
a world where I lived in books, I’d want to get as far away
from them as I could.”





“Well, once I find a
basic summoning book, I’ll head back to the inn. See you
there.”





“Yeah.. see you.”
She spoke quietly again, and I couldn’t quite make out what she
said next as I ended the spell. Cool. Now I
have this spell in my arsenal.





Moving back among the
bookshelves, I now knew what I was looking for. Sadly, I didn’t
know WHERE it was. Should I make another spell
for searching? No.. I want to do this myself.





Diligently, I scoured the
library, looking at every book I could see and even climbing a few
shelves when I thought I saw something that might be what I wanted.
In the end, something caught my eye, and I reached up to grab it.
‘The Calling of the Lost’. I hadn’t seen any books
labeled ‘Summoning for Dummies’, so this was as close as
I could get.





When I went over to the
table to read, I opened the book and found that the entire thing was
written in runes! My Magical Knowledge was getting a workout just
working through the first couple pages, and even then there were
words that I couldn’t make out.





‘To call a being
to’... that looks like a mix between aid
and work, so maybe serve? ‘serve you,
you must’ that looks kind of like
engrave, but twisted at the top. Judging by the context, mark? ‘mark
an enemy in battle. After you’ is that
an inverted finish? Maybe.. ‘defeat
them, there is a’ okay… I don’t
know what that one is… let’s just see what the rest is
and maybe I’ll get it. ‘that they
will be’ something something
‘in your’ service? Looks like the
serve rune from earlier. ‘service.
After that, you must simply perform the spell of calling, and they
will appear before you.’





It took me a bit, but I
was able to piece together the paragraph into ‘To call a being
to serve you, you must mark an enemy in battle. After you defeat
them, there is a chance that they will be magically bound in your
service. After that, you must simply perform the spell of calling,
and they will appear before you.’










	
	
			
			
			Magical Knowledge has increased to 8

		
	







After that message
appeared, all the runes I had guessed were suddenly clear to me. The
next few pages were likewise easy to read. It detailed two spells.
The first of which is the Binding, and the second is the Calling.
After the caster places the Binding on a target, and then vanquishes
them in battle, they can attempt to use the Calling to summon them.
Creatures summoned by the Calling have only as much free will as
their summoner allows, and success depends upon proficiency with the
two spells.





Alternatively, the Binding
may be placed on a willing target, bypassing the need to defeat them
in battle. In such a case, the spell used to summon them isn’t
the Calling, but the Summons. The Summons can be applied to objects
as well.










	
	
			
			
			Through your research, you have acquired new spells!

			
			

			

			
			Binding has been added to your Spell list.

			
			

			

			
			Calling has been added to your Spell list.

			
			

			

			
			Summons has been added to your Spell list.

			
			

			

			
			Magical Knowledge has increased to 9

		
	












	
	
			
			
			New Talent Unlocked!

			
			

			

			
			Summoning Magic- A magic which allows you to call
			upon man and monster alike to aid you in battle.

		
	







I grinned as the windows
appeared. Okay, a third method of learning
spells. Research works too. So, I can create new spells with the
Spell Creation or personal methods, and can research existing spells.





As promised, as soon as I
had the spells, I closed and returned the book and then left for the
inn. As I was walking, I took a glance at my and Denise’s
character information, to check our progress.

















	
	
	
			
			Name: Jin

		
			
			Race: Human

		
	

	
			
			Title: None

		
			
			Fame: 0

		
	

	
			
			Gild: 10

		
			
			Level: 19

		
	

	
			
			Health: 125

		
			
			Mana: 300

		
	

	
			
			Strength: 20

		
			
			Agility: 13

		
	

	
			
			Endurance: 15

		
			
			Wisdom: 40

		
	

	
			
			Intelligence: 60

		
			
			Luck: 5

		
	

	
			
			Attack: 10 + 7.5

		
			
			Defense: 10 + 9.75

		
	

	
			
			Talents: Magical Talent 5, Magical Knowledge 9,
			Navigation 1, Earth Magic 3, Summoning Magic 1

		
	








	
	
	
			
			Name: Denise

		
			
			Race: Human

		
	

	
			
			Title: Innkeeper

		
			
			Fame: 30

		
	

	
			
			Gild: ???

		
			
			Level: 19

		
	

	
			
			Health: 175

		
			
			Mana: 0

		
	

	
			
			Strength: 25

		
			
			Agility: 66 + 3

		
	

	
			
			Endurance: 28

		
			
			Wisdom: 11

		
	

	
			
			Intelligence: 12

		
			
			Luck: 7

		
	

	
			
			Attack: 15 + 54

		
			
			Defense: 15 + 52

		
	

	
			
			Talents: Merchant 1, Archery 8, Reflex 5, Speed 5

		
	







My time in Rosenheim was
almost half over, and I was already level 19. Part of me wondered if
that meant that monsters had high levels as well, or if it didn’t
matter either way. At this point, I don’t
have any attack spells. I’ve got to learn at least one reliable
attack spell before I even think about fighting monsters. Otherwise,
I’ll be the one that’s a burden for Denise.





When I got back to the
inn, my worries began dissolving. By now, I was just letting myself
into the apartment in the back, feeling as if it was my second home.
There were times I even felt more comfortable here than in my real
home. And waiting for me, was Denise standing in the kitchen, having
just finished what looked--and smelled-- like a well cooked chicken.
But that wasn’t what caught my eye. No, what really caught my
eye was the white silk dress she was wearing that was practically
transparent. She knew I was coming back,
right? There’s no way she didn’t… Could she be
wearing that for me? 






Now, keep in mind I’ve
never had any luck with women. I’m your typical book nerd. And
not a romance novel nerd even, so girls don’t exactly flock to
my door. Right now… this is probably the closest I’ve
been to an intimate relationship. Yup. Me, standing here, completely
red, unable to move or think.





She must have heard me
come in, because after a while, she turned around with a shy smile
and--yep, the front is just as see-through-- looked up to me. “Hey,
uhm.. you’re home.”





“Uh, yeah.. you
look…”





“Too much?”
She asked, blushing as she glanced down to her outfit… or lack
thereof.





“D-definitely not.”
I stuttered a bit as I tried to assure her that no, it was not too
much. The only way that outfit would look better is if it was on the
floor. Of course, I DO have enough decency to not say any of this.





“Good.. I was hoping
you’d like it.”





“Oh.. I most
definitely like it. You don’t have anything to worry about
there.” I gave her a warm smile, and the tension in her
shoulders eased. “What’s the occasion?”





“Well.. in less than
three weeks we’ll be travelling the world together. I thought..
well you know.. you like me, right?” She somehow managed to be
perfectly blunt while attempting to dodge the question.





“Huh? What do you
mean? Of course I do!” The answer came before I could muster
enough willpower to stop it. But it seemed to be the right answer,
because it got a bright smile in return. “I wouldn’t have
asked you to join me if I didn’t. I uh.. take it… you
like me too?” The fact that this was an NPC, and genuine
feelings like this shouldn’t be possible were, quite likely,
the furthest thing from my mind. All I saw was a beautiful woman
standing practically naked in front of me, confessing herself to me.





“Yeah… I do.
So… I don’t want you to sleep on the couch tonight,
okay?” My confusion must have shown on my face because she
quickly backtracked, “Oh god no, I’m not kicking you out
or anything! I want you to... “ She tried to force the words
out, finally saying in rapid speech, “Iwantyoutosleepwithme!”
After that she brought her hands up and covered her face to hide a
blush that rivaled my own.





“Wow..” Was
really all I could say. I mean honestly, what else do you say at
times like this? I didn’t even begin to expect that things like
this could happen here.





“I knew it…
too much, right?” Her voice was small, like she was on the
verge of tears, thinking she had been rejected after exposing her
heart.





“No, god no! I just
meant wow… I’ve… never had a girl confess to me
like that before. And I’d love to.” I smiled to her, and
she let her eyes peek out from between her fingers. “After all,
I didn’t want to tell you this, but that couch is pretty
lumpy.”





That got a small giggle
from her, “It is not!” She turned around quickly, but not
fast enough to hide the grin which threatened to split her face in
half. “Thank you.”





“Thank me? What on
earth could you possibly be thanking me for?” I walked up to
her, being very careful with how I handled this, and wrapped my arms
around her from behind. “You have been the one going out of
your way to help me. You even agreed to leave the city with me for an
adventure when we’ve barely met, and helped pay for my tuition.
If anything, I should be the one bowing at your feet to praise you.”





She tried. I had to give
her credit, she tried not to laugh. But it eventually came out, “Oh,
now that would be a sight. But seriously. You’re helping me
live out my dream too, you know? Thanks to you and that foreigner
magic, I’ve already improved more in the last week than I ever
thought I would.”





“Well, both of our
dreams will be coming true. You know, since I got here, I don’t
think I’ve met a single foreigner? At least not one that I knew
was one.”





“Well, you know that
old guy I had running the inn for a couple days? He was one.”





“Really? Didn’t
seem the type. My point is, I’ve not been around them, but I
really don’t feel like I’m missing anything. Where I come
from, people in other realms like this are often thought of as
limited creatures. Remember that guy you told me about the first day
who ran around asking everyone for a quest?” When she nodded I
continued. “Most of the realms we have visited, doing something
like that would be common, and the people would respond with various
tasks. They’d never be able to hold a real conversation, or
express their own thoughts, or have their own dreams. But you…
you are definitely not a simple creature.”





She turned her head to
look at me, and there was a wicked grin on her face. “I am
deciding whether that’s a compliment or not.”





“Compliment.
Definitely compliment.” We both laughed then, and proceeded to
have dinner, though we were never more than an arm’s length
apart. She told me how her training had been going, and I explained
my classes. She found no end to the amusement when I told her how I
almost buried myself alive by accident, or nearly turned myself into
a statue. And when I told her about the summoning spells I learned.
She told me that she wanted me to put the Binding on her. To that, I
shook my head, flat out denying it.





“Why not?”





“Maybe later, after
I’m better. But I won’t risk testing an unsure spell on
you.” That answer seemed to be the right one, because she
leaned forward and gave me a kiss on the cheek to thank me. It’s
funny, we’ve hugged regularly, and now I had almost seen her
naked and we were about to share a bed, but we had never kissed.





Deciding that was a crime
worthy of imprisonment, I smiled and softly planted my lips against
hers, causing her to blink for a second before she closed her eyes. I
couldn’t help but think that her expression was extremely
happy. That, and marvel at how soft her lips were.





After that, we forgot all
about dinner. At times I thought we only kept our clothes on through
sheer force of will, wrapped in each others’ arms on the bed
until we eventually fell asleep.












Chapter
4





It was Friday again, and
after class I ran into Kevin outside the campus. “Hey, long
time no see.”





It hadn’t really
been that long, but given the time I had spent in The Dive, it felt
nearly like two weeks. “Yeah. How’re you doing, man?”





Kevin smiled to me, “Doing
good! Tonight I’ll finally be able to leave the city. Oh, by
the way, I managed to find out the name of where I am. They call it…
the Shattered Realm? How cool of a name is that?”





I couldn’t help but
shake my head as I remembered what Denise told me. “Yeah, I’ve
heard about that place. Good luck getting to the mainland from
there.”





As I spoke, his expression
went blank, confused. “What do you mean?”





“You know why it’s
called the Shattered Realm right? There was a really big earthquake
that turned it into a bunch of islands. Though, you probably can’t
see the ocean past the city walls.”





“You mean I’ve
got to find a sailor NPC now too? That is so not fair.”





“Well, you could
always learn to do it yourself, right?”





He drew back as if I had
slapped him. “Are you crazy? A mighty warrior would never stoop
to wasting his levels on such things! Just give me a ship and a
crew.”





“Yeah, but in The
Dive, everything you do could turn into a level. Are you telling me
that the only Talents you’ve collected were combat ones?”





“Yup! I’ve got
level twenty eight swordsmanship, level eight speed, and level four
medium armor.”





“So you’re a
level forty samurai?”





“Exactly! What about
you? I take it you’ve gotten more general talents?”





“Well, one. I picked
up Navigation on my first day. Almost as good as a built in compass.”





“Why would you want
that? Just get a regular compass…”





I shook my head again.
“I’ve also got a partner I’m going to be traveling
with. She’s working towards being a pretty good archer.”





Kevin suddenly had a
mischievous grin, “Oh, a she huh? I’ll be sure to get all
the details of THAT from you one day.” He said with a laugh,
and before I could reply, he turned and rushed off towards the bus
stop.





Why didn’t I tell
him that Denise is an NPC?





After that, I had to pick
up some groceries, my stomach telling me in no uncertain terms that
we were done with ramen for a few weeks. It might mean I’d be
gone from The Dive more, but what the body wants, the body gets.





Dinner took about an hour
to make and eat, just simple hamburger helper. Hey,
at least there’s meat.





No arguing with that
logic.





I was in a hurry to get
back into the game, since I was already running at least two hours
late in game time. And sure enough, as soon as I connected, I heard a
familiar cute squeak, a happy cry, and was tackled onto the bed.
“You’re late I was worried I’m so glad you’re
back!” Denise was clinging to me like she thought I’d
disappear again.





I laughed lightly as I
patted her head. “Sorry, dinner took me longer than I thought.
Miss me?”





She nodded quickly, her
head buried against my chest. “Always. So, you already ate?”
I realized I hadn’t explained this part to her, so I nodded.





“Yeah, but I still
need to eat here too. Since I exist both places, got twice as many
mouths to feed. You don’t mind cooking an extra meal, do you?”
I smiled down to her, and got a bright smile in return.





“Already did, and
was afraid it’d get cold before you showed up. But really,
having to feed both bodies, no wonder you disappear like you do.”





“Oh, by the way,
Denise. I had something I wanted to ask you.”





She lifted her head up to
look at me, propping herself up on her shoulders. “Hmm?”





“We’ve gotten
so close, and I don’t even know your last name.”





The way her head tilted to
the side was kind of cute, “Pardon?”





“A last name…
you’ve got one, right?”





I couldn’t help but
notice her blush, though I wasn’t sure what it was for. “Why
would I?”





“...” I
sighed, “Okay, unforeseen cultural difference here. Where I
come from, everyone has at least two names, usually three. For
instance, my name there is Christopher Weston.”





She nodded, “Ohhh.
No, it works differently here. Well, it works differently for the
different races. I figured that you were like us and born with one
name. Okay, let me explain.” And with that, she was in teacher
mode, despite still being draped across my body.





“The elves are
probably closest to what you said. Even though all the races have
given names that they are born with, the rest is a bit different.
With the elves, they have a clan name, like Silverwynd or
Shadowblade. With the dwarves, they have earned names, which they get
when they accomplish some great task. So, a famous blacksmith might
have the name Ironforge. Goblins… now they are really
different. They pick up names like you’d pick up spare clothes.
Whenever they feel like it, they’ll just add something to their
name for fun, so it’s not uncommon for one to have at least
five names.”





Her blush returned as she
got to the fourth, inevitable race. “And humans.. well…
we have unity names. Whenever we find the person we want to spend our
lives with, we register our union and decide a name to share.
Something more than physical, which will last forever.”





I smiled to her, and
couldn’t help but kiss her forehead. “I see. That is
definitely a different method than what we do in my world.”





“Oh? So tell me
about what you do when you find someone.” Now she was back into
her curious mode, wanting to learn as much about where I come from as
I did about her world.





“Well, after we are
sure that we want to spend our lives together, we exchange rings. A
visible reminder of our vows to each other. It is also common for the
woman to take on the last name of her partner.”





“Ehh? You really are
more like the elves. N-not in a bad way!” She blushed and
looked away, causing me to laugh again. And it was at that precise
moment that my virtual stomach decided it wanted to be part of this
conversation as well, causing her to join in my laugh. “Yeah,
yeah, I hear you. I’ll be right back.” 






As she stood, I couldn’t
help but notice that she had a better muscle tone than when we first
met. The frail innkeeper was vanishing a bit day by day, being
replaced with a cute archer.





So, I should aim to hit
level forty before leaving the city, huh? Well, he’ll be
overpowered in combat, but I wonder if he’ll even be able to
survive outside the city.





Ever since learning my
summoning magic, I’d been spending my days practicing my
different spells. Of course, I never forgot about heading to the
library to read the various books. It was a good chance to increase
my skills. And as such, I had gained another two points of
intelligence, one of wisdom, and various ranks and spell levels. I
hadn’t really tried learning new spells yet, though I figured
it would be a good thing to work on. Now that I had Magical Knowledge
10, I could take some time off from the college.





Part of me didn’t
really want to, though. I still wanted to learn more, to get as good
as I could before setting off. I was nowhere near mastering any of my
magic, but that was the whole point of an adventure. I decided to
attend for one more week, but after that I’d practice by
myself.





Denise returned with a
tray of well cooked eggs and sausage, offering me breakfast in bed.
Since meeting up with me, her cooking really has improved--to the
point where she even gained a talent for it. “Thanks.” I
smiled to her, accepting the food.





It was very important for
me to make sure to eat properly. Whenever I logged out, my satiety
paused, but since I left right before breakfast last time, I came
back and my body expected food. “Just two more weeks, huh?”





I looked over to her and
nodded. “Yup. Not long now. Oh, and if you don’t mind,
I’d like to spend the last week here instead of at the college.
I can only get so far with classroom lessons. Also, you’ll be
able to save on that week’s tuition.” I winked playfully
to her, and she laughed.





“You mooch. Getting
me to pay for all your things. Oh well, in another week, I’d
love to have you here. Though don’t think that means I won’t
be training still! I’ll let you work in the inn while I get
ready for our big adventure! You can pay back some of that debt you
owe me.”





“Yeah, yeah. I look
forward to it.” I gave her an approving thumbs up to her plan,
because really I did owe her a lot.





Like always, she gave me a
packed lunch when I left for class. To the surprise of the teachers,
I had advanced several years ahead of my former classmates. I was
curious why they were surprised when there had been other foreigners
that joined the college, but was informed that after they burned
themselves and died a few times with fire magic, the foreigners had
stopped coming to the college.





“So, I guess that
will make me the first foreigner to graduate, huh?” I asked,
mostly as a joke. My earth instructor, who I had come to know as Luc,
nodded though.





“Indeed. And the
fastest graduation in a hundred years at that! Why, you’re
almost ready to take your final tests already.”





“Final tests? I
haven’t heard anything about that.” I looked over towards
Luc.





“That’s
because nobody ever expected you to be able to reach that point in
the four weeks you would stay in the city. For your final exam..
well.. it’s different for each mage. The point is to show the
results of your labor and research. You should think carefully how
you want to present yourself for this, because it’ll be the
difference between passing and failing. And if your work is deemed
not good enough and you fail, you are not allowed to retake the test.
That’s why there are so few true mages.”





“I see… so I
need to create a spectacular magic in order to pass?”





“Right. And it has
to be original. You can look through the library, but those are all
examples of what NOT to do. The spell you create for your final exam
will be one that only you possess. That is the mark of a true mage.”





“Wow… how
long do I have?”





“You can postpone
the test until you are ready, but remember that you can only take it
once.”






	
	
			
			
			New Quest!

			
			

			

			
			Mark of the Mage

			
			

			

			
			Luc has informed you of the impending Final Test, in
			which you are required to create an original spell. This quest has
			no time limit, but cannot be repeated.

			
			

			

			
			Difficulty: D

			
			

			

			
			Reward: Fame as spell’s creator, prestige with
			Mages’ College.

		
	







“I understand, sir.
I’ll do my best to succeed.” I spoke politely, but
inwardly, I was panicking. That vast library, full of magic and
spells, and I had to create something unique. How
am I going to manage this…






	
	
			
			
			Quest Accepted!

		
	







What have I gotten
myself into now..





“If it’s you,
I’m sure you’ll think of something. After all, you’re
my prodigal student! Of course, if you fail, we’ve never met.
You understand, right?” He grinned to me, and I had to wonder
if he was joking or not.





“Right, right.”
I turned and went for the library. That was where I usually went when
I wanted to talk to Denise.





“Message..” I
had leveled up the spell to Advanced, meaning that it could now reach
anywhere in the kingdom without the chant, and according to the
description it had unlimited range with it.





“Jin, is that you?”





“Yeah, it’s
me…”





“What’s wrong?
You don’t usually call this early. I haven’t even had a
chance to head out yet.”





I started to fill her in
on the final test that Luc warned me about, and she waited patiently
until the end. “I’m just worried that I won’t be
able to come up with something.”





“Oh, is that all?
Don’t worry so much! I know you can do it. Not just because
you’re a foreigner, but because you really are amazing. Just
put your mind to it, and you’ll figure it out.”





I smiled despite myself.
“Thanks, Denise. Don’t know where I’d be without
you.”





“Oh, now that I can
answer. You’d be in a gutter somewhere begging for gild so that
you could afford that fancy tuition of yours!” She laughed
after saying that, and I couldn’t help but agree.





“Alright. Well, I’ll
be spending some time in the library for a bit. I need to really
think about what I want to do. The entire history of mages, and I
need to create something new..”





“See you tonight?”





“You know it. You’d
come bust down the gates if I was late.”





“I would, too!”
She laughed again, and we said our good-byes.





Okay… Let’s
get started! Cheered up by my chat with
Denise, I went about looking for books. I wasn’t going to be
able to use the Spell Creation window for this. Anything with so few
runes would either be used already, or would be a failure.





No, I needed something
new. Something only for me. The problem was that everything I thought
of, there was already an example for it. Lightning storm, lava fonts,
whirlpools, earthquakes, even gravity and void magic. When I asked
Luc, he told me that when he took the test, his creation was a
diamond golem. Of course something like that is beyond me, simply
because I don’t have the resources for it. 






As I studied the history
of the college, I began to realize that in the last few years, that
has been the trend. Rather than a spectacular magic, people have been
submitting spells that had some large requirement to achieve. Since
it’s a spell you can only do under specific circumstances, of
course it wouldn’t be something that’s been used before.





What I needed… was
impossible.  I spent the entire day in the library, and the only
result I could find was that nothing I’d be capable of casting
would be new. I even tried selecting runes at random and referencing
them. Who knew that there was a spell for the runes ‘A’
‘Yellow’ ‘That’. Apparently, all it did was
turn the user’s eyes yellow, but still.





The energy I had gotten
from talking with Denise was slowly draining away. The only bright
side was, with all the studying I did, I earned three more levels in
Magical Knowledge. Maybe if I get enough levels in that, I’ll
get an answer?





I pulled out my journal as
I walked, and at the corner of my awareness I could hear other
players complaining. Most of them had thought it would be awesome to
be a mage.





“I can’t
believe I died three times trying to cast that spell. My stats took a
big hit!”





“Yeah, it’ll
be easier just picking a fighting class.”





“Maybe we should try
holy magic?”





“Are you kidding?
The requirements for that are even worse. It’s not a matter of
effort. From what my friend told me, you have to actually believe.”





“So, the only way to
grab holy skills is to join religion? That’s lame.”





I shook my head as I
passed them, shutting out their voices. They were still thinking of
this as a game… And maybe that’s it? Don’t
think of this as a quest. Think of this as proving your abilities.
You’ve already done what nobody else has, so just take that
next step.





What can I do that nobody
else has.. Something from my world to bring into this one..





I spent an entire week
trying to puzzle it out. My last week of tuition. I gained several
levels of Magical Knowledge with all the studying I did, but I was no
closer to an answer. Against all odds, it was Denise that gave me the
clue I needed.





“Why don’t you
just use some of the magic you use to get here?” She asked
innocently, after I had all but given up. “I know you said that
you can’t use your magic here, but maybe you could imitate it?
Surely that’s something that’s never been done!”





I smiled to her, wanting
to tell her that there was no way I could use magic to enter a game
within a game. But maybe I can? I don’t
need to enter another game. Just make one. Something that only I can
do. A scholar and mage of another world…





“That’s it!”
I grinned widely to her and gave her the biggest kiss I could manage,
leaving her red and panting afterwards, and wondering just what she’d
said to earn that. “There is something I can do, and I don’t
know why I didn’t see it!” Of course I knew why. There
wasn’t a rune for what I wanted. I had to really create
something new.





Denise was still smiling
dumbly, seeming to be in shock from the sudden display of affection,
but nodded as if she understood. I immediately sent a Message to Luc
to ask him if it was possible, and the response I got was a gasp.





“Absolutely not!
It’s been centuries since a new rune was created! You wouldn’t
even know where to begin!”





“But it has been
done before! The runes didn’t just spring into being, did they?
They were invented, one by one. That means it can happen again!”
And with that, I ended the call before he could respond.





I knew what I wanted to do
now. The question was only how. In learning earth magic, I had to
understand the nature of stone. To do this, I’d have to
understand the nature of a rune, give life to idea.





Although I had told Denise
I’d mind the store, I was wrapped up in my books, and she
didn’t seem to mind. If anything, she was happy. I wasn’t
exactly sure why, but whenever she saw me hard at work, her smiled
brightened the room.





I knew what I wanted to
make. But how do you visualize an idea without form. Give shape to
the shapeless? I could base it on similar runes, but I wanted this to
be mine. Something created of my will, birthed by my efforts. And so,
I started, spending every waking moment in The Dive, and even most of
my time in the real world, working on that single rune.





On the fifth day of the
fourth week, I had what I wanted, and had tested it successfully. I
still needed the 200 gild tuition in order to enter the college to
take the test, but Denise was more than happy to pay it when I told
her I was ready.





At this point, the guards
didn’t even acknowledge my presence when I entered, as if
either I belonged or I was too far beneath their notice to care
about. But that didn’t matter. I walked with a purpose to Luc’s
office. The short man jumped visibly when I opened the door and said
with a grin on my face. “I’m ready for my test.”





The color drained from his
face as he understood the implications of my words. “Are…
are you sure? There’s no going back.”






	
	
			
			
			Confirm Event

			
			

			

			
			Final Test

			
			

			

			
			You only have one chance to complete this event. Do
			you wish to proceed?

		
	







“I’m sure.
Call whoever you need to, where do I need to go?”






	
	
			
			
			Event Confirmed. Beginning Final Test.

		
	







“You’re an
earth mage… so the cavern we trained at would be okay.”





I nodded and made my way
towards the underground cavern, smiling as I remembered that this was
the real start of my journey. If not for Luc, I’d have never
gone this path, and might never have done this.





It took nearly half an
hour, but eventually six figures descended the spiral stairs. I
recognized Thurgrim with his shiny head, my petite teacher from my
first week, and of course Luc. The other three were likely also
graduated mages. One was a buxom woman with round spectacles and dark
red hair. One was a man in his early forties, balding and overweight.
The last one was rather unusual, a brute of a mage. He was just over
six foot, and had the build of a warrior.





“Apprentice Jin. We
have been informed that you wish to undergo your Final Test. Is this
true?” Thurgrim asked me, raising an eyebrow.





“It is, sir. I
believe I have something suitable for it.”





He nodded to me, “Then
by all means, proceed.”





I nodded to him, taking a
step back. I was prepared for criticism, because I knew that this
wouldn’t look like anything special at first.





“Guardians of the
earth, answer my call and become my shield. Wall of Clay!” I
brought my hand forward, and a wall of stone rose up, three meters
high and six inches thick.

I could hear Luc cough
behind me, and he sounded nervous. Then, the brute spoke up. “Is
this it? This is a beginner spell, nothing new.”





“I’m not done
yet.” I told him, focusing on my new rune.





“Become! Stone
skin!” The wall of stone collapsed towards me, and every
instinct told me to run. But I had tested this, I knew it could work.
The stone wrapped around me, becoming a shielded layer against my
skin.





“One more time..
Become! Earth Freedom!” This time, rather than wait for
something to happen, I simply walked out of my stone shell, leaving a
statue of me behind.





Luc and Thurgrim, the only
two that seemed to realize what I’d done, were wide-eyed and
open-mouthed. The other four just looked as though I had cast three
basic earth spells. “So?”





Thurgrim sputtered a bit
to the brute that questioned it. “He… he used a rune
I’ve never seen before.”





Luc chimed in. “Nobody’s
ever seen it before.” He looked at me. “Is that the rune
you made?”





When I nodded, the
redheaded woman scoffed. “You don’t just create new
runes. Obviously he cast three different spells to pretend to have a
new ability.”





Thurgrim took a step
forward, adjusting his glasses and looking at her. With his back to
me I couldn’t see what look he gave her, but she went quiet.
“Are you questioning my eyes? He turned one spell into three
different ones.” Thurgrim turned around to look at me. “I
don’t know how you did it, son. But you’ve certainly
created something unique. You called that spell Become, right? May I
see the runes you used?”





I nodded, grabbing my
journal and opening it to the last page. In the end, the rune was
simple, a swirling pattern within a cross. “I call it rewrite.”





“Yes, yes. I’ve
never seen it before. It doesn’t even resemble similar runes.”
He closed my journal and handed it back to me. “On behalf of
this college, I congratulate you on passing the Final Test.” He
held up one hand, and a book appeared in it, with arcane markings on
both covers. Now that my Magical Knowledge has advanced, I could
decipher the markings to be various runes of protection. When he held
the book out to me, I wasn’t quite sure what to do.





“This is your
grimoire now. Proof that you have become one of the mages. No longer
are you an apprentice.”





I nodded slowly, and held
my hand out shakily to take the book. My own
spellbook? What.. what does that mean?

My answer came as soon as
I grasped the tome.






	
	
			
			
			Equipment Acquired - Jin’s Spellbook.

		
	























	
	
			
			
			Quest Completed!

			
			

			

			
			Mark of the Mage

			
			

			

			
			Having created a truly unique work of magic, the
			headmaster of Rosenheim’s Mages’ College has presented
			you with the proof of your status, a personal grimoire.

			
			

			

			
			Reward: Grimoire, title, and fame.

		
	








	
	
			
			
			New Title Unlocked!

			
			

			

			
			Having graduated from the Mages’ College, you
			have earned the title of Mage. 
			

			
			

			

			
			Intelligence and Wisdom increase by 2

			
			

			

			
			Mana increases by 200

			
			

			

			
			Fame increased by 100

			
			

			

			
			Bonus 50 Fame for being the first player to achieve
			the Mage title

		
	








	
	
			
			
			Magical Talent has increased to 8

			
			

			

			
			Magical Talent has increased to 9

			
			

			

			
			Magical Knowledge has increased to 19

			
			

			

			
			Magical Knowledge has increased to 20

		
	







As the messages appeared
one after another, I felt a smile tugging on my lips. “Thank
you sir. It has been an honor to learn from all of you.” And
with that, I left the college, a grin plastered on my lips. I didn’t
even think about the grimoire until I was almost to the inn. It
registered as equipment… that means it has stats, right?





Opening my inventory
window, I frowned a bit at the gild amount, which still listed 10.
Since I had been getting my allowance from Denise, and not running
around doing quests I hadn’t earned any money. In my inventory,
there was a packed lunch of good quality--I thought that was funny--,
a well-used journal, and Jin’s Grimoire. When I selected the
grimoire, it gave me another window.










	
	
			
			
			Jin’s Grimoire

			
			

			

			
			Rarity: Unique

			
			

			

			
			Type: Accessory

			
			

			

			
			Value: 0 Gild

			
			

			

			
			Earned through excessive studying, this spellbook is
			the proof that Jin achieved the rank of Mage. All spells are
			automatically recorded in this book as its owner learns them.

			
			

			

			
			Intelligence +5

			
			

			

			
			Wisdom + 5

			
			

			

			
			Once per day: By studying this book, the owner can
			increase their effective Magical Talent level by 1 for one day.

			
			

			

			
			Requirements: Magical Knowledge 10, Mage title

		
	







Message!





“Denise, you there?”





She must have heard the
excitement in my voice, because she answered right away. “You
passed!” She didn’t even have to ask, she just shouted it
out and laughed happily.





“I did. You are now
talking to an official Mage.”





Her laugh was enough that
I could hear it from around the corner, even without the spell. “Oh,
I knew you could do it! Now hurry home, you hear?”





“I’m almost
there. You really never doubted I’d pass, did you?”





She didn’t answer
for a while, so I thought she was hesitating. When I opened the door
to the inn, I was rewarded with a flying tackle that made several
customers stare. “Not for a second.” Her voice whispered
in my ear as she hugged me tight.





When she dragged me back
to her apartment, sheer force of will wasn’t enough to keep our
clothes on this time.












Chapter
5





The next day, I wasn’t
able to spend with Denise, because it was time for class. But I knew
that when I got back, my two weeks would be over and we could leave
the city to begin our journey. When I saw Kevin later, he was
depressed because he had died a few times. Not from monsters, because
the ones around his city were easy for him to take care of. No…
he died from hunger, or eating something poisonous.





Thankfully, I wouldn’t
have to worry about that as long as I had Denise with me. As
long as I have her, it’ll be alright.
The thought brought a smile to my lips, and when I got home, there
was a letter waiting for me.





Christopher Weston,

	On behalf of the
Unicorn Corporation, I am authorized to offer you employment.





There weren’t very
many details. Apparently they wanted me for something they called an
Investigative Asset. The pay was surprisingly good, but there weren’t
any details on the job. I put the letter aside, and decided I’d
ask Denise her opinion and look at it again tomorrow.





When I logged into the
game, I found Denise waiting for me. But this time, she didn’t
tackle me and hug me, even though it was clear that she wanted to.
And.. I admit, I was thankful. She was wearing her skintight green
suit, but above it was leather armor, with her bow and quiver mounted
on her back, and a full backpack of what I assumed to be essential
supplies. If she had tackled me with all that.. I could just picture
my HP dropping from being crushed to death.





She did, however, smile
warmly to me. “Hey, you made it. I got something for you..”
She blushed a bit as she pulled off her backpack and dug around in
it. Upon seeing my curious expression, she pulled her hands out…
and with them a flowing green robe with ornate designs. “I had
a tailor make it.. it just got done today. You.. like it?”





I smiled to her, walked up
and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Love it. You really didn’t
have to go through all this trouble for me.”





I got a wicked grin for my
concern. “Oh, yes I did! I am not going to be seen adventuring
with someone that looks like they just crawled out of the slums!”
She laughed, pointing at my starter outfit.





“Okay… fair
point. Now gimme my clothes, woman!” I said with a grin of my
own and snatched the robe from her hands, moving back into the
apartment to change into it. Knowing that we were about to leave
Rosenheim behind, I decided to take a look at our characters to make
sure we were ready.






	
	
	
			
			Name: Jin

		
			
			Race: Human

		
	

	
			
			Title: Mage

		
			
			Fame: 170

		
	

	
			
			Gild: 10

		
			
			Level: 40

		
	

	
			
			Health: 125

		
			
			Mana: 920+25

		
	

	
			
			Strength: 20

		
			
			Agility: 35

		
	

	
			
			Endurance: 15

		
			
			Wisdom: 60+5

		
	

	
			
			Intelligence: 144+5

		
			
			Luck: 6

		
	

	
			
			Attack: 10 + 10

		
			
			Defense: 10 + 10.25

		
	

	
			
			Talents: Magical Talent 9, Magical Knowledge 20,
			Navigation 2, Earth Magic 5, Summoning Magic 3, Runescript 1

		
	

	
			
			Title Bonuses: +2 Int/Wis, +200 Mana

		
	

	
			
			Equipment bonuses: +5 Int/Wis

		
	








	
	
	
			
			Name: Denise

		
			
			Race: Human

		
	

	
			
			Title: Innkeeper

		
			
			Fame: 30

		
	

	
			
			Gild: 5460

		
			
			Level: 40

		
	

	
			
			Health: 265

		
			
			Mana: 0

		
	

	
			
			Strength: 36

		
			
			Agility: 126 + 10

		
	

	
			
			Endurance: 43

		
			
			Wisdom: 15

		
	

	
			
			Intelligence: 20

		
			
			Luck: 7

		
	

	
			
			Attack: 25 + 107

		
			
			Defense: 15 + 84

		
	

	
			
			Talents: Merchant 2, Archery 18, Reflex 8, Speed
			5, Chef 4, Tracking 3

		
	







Compared to Denise, I
have absolutely no combat ability. Damn, I even forgot to invest in
any attack spells! Quickly pulling up the
spell window, I put in the Blast rune, hoping for an easy attack
spell.










	
	
			
			
			Mana Bolt has been added to your Spell List.

		
	







Okay, good. Now I’m
not completely helpless in a fight. I’ve also got to work on my
summoning spells..





Once I was ready, I went
back out to the inn, and saw the middle aged man that Denise had
identified to me as another player. Him and Denise were shaking
hands, and saying goodbye. When I came out, she smiled to me and
waved me over.





“Jin, come here!
This is Rusty. He’s the other foreigner I told you about. He
was nice enough to offer to take over the inn for me while we’re
gone.”





So she gave it to a
player? Well, that’s interesting. And he really named himself
Rusty, too. Wonder if it was an inside joke? “Nice
to meet you, Rusty. I’m Jin.”





“Oh, she’s
told me all about you, son. Don’t give her that look, it was
all good. I’m glad some of us are able to make a name for
ourselves here. I should have asked for a younger body, this old
thing wanted to give out as soon as I picked up a sword.”





I nodded to him, only
really half paying attention. “So, Denise, you ready to go?”





She quickly returned my
nod, obviously excited, “Ready as I’ll ever be!”





We said a final farewell
to Rusty, and went off to the city gates. As we arrived, I saw out
into the vast grasslands that surrounded the city for the first time.
I had never bothered checking the surroundings because I would be
tempted to try to leave early. But now, as I set out past the gate
and left the city behind, I got my first taste of the wilds.





Rolling hills and
grasslands stretched out for miles, and I could see a large forest in
the distance to the north. In the west, I saw scattered villages, and
in the east was grass as far as I could see. Of course, it wasn’t
an empty field.





Roaming the grasslands
directly around the city were what looked like wild dogs, snarling at
anyone that got too close. When we first saw one, Denise warned me
that they often harass travelers moving to and from the city.





Given her description, we
weren’t afraid of causing trouble by taking a few out. As she
knocked her arrow, I began working on my spell, grabbing my book and
reading it straight from the grimoire rather than the spell list.
“Warriors of light and magic, bestow unto me your spear. Mana
bolt!”






	
	
			
			
			Critical Hit!

		
	







From my fingers, a thin
ray of light shot out and struck the dog right in the snout. Though,
despite the critical, it didn’t seem to do very much damage. I
shot three more rapid mana bolts before it started to slow down, and
Denise finished it off with an arrow.





“Sorry… was
so focused on my studies I forgot to practice attack spells, heh..”





“Don’t worry.
I’m sure you’ll be able to work it out quickly enough.”





She smiled to me as she
went to the fallen dog a few meters away and removed the arrow with a
sharp tug. Then she nodded to me and we went on to the next. After a
couple of easy kills, where she let me practice my mana bolt before
delivering the killshot, I got a skill-up message.










	
	
			
			
			Mana Bolt has reached Intermediate rank.

			
			

			

			
			Mana Bolt now has more damage.

		
	







Okay, maybe this is
what I needed?





Bringing up my hands, I
targeted the next dog and began the chant. This time, the ray of
light was about twice as large as before, and speared straight into
the leg of the dog, blowing it off.





“See? That’s
what I’m talking about!” I could hear Denise’s
triumphant cry from behind me as I shot another bolt at its snout to
finish it off. Okay, so using a chant
increases its effective rank by 1 tier. That means now I’m
firing Advanced level bolts when I take the time to cast it.





“Yeah.. we can head
further out now. No need to cling to the walls, right?” I
smiled back to her and she nodded.





“Sure, which way you
want to go?”





“How about we head
north? You said that the elves are good at nature magic and archery,
so we could both learn something by visiting there.” She nodded
at my suggestion with a smile and we took off.





As we moved further away
from the city, the Wild Dogs were replaced by Wolves, and even with
my improved Mana Bolt, it took more than one shot to take them down.
Denise couldn’t finish them off immediately either, so it was
starting to get more intense. And even though I kept an eye out for
loot--this is a video game still right? Monsters drop loot-- all I
found were low grade canine fangs.





When the sun started to
set, we heard a howl from a ways off, and neither of us could quite
make out the moving shapes in the darkness. Me being the prestigious
mage that I am, I conjured up a light spell, and threw it off in the
direction of the sound.





“I really don’t
think you should--too late.” Denise finished with a sigh, as
the light illuminated a pack of wolves which had been fighting over a
fallen deer. When the light reached them, suddenly their attention
found a new target and they turned towards us.





“Noted. In the
future, do not poke the angry wolves.” I prepared myself for
battle, raising my hands as Denise nocked an arrow and let it fly,
striking one of the wolves in their leg. If they weren’t going
to swarm us before, they are now!





With the pack racing
towards us, I fired off a series of mana bolts, taking down one while
Denise took down another two. But they were getting too close, and
there were still too many to take down in the time we had left.





“Okay, time for plan
B!” I had time for maybe two quick chants before they were upon
us, so I gambled. “Spirit of wind and chaos, eyes which gaze
upon the hearts of man, place the mark upon this soul!” A
glowing rune, the mark of Binding, appeared on the forehead of the
lead wolf, but it didn’t even seem to notice as I quickly began
my second chant. “Guardians of the earth, answer my call and
become my shield! Wall of clay!” Spreading out my mana, I
brought four walls up around us to form a dome of earth, and could
hear the wolves crashing into it. Unfortunately, that maneuver took
down half of my mana.










	
	
			
			Wall
			of Clay has been attacked. 98% health.

			Wall
			of Clay has been attacked. 94% health.

			Wall of Clay has
			been attacked. 90% health.

		
	







Denise looked at me in the
darkness, “Well, what’re we going to do now?” She
asked as I saw messages appearing marking that the wall wasn’t
going to last much longer. 






“Uhm…
improvise?” I put my hand on the wall . “This may not get
rid of them all. Hell, this may not even work. You ready to kick butt
when the wall comes down?”





“Yeah, I’ll be
damned if I get taken out by a pack of mutts on my first day. Do it.”





I nodded, bringing out my
original spell, and strengthening it with the chant. “Warriors
of light and magic, bestow unto me your spear. Become!” A light
shot from my hand into the Wall of Clay, and I swiped out the Wall
rune to replace with the Shoot rune. “Mana Bolt!”





The wall around us
exploded with a deafening force, spraying out in spears of stone that
skewered the wolves attacking it. Even though the blast shook us for
a few moments before we were able to stand, the wolves were still
unable to get to their feet. Those that survived were quickly put
down by Denise, while I just stared at what happened.










	
	
			
			
			Earth Spear has been added to your spell list.

		
	








	
	
			
			
			You have succeeded in Binding an Angry Wolf.

		
	







“Hey Jin.. I hate to
point out the obvious.. okay I don’t, but.. That wasn’t a
mana bolt. Was it? It looked different.”





“Uhm.. yeah.
Apparently I just made an earth spear spell.”





“Huh. Well, that
will certainly be useful. By the way, it won’t be so…
blasty next time, will it?” She asked, tapping her head as if
trying to knock the ringing out of her ear.





“Oh god I hope not.”
Glancing to our HP bars, I saw that my mana was almost completely
gone, and both of our HP took a hit from that shock.





“Let’s rest
for a few minutes. You got a knife we can use? It won’t be
convenient to run back to town for meat.” She nodded to me and
pulled out a knife, getting to work on skinning the various wolves.
I’m man enough to admit I wasn’t man enough to watch
that, so I took watch.





By the time she was done,
we now had acquired several Wolf Meats and Wolf Furs. Maybe we could
sell them in a town? But first, we set up camp for the night. Well…
I set up camp for the night while Denise made dinner.





Since I was worried that
we would be attacked by more wolves in the middle of the night, I got
to work on the spell creation window. With my current Magical Talent
level, I was able to create spells with four runes. I started with
the ‘Awareness’ rune, and put in ‘Area’. That
should be enough for an alarm spell, right?










	
	
			
			
			Scan has been added to your Spell list.

		
	







Scan? That’s…
not what I wanted.





I tried again, using the
same two runes, but this time I added in a rune that is difficult to
translate directly into a single word, so the best I could do is
‘Toggle’.






	
	
			
			
			Alarm has been added to your Spell list.

		
	







“Aha, there we go.”
I smiled to myself as I finished setting up the tent.





“What’s that?”
Denise asked, looking over to me. “Ah, you finished.”





“Oh, yeah. I was
just working out a spell so that we could sleep without worrying
about being attacked.” I kept my smile on as I looked to her.





“Hmm, that will be
helpful. There aren’t any shelters nearby without going back to
town, so I was worried we’d have to sleep in shifts.”





I shook my head to her.
“That shouldn’t be the case.” I brought my grimoire
up to read out the spell. “With my eyes closed, I see all
before me.”










	
	
			
			
			Define an area for your Alarm.

		
	







I focused on a perimeter
extending about twenty meters around the tent. “Alarm.”
There was a faint light that twisted and lit up the perimeter and
then faded away.





“Alright, that
should do it!” I smiled to Denise and sat down near the fire.
“By the way.. there is something I wanted to talk to you
about.”





“Oh? What is it?”
She asked while finishing up the meat. I have never had wolf stew
before, but when she makes it I’ll eat anything.





“I got a job offer
back in my world, but it was a bit strange.”





“Why? What was it?”





“Well, that’s
just it. I don’t entirely know. In my world, when you want a
job, you have to apply for it, hope you get picked, and then go to an
interview. But with this, they just sent me a letter offering me a
job.”





“Okay, so what’s
the problem?” Denise tilted her head to the side as she spoke,
letting her stew cool down.





“Well, if I take a
job.. I probably won’t be able to spend as much time here..”
I looked down into my bowl, as if the answer could be found somewhere
in there.





“Ah.. But you still
need a job in order to pay for things in your world, right?”
When I nodded, she continued. “Then you should at least see
what the job is. If it is something that sounds good, I think you
should take it. I may not like it, but I could survive if you spent a
bit more time in your world… just so long as you don’t
forget about me.”





“Of course I
wouldn’t forget about you!” I blurted out before I could
stop myself. “No matter what job I get, I’ll still spend
as much time as I can here. Being in this world with you.. well
amazing just doesn’t cut it.”





She nodded to me, hiding a
smile while she ate. “Good.. Because you know it’d suck
to go through all of this just to give up at the beginning, right?”





I had to laugh, “Yeah.
Hell, I have already left my mark on this world just by being the
first foreigner to graduate the Mages’ College. What kind of
legacy would I be leaving if I just vanished after that?”





I resolved myself to call
them and ask about the job in the morning, and we finished the night
in relative peace, cuddled together in the single tent. More and more
I saw The Dive as where I belonged, instead of my own reality.





In the morning, I said my
goodbyes to Denise, and told her I’d be back as soon as I could
be. She nodded, and wished me luck with the job, but her eyes showed
how sad she was to see me go.





As my world returned to
the cold normalcy of my apartment, I slid off my Link capsule and sat
up. Okay, think… what do I know about
this. I had heard the name of the Unicorn
Corporation before. They were famous for their -- admittedly former--
top of the line RPG games. I had actually played a few of their
games. None of it comes close to The Dive, but they are quite
popular.





But what would they
want with an Investigative Asset? And what does that even mean. For
that matter, why not just email me or something? Only bill collectors
use regular mail these days, and that’s just so they have an
excuse to charge you if it gets lost.





Curiosity, thy name is
Christopher. I went back to the letter and found the number. Pulling
out my cell, I saw that I had a missed text from Kevin saying he
finally managed to get off the island. Ignoring it for now, I dialed
the number and let it ring.





“Hello. This is
Christopher Weston calling, correct?” A deep voice spoke on the
other end, and I at first expected that they were using something to
disguise their voice. It just sounded… wrong.





“Uh.. yeah. I got a
letter last night, something about a job?” Suspicion was
currently wrestling with my curiosity, but self preservation hadn’t
quite won out yet.





“That is correct. To
confirm, you play the character Jin in The Dive. This is correct?”





They know about my
character? But.. how? “Yeah… and
this is also starting to get a little bit creepy. How do you know
that?”





“Unimportant. How
much do you know about The Dive?”





“It’s an
amazingly realistic game, has features I never dreamed would be real,
and is completely free?”





The filtered voice seemed
to find my remarks amusing. “I see. Yes, we wish to hire you as
an Investigative Asset.”





“And as I’ve
been trying to find out, what does that even mean?”





“We want you to
investigate The Dive.”





“You… what?
Can’t you just research it on the net like everyone else?”





“It appears you are
unaware. All information posted electronically about The Dive is
immediately erased. It is impossible to even access their website
outside of a Link capsule, and the only thing you see is a download
screen. You witnessed this yourself, correct?”





“Yeah, of course.
You have to in order to get the game.”





“According to all
resources, that website does not exist.”





I blinked, and almost
dropped my phone. “So.. you’ve got a ghost website, a
mysterious game, and someone erasing everything connected to it as
fast as it’s posted?”





“Correct. We require
someone to investigate from within the game, and uncover the truth
behind it. All reports will be filed either over the phone or in
paper. Your pay will be one thousand dollars a month, plus all living
expense costs. There is no deadline on this job, but be aware that
you are not the only person we have hired. If someone else finds the
answer first, all others will be fired. The one who succeeds will
continue to receive the monthly funds after completion of the job.”





“Okay… wow…
Obvious question here but… why me?”

“We have resources
within the game that informed us of the character Jin. First to
graduate from the Mages’ College, and you are already immersed
in the world. All of this makes you an ideal candidate.”





Something about how he
said immersed made me think of Denise. Dammit,
just how much do they know about me?





“Alright… so
basically, you are paying me to.. play the game more. Right?”





“Incorrect. We are
paying you to live the game. In order to uncover the hidden truths,
you will have to make yourself a vital part of that world. If you
wish, you may drop out of your college classes, and all expenses will
be paid for.”





“So, I just come out
for the bare minimum? That’s what you’re asking?”
My first thought about all of this was that Denise would be
positively thrilled.





“That is correct.”





“Is there anything
else I need to know about this? Some contract that I have to sign or
something?”





“These positions are
all unofficial. If an electronic inquiry is made into our documents,
this task force does not exist. Your only contact will be with this
number. If you choose to mail your report in, the return address of
the letter we sent you is valid.”





“Alright… I’m
in. But this seems way too suspicious for me to trust you at your
word. I won’t drop out of college until I have some proof that
this is real.”












Chapter
6





The strange voice on the
phone agreed to my demand, so I got ready to head back. When I
returned to the game, a little over an hour had passed, and I could
see the difference. A quick check told me that my alarm spell wasn’t
up anymore, so it probably ended when I logged out. 






Denise was waiting for me
while standing watch, her bow out and an arrow drawn in case of
danger. When she saw me, she visibly relaxed. “So, how’d
it go? Did you take the job?”





“Uh.. yeah. It was
weird.” 






She frowned a bit, “So,
you won’t be able to spend as much time here anymore?”
She had encouraged me to go for it, but the thought of me leaving
more clearly upset her.





“Well, actually, no.
That was the weird thing. The job was to spend as much time here as I
could.” At her quite apparent confusion, I explained to her
what I could translate into appropriate terms. “Apparently, the
method of entering this realm is shrouded in secrecy. The people that
contacted me want me to investigate on this end, because no
information was available from my side.”





I could almost hear the
lightbulb dinging as I finished my explanation and she perked up.
“So… You’ll be here more often, not less?”





I nodded, “For a
couple weeks it should be the same as it had been, but after that I
won’t have to go as often.”





She squealed out a yay and
jumped up into the air. “Great! I was afraid you’d be
leaving me all alone more often!”





I smiled to her and shook
my head, “Nope, you better get used to me being here for a
while yet.”





“But.. is this going
to get in the way of our adventure?”





“It shouldn’t.
My assignment is to find the truth of this world. That sounds like a
pretty big adventure to me!”





“Heheh.. it does.”





Maybe becoming the
Archmage will give me a hint? “Well,
let’s get packed up. We’re wasting daylight!” She
nodded quickly and helped me pack up the campsite. Before we left, I
decided to test out a different spell. “Sorry, just a second…
Raging ghosts of battles past, lend your aid in this time of need.
Calling of the wolf.”





A blue circle appeared on
the grass in front of me, and a bright light momentarily enveloped
it. When the light faded, one of the Angry Wolves we had fought the
night before was standing in front of us. Though it seemed noticeably
less aggressive now that it was under my spell. “Aha, it
worked! Let’s go boy.” I waved to the wolf, and he
followed me and Denise as we walked north again. The forest appeared
only a few hours away at this point, and having the Wolf on our side
was a big help. I had him run up to draw the aggro of a mob, and then
me and Denise would finish them off from a distance safely.





“I should mark all
the enemies we fight. Never know, it could come in handy.”





“That’s true.
Besides… he’s kinda cute when he’s nice, isn’t
he?” Denise reached down to pet the Wolf, who stood there and
let her.





“Yeah, a lot less
bitey now.” I joined in the petting, and the wolf seemed to
appreciate it.










	
	
			
			
			Calling has risen to Intermediate.

			
			

			

			
			Creatures you call possess more intelligence, and can
			thus perform more complicated commands.

		
	







“Huh.” I said
to myself as the window appeared, and then promptly closed it. “Let’s
get going. We should arrive in the forest soon.”





“Yeah.. wonder if
we’ll see any elves after all?” Denise seemed to be
enjoying the adventure whether or not we met any.





As soon as we entered into
the forest, the quality of monster changed. Often I didn’t even
have time to cast a Binding before we had to either retreat or finish
it off. There were giant spiders the size of wolves, venomous snakes,
and large monkeys. If it weren’t for the wolf, we would have
been defeated several times over.





Denise was still enjoying
herself, shooting her arrows at anything that twitched in our
direction. Wouldn’t it just be funny if
some of these things weren’t naturally hostile?





I kept that thought to
myself and tried to support her, casting Binding when I got the
chance, and following up with either Earth Spear or Mana Bolt.
Between the densely packed trees, there wasn’t any time for
chants, so I had to go with the basics. The spam was still enough to
level up Binding to Intermediate, even if it didn’t give me any
more minions.





After a particularly nasty
encounter with a large snake, I decided to call it. “Okay,
let’s rest for a minute. This is getting kind of ridiculous.”
Though I said that, we had leveled up several times since starting on
our journey. Part of me wanted to use this as an excuse to spend my
points in peace.





“Aww, and it was
just getting fun..” Denise complained, but she was as out of
breath as I was. Obediently, she sat down next to me at the base of a
tree and kept a look out while I pulled up my character window.










	
	
	
			
			Name: Jin

		
			
			Race: Human

		
	

	
			
			Title: Mage

		
			
			Fame: 170

		
	

	
			
			Gild: 10

		
			
			Level: 45

		
	

	
			
			Health: 125

		
			
			Mana: 920+25

		
	

	
			
			Strength: 20

		
			
			Agility: 35

		
	

	
			
			Endurance: 15

		
			
			Wisdom: 60+5

		
	

	
			
			Intelligence: 144+5

		
			
			Luck: 6

		
	

	
			
			Attack: 10 + 10

		
			
			Defense: 10 + 20.25

		
	

	
			
			Talents: Magical Talent 10, Magical Knowledge 20,
			Navigation 3, Earth Magic 6, Summoning Magic 5, Runescript 1

		
	

	
			
			Title Bonuses: +2 Int/Wis, +200 Mana

		
	

	
			
			Equipment bonuses: +5 Int/Wis

		
	

	
			
			Points available: 25

		
	







Damn, five levels
already. I debated how to spend the points.
In the end, I split them between Agility and Endurance, because I
didn’t have near enough health. Even the wolves could take out
half my health with a good hit, and what we were fighting now put
them to shame.





“Okay… before
we go any further… Gotta call the wolf back. Like it or not,
we need the backup.”





Denise nodded, accepting
the fact that we couldn’t last long out here alone, and I
summoned the wolf. Given the momentary safety, I included the full
chant to boost the effect.





When the wolf appeared
this time, it felt.. different. I saw his HP bar join mine and
Denise’s at the corner of my vision, where before I had simply
guessed it.





You have called me,
Master.





Okay, that was not my
thought. “Uh.. hello?”

Hello. You did call me,
right?





“Yeah… just
didn’t expect you to speak.”





Denise glanced to me, and
then the wolf. “What are you talking about? I don’t hear
anything.”





“Oh. I guess only I
can hear him. Still, that’s convenient. I guess that is the
next step in intelligence, communication.”





The wolf nodded its
confirmation, and Denise gasped briefly as she seemed to realize that
I was in fact not crazy, and that this wolf really was speaking to
me. “So, you’ll be able to talk to anything you summon
now?”





“Seems so. But let’s
get moving.” I hesitated for a second. “In my eyes, all
things are one. Scan.” My eyes began to glow green and my
vision zoomed in on… everything. It was rather dizzying. I
could see the various animals in the forest, and all the different
plants. At least, any of them in my field of vision, out to about
40m? Even if there was something blocking it, which made it quite a
useful ability. “Okay, there’s an ape over there on the
other side of that big tree. It looks like it’s waiting for
us.”





I looked to my wolf. “You
go circle around and chase it out. Once we have a shot, me and Denise
will take care of it.” The wolf nodded and ran off into the
woods, vanishing into the bush. But I was still aware of him, and
could track him circling the area, like a hazy outline approaching
the ape. And when it saw him, the thing charged out from behind the
tree. I fired my mana bolt as Denise launched an arrow, and that was
enough to make it turn  towards us.





“Okay… here
it comes… Spirit of wind and chaos, eyes which gaze upon the
hearts of man, place the mark upon this soul. Binding! Earth spear!”
Just as the sigil of Binding appeared on the ape’s chest, a
spear of stone rose up beneath it and jammed into its leg. After that
it was just a matter of letting Denise fire on it until the thing
finally gave in. 







	
	
			
			
			You have succeeded in binding the Forest Ape

			
			

			

			
			Summoning Magic has increased to 6

		
	







“Nice. Okay.. Raging
ghosts of battles past, lend your aid in this time of need. Calling
of the ape!” I was in a hurry to summon the stronger ape to
replace the wolf, but nothing happened at first.










	
	
			
			
			You have reached your maximum amount of summons. Do
			you wish to dismiss Angry Wolf?

		
	







I sighed, and mentally
agreed, and THEN the ape appeared where the wolf had been, looking
just as it had before we had encountered it.





“Hmm… he’s
not as cute. Do we have to keep him?” Denise asked teasingly.





“That not nice to
say.” Strangely enough.. it was the ape that answered. “Why
call?”





“Well… I
guess this one speaks verbally. We need a guide through the forest.”





“Where going?”





“We’re looking
for a tribe of elves that might be living in these woods.” My
hopes that the ape knew what an elf was were quickly trampled.





“What elf?”





“...Like us, but
with pointy ears?”





The ape thought for a
second. “No elves.”





I sighed, looking to
Denise. “Well, it was worth a shot. We could stay here to train
or move on. Your choice.”





She shook her head. “I
don’t think it’d be a good idea to camp in this forest.
We can find somewhere else to train, right?”





I nodded, and together
with the ape we fought our way out of the forest just in time to make
lunch. “Damn, I was really looking forward to meeting an elf. I
guess it was too much to hope that they would have a tribe so close
to the capital.”





Denise put a hand on my
arm to comfort me. “Hey, it was worth a shot. Besides, it was
kind of fun, and you got a new summon out of it. Not a total loss.”
After we left the forest, I had switched back to the wolf, because he
was actually smarter than the ape and easier to put up with.





“Yeah. I wonder if
they will get stronger as we do, or if they are stuck at the level
they were when I bound them?”





“Who knows…
we can’t really test it yet, right? I mean it wasn’t that
long ago that we were struggling with the wolves.”





I nodded to her, and sat
down next to her so that we could eat our lunch together. Denise even
set out a piece of meat for the wolf, though I wasn’t sure that
he’d need to eat it given he was already dead once. Oddly
enough, the wolf did eat the meat without reservation. Wouldn’t
it be funny if that meat came from the wolf before it was killed? 






“Okay. Onto the next
area. How far is it to the nearest big city?”





“Well.. there are a
few villages within a day’s walk, but we’ll have to walk
for at least a week at our pace to reach Coatin. It’s a trade
city to the southwest.” I figured when she said ‘our’
pace, she meant with me having to log out for a day at a time for
class.





“Alright. We’ll
start heading that way then, and stop at the first village to do some
work and grab a horse. That should speed things up.”





“Heheh, if we’re
lucky, we can find a wild horse that you can bind. Would save on the
expenses.”





“That.. is true.
Don’t suppose you know where around here one can find a wild
ride?”





The innuendo was not lost
on her, and got me a playful grin. “Well, you can usually find
some feral horses roaming the grasslands. If we search a while we
might get lucky. Of course, we’d still need to buy a saddle…
maybe we can just grab a horse from Rosenheim?”





“Yeah.. either way
we’re going to have to go back into the city. Well, let’s
get started, we should be back there sometime tomorrow..” I
gazed off towards the south, not able to even see the city at this
distance.





Making our way back was a
lot easier than it had been coming to the forest. With the help of
the wolf, we managed to either avoid or eliminate any of the enemies
that were in our way, and made it a little over halfway back before
we had to make camp. If it weren’t for
me needing to go back to make supper for my real body, we might have
been able to make it all the way..





During the walk, I had
spent most of the time spamming my Scan spell to increase its level,
and focusing on mana bolt in battle. Since we already had a wolf, I
didn’t need to worry about binding. But I was able to get a few
levels from the repetitive spellcasting, which was a help.





After eating a hearty
meal--sometimes I think Denise makes dinner especially good to remind
me that the food is better here--I said my usual ‘I’ll be
back’s, and closed my eyes to send the command to log out.





My world was engulfed in
darkness, but something was odd. Or, not odd, but flat out wrong.
I couldn’t feel the Link capsule around my head, or the bed
under me. In fact, I could still feel the soft ground that my
character Jin was sitting on. I tried sending the command with more
force behind the thought, but still nothing happened.





“Denise..”

“Yeah?” She
asked, sensing the near-panic in my voice.





“We have a problem.”





“What, did you
forget something?”





“No… I mean a
big problem. It’s
not working.” I opened my eyes, and was indeed still sitting on
the open grassland with Denise.





“What isn’t?”
She asked, though the look on her face told me that she was figuring
it out.





“I can’t go
back..”





She shifted a little,
nervously. “Uhm… is that really such a bad thing…?”
Her tone was innocent, like she honestly didn’t understand the
problem.





“Yeah… if I
can’t go back… I can’t take care of my body on the
other side. And if something happens there… I don’t
know, I might disappear for good..”





Well, if she wasn’t
worried before, she was now. “No! That can’t happen!
We’ll fix it..” Though it was clear neither of us knew
how we were going to manage that. I lowered my head and thought about
what I could do. My call function wasn’t working, so it looked
like I couldn’t access any features outside of the working of
the game. “I’ve.. got an idea. It won’t get me
home, but it might be enough to get someone to take care of my body
for me. I just hope he picks up the damn phone.”





Denise didn’t even
bother asking what a phone was, and just nodded her head quickly at a
possible solution, especially one that also let me stay here. 






“Message.” I
lifted a hand to my ear to indicate I was calling someone. I didn’t
know Kevin’s character in this game, so I couldn’t send
it to him. But there was one other player I knew.





“Rusty, please tell
me you’re there.”





“Eh?! Wha-who’s
there?” I heard a loud, startled voice on the other end.





“Oh, thank god.
Look, there’s an emergency, and I need you to contact someone
for me on the other side. I can’t tell you why I can’t do
it myself, I just need you to work with me here, please.” There
was only one logical reason why I would be stuck in this game, and I
couldn’t risk anyone else being caught in it.





“Uh.. sure. I can do
that. What’s the number?” I proceeded to give him Kevin’s
cell number.





“Tell him it’s
a medical emergency and he has to go to Chris’s house
immediately. If that doesn’t work… well, I’m
screwed.” I said, in no uncertain terms.





“This really is
serious, isn’t it son?”





“Life or death.”





“...Alright, I
understand. No, I don’t understand! Not one bit! But I’ll
do it. You seemed like a good kid when we met.”





“Thank you, sir. If
I can pay you back later I will.”





“I’ll hold you
to that.” And with that, I dropped the spell. 






“Okay.. if Kevin
gets the message, it should be alright.” I looked up at the
sky, sighing and just letting myself fall back against the grass.





“Do you.. do you
know why this happened?” Denise had apparently caught on that I
purposely withheld any information about my condition.





“There are only two
choices, really. But both have the same cause. It’s got to be
that job I took… Either someone overheard my conversation
there, or they heard me tell you about it here when I got back. No,
don’t worry, I don’t think you’re involved with
this at all.”





She nodded, laying down
beside me and putting a hand on my chest. “I’d never do
something that could hurt you, Jin. But we were alone when we had
that talk. And.. with all that trouble you went to, you live alone in
your world, right? So… who could have overheard?”





“You wouldn’t
believe me if I told you..” I let out a dry laugh, having
narrowed the possibilities enough to take a guess.





Denise smirked, and poked
my ribs. “Try me, mister.”





“Alright, alright. I
think.. that the creator of this world heard me. That’s the
only answer I can come up with. I’ve got no idea how, or why.
But it seems like someone really doesn’t want me reporting back
any secrets I learn here.”





“The creator..?”
She looked at me, tilting her head. I had to wonder if they even had
something like a creation myth in this world. “So… he,”
She shot me a look, “or she, doesn’t want their secret
getting out, and decided to capture you here?”





“That.. yeah, it’s
the most likely answer.”





“I’m sorry…
if you hadn’t told me.. you might not have been separated from
the people you care about… You could still have returned to
your world.”





I couldn’t help but
smile at her, and brought my hand up to brush her cheek. “Part
of me is glad I told you, because it means that I won’t
be separated from the people I care about.”





She smiled to me, and
buried her head against my shoulder. I had no way of knowing if my
message got through, since neither Rusty or Kevin had a way to
contact me in The Dive. All I could do was wait.





If you’re going
to mate, get it over with already. I heard a
voice at the back of my head say, and couldn’t help but laugh.
Denise’s look was priceless, staring at me cutely like she
didn’t have any idea what was amusing.





“Sorry… the
wolf… apparently wants us to hurry up and ‘mate’.”
I forced myself to say the words, shaking my head and grinning.





Denise joined my laughter
immediately when I explained. “Your wolf is a pervert, you know
that right?”





“I do now!”





She nuzzled back into my
shoulder, and we just laid there for a while.






	
	
			
			Denise has unlocked a
			hidden Title!

			

			

			Denise is now a
			Beastmaster!

			

			

			As a Beastmaster, her effective Taming level is
			increased by 4, and she can perform special interactions with
			animals to increase their loyalty to her.

		
	







I blinked at the title
message that appeared in front of me. Apparently Denise had become
friendly enough with a formerly hostile animal that she unlocked an
extra perk. There were probably other requirements as well, but I
didn’t think about it too much.












Chapter
7









When I awoke, I found that
I was still a member of The Dive, so getting stuck in this game
hadn’t been a strange dream. Denise and I quickly got dressed
and packed up camp to continue moving back towards Rosenheim. A part
of me wondered, Wouldn’t it be safer now
to just stay in the city? I might not be able to respawn anymore…





However, that thought was
promptly crushed. Denise might not have been able to respawn in the
first place, but she still chose to follow me on my adventure. I
couldn’t let myself be more scared of this than her! Besides,
if there was any hope of me returning to my body from this side, it
was only by doing what I originally set out to do anyways, finding
the truth of this world.





With that in mind, I
needed a metric ton of new spells in order to be able to survive
safely in this world. Simply having two mana-intensive attacks and no
defense spells was incredibly inconvenient. Wait,
don’t I still have that unidentified spell? It was made with
the Shield rune.





Calling up my spell list,
I indeed found that spell, though its name was still ???. I wasn’t
sure how I could go about casting it without recreating the process I
used to create it, so I just pressed the display with my finger. Sure
enough, a ball of mana formed in my hand. Panicking, I quickly looked
around for something to throw it at. No way was I going to test this
spell on Denise!





Seeing my chance, I threw
the spell… at Wolf. As it hit, his skin began to shimmer, and
although he didn’t physically change, he seemed
bigger.










	
	
			
			
			??? Has been identified as Reinforce

		
	







Immediately, the
description in the spell window was updated, listing the new spell as
well as its chant. Meanwhile Denise, having no idea what I just did,
was on high alert. “Is there an enemy nearby?”





“No.. uh…
misfire. Sorry.” I sheepishly tried to explain how I just cast
an experimental spell on our animal companion as a simple accident.
She still seemed cautious, but accepted my answer. And with that, I
returned to spamming the Scan spell, casting it constantly until my
mana was down to half, leaving that as a buffer zone in case we got
into a fight.





“By the way. While
we’re in town, I’d like to stop by the college and see
about learning some new spells. To be honest, I feel wholly
underpowered at the moment.” I sighed, lowering my head.





“That’s fine.
I should probably grab a few extra arrows as well, and we should
check in with Rusty.” She nodded to me.





“Right. It’s
been long enough now, he should have been able to get through to
Kevin.” I smiled slightly, hoping that there would be good
news. “Well, let’s take care of our stuff real quick, and
then meet back at the inn later, okay?”





“Yes, sir~!”
She said with a bright smile, and dashed off down the road. I
chuckled a bit to her, and also made my way around, following my
mental map of the city to get to the college.





Wait.. mental map? Why
do I suddenly have a map in my head?! Part of
me panicked, was this from being stuck here? And then, like a splash
of cold water, I remembered my Navigation talent leveled up a couple
times. So… now I had a mental minimap for cities? That was
actually pretty useful. When I focused, I could even tell where on
the map Denise was.





So, now that my nervous
breakdown has passed, I resumed my journey to the college, where the
guards let me in without so much as a word of complaint. I guess
graduating meant I didn’t have to pay the tuition anymore,
thank god. My wallet had already run out on me.





Quickly, I made my way
down the familiar hallways to the library, and looked at the vast
array of books. I needed to find more information on summoning spells
first, and given how long it took me to find it the first time, I
decided to cheat. “In my eyes, all things are as one.”





Right away, my vision
turned somewhat green, zooming in at a dozen different places, seeing
straight through bookshelves and scanning the titles of all the
books. A few I mentally marked to come back to later, while
remembering my primary reason for being here. Just as I was starting
to get dizzy from my vision literally spinning to cover books from
various angles, I managed to identify what I was looking for. In the
far back corner, a dusty tome whose words were almost completely
faded from sight. ‘Summoner’s
Secrets’.





“Okay…
that’ll do.” I didn’t dare cancel the Scan spell
for fear of losing the book, but kept my entire focus on that one
point so my vision didn’t race around. As I made my way to it,
I got a pop up message that momentarily distracted me.






	
	
			
			
			New Talent Unlocked!

			
			

			

			
			Discovery- The ability to locate creatures and
			objects quickly. May award additional effects when combined with
			various talents, skills, or spells.

		
	







Discovery… I have
actually learned something quite useful. I also learned the existence
of an ability type I hadn’t considered before! Given my
experiences thus far, I had assumed that Talents were this game’s
version of skills, but it makes sense that if spells are different,
so are skills.





Putting that aside for the
moment, I quickly grabbed the book on summoning magic and made my way
to the reading table. Then, and only then, did I open the skills
window.










	
	
			
			
			Skills

			
			

			

			
			Magical Talent 11

			
			

			

			
			-Delay Cast(2/10 Beginner) - This skill enables the
			user to delay the casting of a spell for a brief period. Currently
			allows the delay to be up to two seconds.

			
			

			

			
			-Spell Creation(1/100 Intermediate)- This skill
			enables the user to create new spells. Currently allows the mixing
			of 5 runes.

			
			

			

			
			-Multi-cast(1/10 Beginner)- This skill enables the
			user to cast multiple spells at the same time. When casting
			multiple spells, the effective spell level is reduced. Currently
			allows 2 simultaneous spells.

			
			

			

			
			Magical Knowledge 20

			
			

			

			
			-Runic Language(30/500 Advanced) - This skill, in
			conjunction with the Intelligence stat, enables the user to learn
			the language of magic. Currently unlocks all but the most advanced
			runes.

			
			

			

			
			-Magical Lore(3/10 Beginner) - This skill enables the
			user to instantly research a given subject, and receive some form
			of answer. The answer may be more or less complete, dependant on
			Intelligence.

			
			

			

			
			-Spell Knowledge(2/100 Intermediate) - By focusing on
			a spell, either as an idea or seeing it cast or reading about it,
			the user may acquire that spell.

			
			

			

			
			-Speed Reading(9/10 Beginner) - While this skill is
			active, knowledge may be absorbed from a book merely by holding
			it. The duration required to receive that knowledge is dependant
			on the contents of the book.

			
			

			

			
			Navigation 3

			
			

			

			
			-Personal Map(Unranked) - The user has knowledge of
			the directions and his surroundings. Current Navigation level
			allows passive compass, and a passive map limited to city zones

			
			

			

			
			Earth Magic 7

			
			

			

			
			-Earth Affinity(18%)- Allows the user to perform
			Earth spells. Higher affinities will allow more complex spells and
			reduce their mana costs.

			
			

			

			
			-Earth Resistance(1/10 Beginner) - Allows the user to
			resist negative effects from Earth spells. Current level: 5%

			
			

			

			
			Summoning Magic 7

			
			

			

			
			-Binding contract(1/100 Intermediate) - Determines
			the success rate of the Binding spell.

			
			

			

			
			-Summon Army(1/10 Beginner) - Determines how many
			contracts may be called at once. Current limit: 2

			
			

			

			
			Runescript 1

			
			

			

			
			-Rune Creation(2/10 Beginner) - Allows the user to
			create unique runes. Requires substantial time and effort.

		
	







I was amazed at the large
screen that appeared in front of me, detailing skills I honestly
never knew I had. The skills from Magical Knowledge were really too
much, right? Looking down at the book, I focused on the Speed Reading
skill.










	
	
			
			
			‘Summoner’s Secrets’ will be
			completed in: 30 minutes.

		
	







So wait… all I
had to do this entire time was just hold a book? But… I feel
ripped off. Maybe doing it this way doesn’t grant the study
bonuses to Magical Knowledge and Intelligence? Yeah.. that has to be
it. After that, the subject didn’t seem
good to think about, so I let myself get distracted with my other
skills. I could combine five runes now… and Spell Knowledge
would let me instantly acquire spells? I began thinking, have I even
seen any spells that I really wanted to acquire.





Aside from basic
demonstration spells… there was one. The spell that Luc used
on me the first day we met. He twisted the ground below me, making a
vacuum that pulled me down into the ground.. How would that work?
Would you mix Twist, Pull, and Earth?










	
	
			
			
			Headhunter has been added to your Spell List.

		
	







My eyes went wide, and I
almost dropped the book. I really can do it…
With this, I’ll be able to get spells much faster..
I never imagined that all I had to do was focus on it. Maybe the
Spell Creation window was for trial and error, and the manual method
was like really studying, a longer way that gave an extra benefit?





Looking down at the book
in my hand, I saw that it was about halfway done. To pass the time, I
decided to call Denise. “Message.”





By now, she was familiar
with the sensation, and immediately replied. “Oh, hey. Didn’t
expect a call. Are you ready to meet up already?”





“Not yet, I’ve
got about twenty more minutes and then I should be ready to leave.
How are things going on your end?”





“Well, I asked
around, and there should be a stable willing to sell us a horse when
we are ready to leave again. After that, I’ve just barely had
time to get to the shooting range. Oh, hey! Yeah, you! Do you have
any more arrows I could buy? Iron, if you could. Thanks.”





I smiled as I listened to
her ordering her arrows. “Didn’t catch you at a bad time,
did I?”





She laughed into the call.
“You? Of course not. Yeah? Alright, I’ll take two
quivers. Oh, Jin, how are you doing with your spells?”





“Better than I could
have hoped, actually. I discovered I actually have quite a few
abilities I didn’t even know about, and actually.. you might
too now that I think about it.”





“Oh? What do you
mean?”





“I’ll explain
later when we meet up. It’s related to how we grow in strength
together.”





“Alright, I’ll
hold you to that mister! I think having special abilities would be
awesome.”





“Well, they aren’t
so much special abilities in that sense… think of it as varied
uses of your normal abilities that can create unique effects.”





“...Nope, don’t
get it. You’ll have to explain it to me in person~.”





I laughed, shaking my
head, “Fine, fine, but you don’t need to make up excuses
to see me.”





“Nope, but it’s
fun, isn’t it?”





“Yeah, yeah.”
I looked down at the book and saw that it was almost done. “Listen,
I’ve got to go. I’ll be leaving in just a few minutes,
but I really don’t know what is about to happen, and I don’t
want to freak you out.”





“...With that
explanation? Too late, mister!” She laughed briefly, but I
smiled and ended the call. A few moments later, I heard a ‘ding’
indicating that the book was finished, and then a flood of words
flowed into my head, immediately giving me a headache. So
this is why I don’t do it more!





Hidden in the words were
diagrams, circles, runes, spells, instructions, everything that was
contained in the book slamming into my head in the span of a second.
And as the words enter, I felt a growing sense of familiarity with
the knowledge, like it was imprinting itself on me.










	
	
			
			
			Fusion Summon has been added to your Spell List

			
			

			

			
			Merge has been added to your Spell List

			
			

			

			
			Contract has been added to your Spell List

			
			

			

			
			Summon Aspect has been added to your Spell List

			
			

			

			
			Summon Ritual has been added to your Spell List

			
			

			

			
			Share Life has been added to your Spell List

			
			

			

			
			Sacrifice has been added to your Spell List

		
	







When I opened my eyes, I
was laying back on the hard stone floor. Owwww…







I saw the seven new spells
that had been added, and decided I should check them out later, when
I go over Denise’s new abilities as well. That is going to be
an interesting conversation.





Slowly I stood, putting
the book back where I found it, and left the college at a brisk pace,
heading for the inn. I had told Denise that I was about ready to
leave, so she should be there ahead of me. Sure enough, when I
arrived, there was a nervous looking woman standing out in front of
the inn. As I approached, she spotted me and ran forward to tackle
me. “Iwassoworriedwhathappenedwhattookyousolong?!”





Either because of the
tackle, or the rapid string of words, it took me a minute to
understand and reply. “Uh.. am I late? I just got out..”





She lifted her head up,
looking at me with watery eyes. “I’ve been waiting here
for an hour!”





“What… oh
don’t tell me that thing knocked me out..”





“What thing, were
you attacked?!” She quickly set about inspecting me for
injuries, and I could only laugh because of how much she was worried
for me.





“I’m fine.
It’s related to what I told you earlier, so I’ll explain
later. First, let’s go see Rusty.” She slowly nodded,
still concerned, but detached herself from me just enough that we
could walk into the inn.

Maybe it just wasn’t
that time of day, but the inn didn’t seem so crowded anymore.
Or maybe it was because it no longer had the most beautiful innkeeper
in town. I smiled a bit at that thought, and made my way over to the
man behind the counter. “Any news, Rusty?”





He nearly jumped out of
his skin, looking like a ghost had just walked in. “Jin? Is
that you?”





“Uh.. Yes? Is this a
trick question?”





“But..” He
shook his head, and decided that an explanation would serve better
than idle what-the-fuckery. “I called your friend, like you
asked. He didn’t believe me at first, no surprise, but when I
insisted that it was a medical emergency like you told me he said
he’d go check it out. I wasn’t really convinced that he
would, but a couple hours later--well I guess only one hour later
over there-- I got a call back from him asking who I was. I told the
truth, that I was just someone that you met in the town.”





He took a deep breath and
continued, “Well, he told me that by the time he got there,
there was an ambulance in front of your building.” His eyes
shifted to the side like he was holding something back. “I…
don’t really know how to tell you this, so I’ll just say
it. You’re in a coma. According to what Kevin told me, there is
no brain activity beyond keeping the body alive, and even then just
barely. Just being here… you aren’t possible!” He
shook his head, as if when he opened his eyes again I would be gone.





“Huh… Well…
that’s better than I was afraid, at least. If you can, could
you get ahold of Kevin again and tell him that I really am still in
here, and that I need the doctors to hook me up to a Link capsule? If
I manage to find a way back from this end, I’ll probably need
to be in my capsule or else… well I don’t really want to
think about the possibilities.” Or else
I could be stuck in cyberspace, or deleted like some suspicious file,
or any other nasty thing..





He paled a bit, “Uh..
sure. I don’t really think he’ll believe me, though…
I wouldn’t
believe me.”





I sighed, and put my face
in my hand. “If he doesn’t believe you, tell him that I
wanted to date his sister in high school, but he threatened to kill
me a hundred times over if I touched her.”





Both Denise and Rusty
raised an eyebrow at that, but he nodded. “Alright.. I take it
you’ll be staying in town now?”





I shook my head to him.
“No. If there is a way to fix me, the answer won’t be
here. I guess my adventure just got a lot more.. directed?”





“Then, from the
bottom of my heart, I wish you good luck and safe travels. Lord knows
that whatever you’re involved in, you’ll need it.”





“Thank you, Rusty.
I’ll call you again tomorrow to see if anything has changed.”





“Oh, speaking of
which. If you can’t call Kevin, how are you able to call me?”
Rusty tilted his head curiously, and Denise seemed to think that was
a perfectly valid question, because she nodded.





“I haven’t met
Kevin on this side yet, so the spell I used to call you won’t
reach him. To be honest, you might be the only foreigner I’ve
spoken with since I first came here.”





“Yes, I could see
how that would happen. I imagine there are no more than a hundred of
us in any major city, with how recently it was discovered.”





“Exactly. We’re
headed southwest next, which should take us closer to the Shattered
Realm. If you get the chance, tell Kevin to head towards Coatin.
That’s our next stop, and we’ll probably be there for a
couple days.”





He nodded, and with that
Denise and I went back to her former apartment, Rusty allowing us to
use it for a quick rest so she and I could talk. “Alright, now
I can explain to you what I meant before. You remember how I said
that when the foreigners come here, we start with nothing? No skills,
magics, or anything?”





She nodded, so I
continued. “Well, I guess that isn’t entirely true. No, I
wasn’t lying to you, or keeping any secrets. While we’re
here, certain things are.. different for us than they would be for
you. We get messages that give us certain pieces of information, like
when we learn a new spell. We call these ‘windows’. Also,
these windows classify abilities such as magic, archery, or even
cooking to be something called ‘talents’. Like you, ever
since you started training, you have a large talent with archery.
Well, just today I found out that within the talents are abilities
called ‘skills’.”





“And what does all
of this have to do with you getting knocked out?” Denise asked
cautiously, trying to absorb all of this information.





“You see, one of the
skills I have related to magic allows me to read a book just by
holding it.” When I saw the exaggerated look on her face I
nodded, “That was my first reaction too. But I really held one
book for a half hour, and then it all just slammed into my head at
once. I thought I had just fallen down, but I guess I got knocked out
for an hour or so. I’m sorry, I really didn’t mean to
worry you..” I put my hand on hers comfortingly, and she
nodded.





“Okay.. and you
think that I have these talents and skills as well? ..I can tell you
now I can’t read books by holding them.” She gave me a
forced smile, and I shook my head.





“No, you don’t
have the talents for magic. But you do have some talents. Like your
exceptional cooking and archery. And, with your permission, I’d
like to see if you also have a hidden list of skills that you could
use.”

She nodded again, “Okay..
but why do you need my permission?”





I smiled and gave her a
kiss on the forehead, “Because I don’t want you to be
uncomfortable. If you wanted me to leave it alone, I would have
respected your wishes. Honestly, I wish there was a way I could let
you see the windows I see. It would probably save a lot of
confusion.”





Then, I looked to the
side, “Okay.. here goes.” I focused on Denise and tried
calling up her skill window.






	
	
			
			
			Denise’s Skills

			
			

			

			
			Merchant 2

			
			

			

			
			-Haggle(3/100 Intermediate)-The ability to receive a
			better price from shops, either for buying or selling.

			
			

			

			
			Archery 20

			
			

			

			
			-Power Shot(89/100 Intermediate)- A strong attack
			with the bow, giving increased damage.

			
			

			

			
			-Rapid Shot(30/100 Intermediate)- The ability to
			rapidly fire arrows from a bow.

			
			

			

			
			-Multi-shot(1/10 Beginner)- The ability to fire
			multiple arrows at once. Current maximum: 2

			
			

			

			
			-Trick shot(1/10 Beginner)- The ability to use
			special arrows to achieve new effects.

			
			

			

			
			Reflex 10

			
			

			

			
			-Blindfight(8/10 Beginner)- The ability to anticipate
			and respond to attacks outside of your field of vision.

			
			

			

			
			-Evasion(1/10 Beginner)- The ability to quickly
			escape from an area effect.

			
			

			

			
			Speed 6

			
			

			

			
			-Lightning Dash(11/100 Intermediate)- The ability to
			temporarily increase your speed beyond human limits.

			
			

			

			
			-Body Flicker(1/10 Beginner)- The ability to go from
			stationary to moving so rapidly that you can make others
			momentarily lose sight of you. Distance traveled depends on rank.

			
			Chef 5

			
			

			

			
			-Salvage Ingredients(8/100 Intermediate)- The ability
			to salvage meat and other ingredients from fallen enemies.

			
			

			

			
			Tracking 3

			
			

			

			
			-Identify Tracks(9/10 Beginner)- The ability to
			identify the tracks of an animal you have seen before, and follow
			them.

			
			

			

			
			Light Armor 1

			
			

			

			
			-Light Armor Damage Reduction(9/10 Beginner)- As long
			as light armor is equipped, this ability grants a small reduction
			in damage.

			
			

			

			
			Taming 5

			
			

			

			-Tame Wild Beast(6/10)- By interacting with an
			animal, you are able to improve its disposition.

		
	







I nodded as the window
appeared. “Okay, you do have some skills. Most of them you
would have noticed and used by now, so let me tell you about the
others, alright?” She nodded curiously, so I began. “You
are able to fire two arrows at once accurately, and can use special
arrows that would normally require extra training. You can also react
to attacks coming from behind you, thanks to your reflexes. With your
speed, you can briefly move faster than should be humanly possible,
and can move in such a quick burst of speed to seem to disappear.
Finally, a skill that looks like you got just recently, you are able
to tame wild animals. I… wouldn’t try that one too
often, if I was you, it sounds dangerous if it fails.”





She nodded again. “Wow…
I had never even thought of trying some of that. But that, I guess
you never thought of trying to read a book without opening it either
huh?” She smiled to me, and I nodded. She seemed to be
accepting this more and more as I got her introduced to the game
terms. “So, every time you get better at one of your.. talents
you called them? That’s when I get better at something I can
do..”





“Right, but that’s
only for the talents. It looks like our skills improve individually.”
I smiled a bit sheepishly. “That’s why you are so much
more useful in a fight than I am. Your archery skills are well beyond
my spells.”





She nodded sagely, and
wagged a finger at me playfully, “You really must train more. I
mean really, what kind of adventurer gets knocked out by a book?”
She grinned a bit at that last bit, and I laughed.





“Thanks..”





“For what?”
She now looked confused at me.





"For accepting all
this, not thinking I’m crazy, and not running out the first
chance you get.”





“Oh, you are
definitely crazy. It just happens to be a delusion I share.”
She nodded sagely again, and we both laughed. “Alright, let’s
go get a horse, before we get sidetracked again.”





The wicked look in her
eyes told me what she meant by sidetracked, and I laughed, standing
up. “Yeah, we better get a move on. I also learned a few spells
from that nasty book I want to try out once we’re outside the
city again.”





“Oh? You mean that
book didn’t get a complete
victory after all? You still managed to win some spells from it?”
Denise was obviously enjoying the fact that I got knocked out by a
book, and would likely continue this for some time. Still, I made her
worry about me, so I’ll let her.





“Yeah, yeah. You try
looking around the college library and stay awake.” I grinned
playfully to her as we made our way down the road towards the
stables. “Oh, by the way, one of the new abilities I got is
actually pretty handy. Though, so far it only works in towns.”





“Oh? What is it?”
She was back in her curious mode, eager to learn what else I had
hidden up my sleeve.





“Apparently, I now
have a map in my head of the city. If I focus hard enough, I can even
tell where you are on it.”





“Really? Well,
that’ll come in handy when we reach Coatin. I’ve never
visited there before, so I’ll get lost pretty easily.”
She smiled to me, linking her arm in mine.





“Yeah. Maybe
eventually it’ll work outside of cities too. Wouldn’t
that be nice?”  We could hear the neighing of horses, so we
knew we were approaching the stable. “Hmm.. my mental map is
telling me that our target is that way!” I grinned to Denise,
who slapped my arm lightly.





“I could tell you
that without all the flash.” She shook her head with a smile.





When we got to the stable,
the first thing that hit me was the smell. I know people say ‘well
that smells like shit’. Well trust me, this
smells like shit. Great, steaming piles of it.





“Warning, not for
the faint of nose.” I grimaced a bit as we walked up to the
person who seemed in charge. “Good day, sir. We’d like to
purchase a horse for our travels.”





The man looked at us, most
of his expression hidden behind his dirty face. “Oh, you too
huh? Well too bad! I just sold the last rideable steed. Now I gotta
either go find some more stock, or pack up and get a new job.”

I winced upon hearing
this. “So… there are no more horses?”





“What, are you deaf?
I said there were no more that could be ridden.” There was a
loud neigh coming from the back again. “That’s Midnight.
He’s actually my last horse, but I can’t sell the damned
guy.”





“Sentimental
reason?” I asked curiously.





“Oh, hell no! I’d
unload him on anyone that could take him! But he won’t let
anyone near him, so I’ve had to give up on him.”





I glanced over to Denise,
who looked back at me. “You’re not thinking… oh
no.. I couldn’t..”





“Sure you could.
I’ll be here to make sure nothing goes wrong, but remember what
we talked about. You can do this.” I assured her, patting her
back.





“But.. how?”





“Just trust in
yourself, and maybe give him a carrot?” I offered up a smile,
and the stable master raised his eyebrows.





“You want to give a
shot at calming him down? If you can do it, he’s yours. Hell,
I’ll toss in the saddle and feed for free.”










	
	
			
			
			New Quest!

			
			

			

			
			Taming Midnight

			
			

			

			
			The stable master has told you about his troublesome
			horse, Midnight, who does not allow others to approach him. Tame
			the horse and earn your reward!

			
			

			

			
			Difficulty: F+

			
			

			

			
			Reward: Earn Midnight as a mount.

		
	







I nodded again to Denise,
and she sighed in resignation. “Okay… I’ll do it.
But you better make sure nothing happens, Jin. Please?” She
looked to me with pleading eyes, and I nodded, assuring her it would
be fine.





Denise pulled a carrot
from her bag and we all walked back to the fenced area where the
pitch black horse was circling. When he saw us, he moved back to the
far side of the area, looking as if he might charge. Denise gave one
last look to me, like she was making sure I was still here, and then
had the stable master open the gate for the fence, essentially
walking into the lion’s den alone.





All I could do was pray
and have a spell ready at the back of my mind, ready to use Reinforce
on Denise at a moment’s notice. But the horse wasn’t
responding yet, simply glaring at Denise as she slowly, cautiously
approached. When she was within ten feet, Midnight let out a warning
neigh, and Denise startled. She stopped at that distance, and held
out the carrot in one open hand. Moment of
truth..





“Come here, boy.
I’ve got a yummy treat for you..” Denise smiled to the
horse, waving him forward with one hand. The horse shook its head
with a whinny, taking a couple small steps forward. “There,
that’s not so bad. Just a little more. Trust me, I’m more
scared of you than you could ever be of me.” I smiled a bit at
that comment, but stayed ready to support her with my magic if I
needed to.





The horse took that last
step, and slowly lowered its mouth to nibble on the carrot. “There,
you’re not such a mean boy, are you? Just a little flustered,
is all.” She gently brought up her spare hand and stroked the
top of Midnight’s face, down along its snout. “You just
want to get out of here like the rest of us, right? Well, tell you
what. Why not come with us?”






	
	
			
			
			Quest completed!

			
			

			

			
			Taming Midnight

			
			

			

			
			Denise has successfully managed to tame the mustang
			Midnight. The stable master will never forget how one woman
			accomplished something he could never do.

			
			

			

			
			Reward: Midnight is now a valid mount

		
	







“I can’t
believe it. She really did it..” The stable master was
dumbstruck, but was pleased by the whole event. “A deal’s
a deal. You got him to calm down, so he’s your’s. I’ll
go get the gear and then you can get the nightmare out of here.”





How bad must he have
been before for this guy to call him a nightmare?
“You did good, Denise. You did very good.” I smiled to
her, and she slowly led Midnight over. He glared at me, as if to say
‘this is my human, back off’, but Denise lightly swatted
his side.





“Enough of that. Jin
is good.” She smiled to me, and it left me with a question.





“Did the horse just
talk to you?”





“Huh… I guess
he did? I thought it was like you with your summoned animals. Maybe I
can talk to things I tame?” She shrugged, like when she did it
it was no big deal. I shook my head and grinned.





“Well, if it’s
alright with you and Midnight, I can put a binding on him. Then, we
can both talk to him.”
I said that, while looking at the horse in question. Denise relayed
my question, and we got a head shake and a whinny in reply.





“He said sure, but
if you use him as a shield, bad things will happen.” She then
looked at the horse as it glanced to her, “No, I’m not
going to tell him the full thing. And neither will you, okay? Please
be nice, Midnight.” I swear, I had never seen a horse pout
before now, but apparently it’s possible.





Bringing my hand up to
Midnight as if I were going to pat him, I nodded. “Binding.”








	
	
			
			
			You have successfully bound Midnight

		
	







There, happy now,
human?





“Why, yes I am. I do
hope we can get along. Denise and I are kind of a package deal.”
I was talking to a horse… and he was being stubborn. Why did I
have a straight face?





Get along or not, you
guys are getting me out of this dump, so I can put up with you.





“I guess that works
for now. Deal.”





But if I hear one horse
pun out of you…





Well, I decided not to
look this gift horse in the mouth. “Yeah, I figured. I will
restrain myself.”





Midnight whinnied and
shook his head again, and a few minutes later we had him loaded up
with his saddle and feed. “Now, how about we get you out of
here?” I smiled to Midnight and Denise as we all walked towards
the city gates together. “Even with all the detours, we’ll
definitely get to Coatin faster now.”





“Agreed. But you
said you wanted to test some new spells..?”





“Oh! Right. You mind
waiting for a few more minutes?”





“Treat me to an
interesting show, and sure.” She grinned to me, and I laughed.
I wasn’t quite sure how this would turn out.





“Okay.. first..”
I opened my grimoire to have the spells I needed listed out for me.
Even if it was just for the feel of it, I liked reading the chants
like a real mage. “Armies of empires past, ghosts of fallen
kings, imbue these beings with your power. Fusion summon!”





Given that I only had two
current summon contracts--aside from Midnight-- the targets of the
spell were the Forest Ape and Angry Wolf. What came out… is
not what I expected. The normal blue circle of light appeared like
always when I perform a summon, but just outside of that was a green
circle that quickly formed, and a red one beyond that. The red one
rose to about waist height, while the green one rose above my head.
Inside the circle was filled with a convulsing light, and then a
great bestial roar was emitted from within. When the light faded, I
had only one thought..





That’s a fucking
werewolf! I just created a goddamned wolfman!
Nearly seven feet tall, hunched over with bulging muscles, furred,
with clawed hands and a wolf head.





“Uhm… Jin…
I hate to mention this… but I don’t think we ever fought
that…”





“No… I think
we’d remember fighting a wolfman. This is a fusion of the ape
and wolf I caught.”





Midnight suddenly turned
to glare at me. Don’t you dare do
anything like that to me!





“Don’t worry…
wasn’t planning on it. Okay.. next spell.. well, this’ll
be a doozy. Forgotten gods, nameless tales, show me the wisdom of
another. Merge!” My mana plummeted, and my eyes unfocused as I
felt my body flung towards the werewolf. The last thing I heard was
Denise’s startled gasp, and then everything became black and
white. Looks like it kept the wolf eyes.






	
	
			
			
			You have taken the form of a Werewolf!

			
			

			

			
			Health + 500

			
			

			

			
			Strength +150

			
			

			

			
			Agility +100

			
			

			

			
			Attack +50

			
			

			

			
			Defense +30

			
			

			

			
			In this new body, you have gained several traits
			specific to the Werewolf.

		
	











Looking down at myself, I
first noticed that I was now naked. Of course, I was covered in fur
and looked like a horror movie werewolf, so nudity wasn’t at
the top of the concern list. When I spoke, my voice came out grating,
this form making it difficult to speak. “So… is this…
enough.. of a.. show?”





“Jin... ? Is that
you?” Denise took a careful step forward.





“Yes.. feels weird..
ending now.” As soon as I cancelled the spell, and the summon
to go with it, I fell to the ground in my own body, and Denise was
beside me before I even noticed she moved. Huh…
guess she can use her speed after all. “Okay…
let’s reserve that one for when we need to hit something big.
Deal?”





Denise choked out a laugh,
“Deal. You worried me, you know?”





“I worried me too,
Denise. I worried me, too. Just one spell left, and then we can get
going. This one I actually think will be pretty useful..”





I slowly stood up, with
Denise’s help, and noticed that my mana was still entirely
tapped out. I guess that possessing something that powerful requires
a lot of energy, so I just waited a few minutes for it to catch up
with me.





“Okay.. here it
goes… I really hope I don’t grow a tail from this. Eyes
of the eagle, soul of the wolf, grant me the strength I need. Summon
Aspect.” I closed my eyes, focusing on the wolf, more
specifically on its eyes.





When I opened my eyes, I
noticed that everything looked the same as when I was possessing the
werewolf. Instinctively, I looked down to make sure I was still
wearing clothes. Thank the lord for small
mercies.. I was indeed still in my normal
form… but with wolf eyes.





“Okay, this feels
weird. I’ma stop now.” I cancelled the spell, and almost
collapsed against Denise.










	
	
			
			
			Magical Talent has gone up to 12

			
			

			

			
			Due to extreme usage of your mana pool, you have
			become exhausted. -75% to all stats.

		
	







Exhausted… no
shit. I was panting a bit just to move, and
Denise helped me up onto Midnight, who even seemed worried. “I’ll
be okay. But next time I try to cast a spell when I look that bad…
Smack me. Please. I’ll thank you.”





Gladly.





“Ohgod, not you
Midnight. I wouldn’t survive.”





True.





“You two.. get
along.”





“Hey… he’s
keeping me from having to walk. Right now, he’s my favorite
animal in all the worlds.” I leaned forward onto Denise as she
got on in front of me. Let the woman drive. “This is comfy. I’m
just gonna stay like this till I have the energy to do more than
complain.”





Denise laughed in front of
me. “There there, the big strong archer is here to protect
you.”





“Good. I couldn’t
magick up a puppy right now.”





And with that, we set off
on Midnight towards the southwest. Thankfully, the wild dogs seemed
to remember us, and didn’t feel like attacking as we passed. “I
wonder what would happen if I fused two wolves… gotta test
that some time.”












Chapter
8





The next day, I called
Rusty again like I had said I would. It’s getting hard to
remember what time of day it is in the real world, but thankfully he
hadn’t logged off for breakfast yet. He told me that Kevin
would be heading for Coatin like we said, but it would take a week on
the other side for him to get there, thanks to his schedule. Since he
still has to attend classes, I can’t really blame him.





It figures, but as soon as
we were too far from Rosenheim to turn back, I started getting ideas
for new spells I wanted to try. I would have loved to make them
myself, but even my Spell Knowledge skill wouldn’t let me
create spells without some starting point. And since I’ve never
tried any enchantment or item creation magic, I was out of luck.





Hope Coatin has a
Mages’ College. Or at least a store where I can buy the books.
Denise and I had talked, and decided that we’d help out the
villages we passed along our way however we could. Even if we could
live off the land, that doesn’t give her an unlimited supply of
arrows, and we can’t rely just on my ability to solo
everything. As such, we needed money.





Woe be to the poor
adventurers. They have fallen on hard times. Well, I have. Denise
still has some money left from when she ran the inn, but it would be
nice not to have to rely on her for cash all the time.





As we drew nearer to the
village, the creatures we encountered grew steadily stronger. It
turns out, in the wilds the stronger creatures like Dire Wolves only
appear at night, but along our way we saw some large snakes, horned
rabbits, and overhead we saw giant eagles.





Due to our current lack of
experience, we wanted to wait to fight anything too dangerous looking
until we were more sure of ourselves. As far as we knew, we each only
had one life now, so we had to play it safe. In other words, we left
the big birds the hell alone.





Shortly after lunch, we
saw the next village in the distance, neighboring a vast forest
directly behind it. Hopefully we can learn a bit about the forest
from the village, because it would take far too long to go around.





The village itself was
small, with just a few wooden huts and a flimsy looking defensive
wall. When we got closer, we saw only a few villagers wandering
about, mostly tending to the fields to the east of the village. There
aren’t even any guards… if I were to plan an invasion
event, I’d put it there. But it’s still too early in the
game to have any major plot events, unless a player initiates it.





And I had no plans of
starting any invasion events. This village was kind of nice, and I
thought it would be a shame to turn it into a battlefield. After we
entered past the wall, Denise and I got off Midnight, and walked a
ways until we found someone that looked like a village elder.





“Good day, ma’am.”
I bowed politely as we approached her. “We are travelers
passing by, and were wondering if your village had anything that we
could assist with.”





The old woman turned to me
and raised her eyebrows. “Well.. why are you asking me? Go ask
the chief, you damned fools.” She pointed off towards the
center of the village, where who I would have guessed was a hunter
stood watch, facing the forest.





“My apologies.”
I nodded to her and proceeded towards the indicated chief, having
thoroughly made a fool of myself. “Sir, are you the chief of
this village?” 






When he nodded silently, I
continued. “Apologies for disturbing you, but we are travelers
passing through, and we were wondering if there was anything we could
do to help while we are here.”





Slowly, he turned his head
to look at me directly. “You are warriors, yes? Versed in
combat?” He looked back to Denise and nodded towards her bow.





“We are adventurers,
yes. And we can hold our own in battle. I take it that there is
something we could do for you?”





He nodded, and returned
his gaze to the forest. “Our young hunters went into the forest
three days ago for their initiation hunt. They were meant to return
the next day. Older hunters left the next night, still not return.
The forest has taken them.”





I nodded to him, looking
back to the field. That probably won’t
support their village too long. Is this a life or death quest for the
entire village? It’s a good thing a player came before it was
too late.





“So, you want us to
go into the forest to find them?” After he nodded, a quest
window appeared.






	
	
			
			
			New Quest!

			
			

			

			
			Chioatl Hunters

			
			

			

			
			The hunters of this tribal village have seemingly
			been abducted by the neighboring forest. The village chief has
			tasked you with entering the forest to determine their fate.

			
			

			

			
			Reward: Increases for each rescued hunter

			
			

			

			
			Difficulty: D

		
	







“I understand. Is it
alright if we leave our horse in the village while we do this? I
promise we will find your hunters and return them to you.” When
he nodded, a message appeared acknowledging the quest was accepted.
“Also, any information you could give us about what lives in
the forest would be helpful.”





“Many things live in
the great woods. There are bears with stone armor, birds with steel
wings, and many hunter spirits. Young hunters are tasked with
entering the woods and killing one animal before returning. This is
to show that they are adults.”





“I see. We’ll
find what happened to them. If the forest has done harm to them, then
we shall grant justice. If not, we will return them to you.”
The chief nodded, and we were off. Denise instructed Midnight to stay
near the village, and if we needed him I could summon him.





“So.. armored bears…
steel birds… I’m starting to think we should have
trained on those eagles.” Denise smiled meekly next to me.





“We’ll be
fine… we should be fine. So, ape or wolfman?”





“We haven’t
tested the wolfman yet, so let’s go ape. Though, you should try
to grab some of these animals if you get the chance. They sound a bit
more useful.”





I nodded, and before we
went too far, I summoned my Forest Ape. He seemed happy to be back in
the woods, even though they were different woods. “I’ll
scan to see if I can find anything.” I focused my eyes and
activated my scanning spell. 






As my vision turned a
light green, I saw the outlines of several animals in the distance,
hidden behind tree and brush. I also saw vague shapes moving among
the treetops, though they were too far away for me to zoom in and
identify them. My best target was a large animal about twenty meters
away, though I’d have to shoot around corners to get to it.
“Okay… found something. It’s a bit off, and hidden
behind stuff.” I looked to the ape. “I need you to draw
it out. Grab its attention and we’ll do the rest.”





The ape nodded, moving
around to the direction I pointed. With any luck, this should pull
the armored bear to where we could hit it. “Now… Time to
get ready.” I opened my book and began chanting my spell,
focusing on both Delay and Multi-cast. “Guardians of the earth,
bestow unto me your spear.” I recited the spell twice, and four
spears of earth formed next to me, Denise preparing an arrow.





Just as I finished
chanting the spell the second time, the ape charged into our field of
vision, followed by a large bear. Now, with the Scan spell, I can see
outlines and certain details if I focus. However, I was still
surprised when I saw that this bear was actually
armored. Several stone plates grew out from its skin in various
places, and I had to aim for the unarmored joints as my spears flew
at it. Thankfully, two of them managed to hit their mark and cripple
the beast. 






Denise was clearly waiting
for something, so I went ahead with my next spell. “Spirit of
wind and chaos, eyes which gaze upon the hearts of man, place the
mark upon this soul. Binding!” Only after the rune appeared on
the bear’s head did Denise unleash arrow after arrow into the
creature, finishing it off by striking its neck.





I waited a few moments,
and didn’t get any messages about succeeding in binding the
bear, so I sighed. “No good, that one didn’t stick.”





“Well, let’s
try again. It was good practice, right?” I nodded, so she
retrieved her arrows.





Our next target was an
iron falcon. I wasn’t really sure how we were going to fight
that, so Denise let me handle it. After all, its feathers were as
strong as her arrows, so she couldn’t hit it. My first act was
to draw its attention with my Binding spell, fully chanted. Then, it
turned and quickly dove towards me.





“Ohfuck, Summon
Aspect of the wolf!” I quickly jumped to the side, aided by the
wolf’s agility. “Guardians of the earth, bestow upon me
your spear!” I brushed my hand against the ground, and whipped
it out towards the retreating falcon. The spear hit its mark, but
might as well have been a club. All it managed was to knock the thing
down for a second.





Ohshit, need a
different spell. Why not, worked last time.
“Warriors of light and magic, bestow upon me your spear!”
I held the ball of magic in front of me for a moment, and prayed to
the spirits that this worked. “Become!” Using my original
spell, I placed the rune for lightning into the spell, and then shot
it off towards the falcon.






	
	
			
			
			Spark Bolt has been added to your Spell List

		
	







I’m not sure I had
ever been so happy to see a window appear as that moment. The ball of
magic I had been holding turned into a tiny lightning bolt,
immediately striking the falcon and bringing it down.










	
	
			
			
			You have succeeded in Binding an Iron Falcon.

		
	







“Yes!” I cried
out, laughing for a moment, letting my mana fill back up. Summon
Aspect used quite a bit it seemed.





“Nice, I didn’t
know you knew any lightning magic.” Denise walked up to me,
smiling.





“I don’t!”
I laughed again. “It looks like my mana bolt can be given
elemental qualities now. I got the idea from how I learned earth
spear. Though.. I doubt I’ll be able to use that spell normally
before I really learn lightning magic. I’ll just be stuck with
this method.” I gave it a try, aiming my hand out and
whispering Spark Bolt.










	
	
			
			
			You do not meet the requirements to cast this spell.
			Spark Bolt has been removed from your Spell List.

		
	







I shook my head and
grinned. “Nope, can’t cast it. Well, looks like I
captured the falcon, though.”





“Nice, now we just
need to grab a bear, and see if we can find any of those hunter
spirits.”





“Yup.” I
looked at the ape, and summoned my new Iron Falcon, which perched
atop my shoulder. “He’s so much nicer when he’s on
our side. But… give me a minute, took a bit of mana to summon
this guy.”





Denise nodded, and we
waited for a few minutes while my mana climbed up. In the meantime, I
sent the falcon to scout the surrounding area. “I wonder what
would happen if I fused one of my creatures with that thing? Would
they gain its natural armor, or wings, or both?”





“No clue. We can
find out once we’re on the other side of this forest.”
She nodded to me, and I stood up as the falcon flew back.





There is a single stone
bear to the south, and two to the west. The ones in the west are
being watched by the branch hunters.





“Branch hunters?”
The falcon nodded its head. “Who are they?”





They are the branch
hunters.





“...Thanks. Okay, he
says there is a lone bear to the south. That’ll be our best bet
for another binding, and we can see how this guy does in a fight.”
I turned my attention back to the falcon. “After I cast the
binding on him, I want you to attack. Denise and I will back you up,
but honestly I think your chances of surviving a hit are a lot better
than ours. That, and I doubt it could hit you if it wanted. Hell, I
barely could.”





The falcon preened as if
it were being praised, and flew off into the trees. Denise and I,
followed by the ape which was now in bodyguard mode, went to the
south until we saw the bear that the falcon had mentioned. “Alright…
let’s try this again. Spirit of wind and chaos, eyes which gaze
upon the hearts of man, place the mark upon this soul. Binding!”
As soon as the sigil appeared on the stone bear’s forehead,
there was a screech, causing it to lift its head up just as the
falcon dove.





The iron wings of the
falcon must be as sharp as a sword, because a deep gash opened in the
bear’s neck, and the falcon flew off before it could retaliate.
I smirked to the falcon, thinking that was a particularly good
summon. Denise followed up with a pair of arrows, and I finished it
off with a mana bolt.










	
	
			
			
			You have succeeded in Binding an Armored Bear

			
			

			

			
			Summoning Magic has increased to 8

			
			

			

			
			Magical Talent has increased to 13

		
	







After assigning my stats,
I received another welcome message.






	
	
			
			
			You have earned a new title!

			
			

			

			
			For focusing on your magical prowess and reaching
			over 1,000 mana, you are now an Arcane Savant. Many mages will be
			able to recognize your power at a glance, allowing you to enter
			magical facilities undisturbed.

			
			

			

			
			Fame + 200

			
			

			

			
			+2 to Magical Knowledge and Magical Talent

		
	







This seems to be along
the lines of the Beastmaster title that Denise got, but for a Mage. I
guess that would make Denise’s official class a Ranger at this
point, or at least Hunter.





Denise looked over to me
and saw my wide grin. “You know, I realize you just got the
bear and all, but you look just a bit too happy, don’t you?”
She tilted her head curiously. “Did you get a strange window?”





“Oh, right. Sorry,
it’s easy to forget that you can’t see them. Thanks to
that fight, our abilities improved a bit. I also got a bit of an
extra bonus because I’ve been focusing so much on my magic. But
yeah, I also got the bear which was nice.” Denise nodded, and
smiled at my explanation. She may be the most knowledgeable native in
this world about the game features, so she can easily accept my
explanations.





“Still, that falcon
was pretty useful, right? I barely even saw it move, and it did so
much damage.” I nodded to her question, agreeing with her.





“Guess I should
summon the bear to replace my ape, then. It’d be a much better
choice now. At least, until we need to summon the wolf-man for
something.” 






Denise nodded, and I
dismissed the ape, calling out my new Armored Bear. It appeared with
a mighty roar that at first made me wonder whether it was really
under my control, but then the falcon landed on its head and it
settled down. “Okay. Now we need to see if we can find any
humans. Denise? You’re the tracker.”





“Uh.. I am?”
She sounded confused by this, so I chuckled.





“Sorry, I thought
you realised. One of your skills is to be able to track. I figured
you knew about it since you got that talent before we left the first
time.”





“Well, this is news
to me… worth a shot, I guess…” Denise looked
around, and knelt down next to a tree. Just beside the base of the
tree, I thought I saw some torn moss, but Denise jumped slightly.
“Wow… I uh… I don’t really get it, but I
can kinda tell what’s happened around here.”





She got up from the tree
and scanned the ground until she found something that grabbed her
attention. “This is really cool. Is this how it is for you?
Just suddenly being able to do things you never imagined you could?”





“Kind of, yeah.
Though I imagine it’s a bit more convenient for you. The
information you get in your head we generally have to read off of
windows that obscure our view.”





“Yeah, I can see how
that would be an issue. Especially in a fight. Okay, I think I’ve
got something. Human foot prints, a group of small ones a few days
old, and a larger one following alongside them that are a bit newer.
Sounds like our missing hunters.” I nodded, and she pointed to
the south. 






“Let me see if I can
pick up anything.” I closed my eyes and focused. “Scan.”
When I opened my eyes, the green tint of the spell faded into my
view. Looking down at the tracks Denise had mentioned, I focused on
them, allowing my Discovery talent to work. A moment later, I saw
orange outlines of tracks along the ground leading in the direction
she was pointing. “Alright, looks like I’ve got them.”





Denise and I, followed by
my summoned companions, quickly proceeded down the trail of tracks,
avoiding any of the local wildlife. The trail ran for a good sixty
meters before I lost it. “Crap.. Where’d it go..” I
looked around, and could clearly see the footprints leading up to
this point,  but after the spot I stood they vanished. “Denise,
you got anything?”





She looked around the area
while I kept watch, but sure enough she couldn’t find any
tracks either. “They couldn’t have just vanished, right?”





“...Denise…”





“Yeah?”





“You remember what
the chief said?”





“He said that the
forest took them, right..?”





“Yeah… and
that there were hunter spirits… The falcon earlier said
something about branch hunters. I’m going to look up slowly,
and when I do there’s going to be nothing there.” I said
this mostly to reassure myself, because I did indeed look up. And so
did Denise.





And we saw a dozen figures
standing above us in the branches, with bows out and aimed at us.
“Elves?” I asked Denise without looking at her.





“Elves.”





“Guess we found the
hunter spirits.. Don’t suppose you speak elven…”





“Nope… better
think of something quick.. they don’t look happy to see us.”





Translator spell,
translator spell! Uh.. language… no, understanding, or…
communication! Communication, self, persist!










	
	
			
			
			Tongues has been added to your Spell List.

		
	







“Oh thank god.
Tongues!” I waited a moment for the spell to activate. Knowing
that this was still a Beginner level spell, and so there could be
problems expected, I decided to keep my sentences simple. “Don’t
shoot!”





Yup, that’s me,
master of eloquence. 






It seemed to do the trick,
though, because the elves paused, a few lowering their bows as they
spoke amongst themselves. Finally, one of the elves jumped out of his
branch--I would like to point out this branch was at least ten meters
up a tree-- and landed in a crouch, before fully standing and looking
between the two of us. “Who are you, and why do you know our
speech?”





“We are human
adventurers, and I have used a spell to temporarily allow us to
communicate. I thought it would be better than simply being shot.”





The elf scoffed, “Humans.
We know of your ilk. Savages, like the painted men that desecrate the
forest. What business do you have in our woods?”





I glanced to Denise, and
then remembered my spell was only affecting me, “The village
outside the woods asked us to find their missing tribesman. Though,
honestly, we were hoping to encounter an elf tribe at some point
along our travels.”





“And why is that?”





“I am a student of
magic, and my companion is an archer. We felt that there was much
that we could learn from the elves. As for the villagers, they did
not realize that they were committing any crimes. They come to the
woods because they need the food. Their fields will likely not
sustain them another season.”





“So they enter our
woods and get their fill of blood?”





“No. Not really.
Please, if you could take me to speak to whoever is in charge of your
clan, I believe that we can settle this, without more blood being
spilled.”





“You will be brought
to our elder, as you request, but if your story proves to be nothing
but a tale, you will never leave these woods. Do you understand.”





I nodded, and then nodded
again towards Denise as two more elves dropped down near us. I
really hope I’m not starting that invasion event I was afraid
of.





The two elves moved to our
sides, and extended their hands to us. I took the hand of the elf
maiden standing next to me, and Denise took that as a sign to take
the hand of the elf that appeared near her as well. A moment later,
large vines whipped down around the four of us to pull us all up into
the trees.





I squeaked, I admit it. It
might have been a yelp. A beautiful woman with long blonde hair and
green eyes grabbed my hand, smiled at me, and suddenly I was being
flung into the air like a slingshot? You try doing that without some
kind of reaction.





When the vines finally
released us, it was thankfully not to drop to our deaths. Instead,
they set us down on large wooden platforms high in the trees. My
first thought was that I really did not want to get on their bad side
while I was up here. My second thought was interrupted by a helpful
message.






	
	
			
			
			Tongues has advanced to Intermediate

		
	







I guess that means I’ll
actually be able to talk to them? Good thing this spell doesn’t
use too much mana, I don’t have to worry about running out.





I smiled to the elf that
brought me up here, “Thank you.” She returned the nod and
smiled, and then Denise came over and lightly slapped my arm.





“You flirt.”
She teased me.





“All I did was say
thanks.” I chuckled and shook my head, and once the elves
started walking off we followed them. “So.. I should probably
work on a spell to let you understand them too.”





“Might help. It
really is nice that you can pull a new spell out of your robe
whenever you want.”





“Yeah, just don’t
expect them to always work. When I learn a spell, it is at its
weakest. I had to keep my sentences easy to understand to avoid
accidentally insulting them.”





“That… would
have gone badly, yes.”





I began working on a
second spell, but when I managed to cast it on Denise, I got a
message I wasn’t expecting.






	
	
			
			
			Tongues has been expanded to include additional
			targets.

		
	







Huh.. so I can modify
certain spells in this way too? “Okay,
you should be able to understand them now too.”





Finally, I took the chance
to look at our surroundings, and noticed that we were no longer
alone. Not including the elves guiding us, there were also various
others gathered on spiraling platforms built along the trees, some
leading to hollowed out sections that I assumed were their homes.
“Looks like this is their city. Actually looks pretty good.”





“Beautiful. The word
you’re looking for is beautiful.” Denise smirked to me,
and I noticed the elven woman that led us up giggle in front of us.
The little eavesdropper.





“Okay, fine,
beautiful. It really does look a lot different than human cities. But
then, I guess that it would be as different as a tree is to a stone.”





I decided to check out of
curiosity, and noticed that my mental map was indeed working here.
“Huh. Looks like we’re almost there.”





The elf in front of us
looked back at us with mild surprise, “You have been to our
city before?”





“No, uh.. long
story. I’ll explain it later, assuming my head remains attached
to my shoulders.” I smiled a bit, and she nodded. Denise just
shook her head with a grin.





“What am I going to
do with you?”





“Uh, everything?”





“Good point.”
She smiled to me, and reached over to take my hand.





The elves in front of us
stopped as we approached a large hollowed out tree, which the other
platforms seemed to have as its center. “We are here.”
The elf in front of us nodded, and motioned for us to go inside. When
we did, we found the interior to be quite spacious, with simple
furnishings placed around to indicate that this was a meeting area.





At the far end of the room
was an elf that appeared to be middle-aged. Of course, as far as I
know they never really look older than that, so it was impossible to
really know how old he was. “These are the.. humans?” He
said the word as if it left a bad taste in his mouth.





“They are, sir.”
Apparently, the elf woman was going to be speaking as well during
this.





“And I am told that
they can speak our tongue?” At that, he looked at me, and I
nodded.





“For a time, at
least.”





“I see. I was not
aware that human magic had advanced that far yet. It has been an age
since we had contact with the outside. So tell me, why did your
savages come into our lands and injure one of our young?”





Well, shit.
I blinked. “Pardon? I was not aware that there had been any
injuries among the elves. Perhaps it would be best if you explained
what happened? I only know up until the hunters left their village.”





The elf nodded. “Very
well. Three nights earlier, we sent a group out to collect herbs.
While they were out, they noticed that the animals were restless, and
went to investigate the cause. Afterwards, the savages appeared and
started screaming, throwing spears at us. One of our young was not
able to avoid getting wounded, but we captured them for their attack.
The next night, more came, following the path left by the attackers
and wearing their cloth. So we took them as well.”





I sighed, shaking my head.
“I see.. I think I know what has happened. If you would allow
me to explain?” When he nodded, I began. “The first group
were young ones out on their first hunt. Since the village they are
from cannot sustain themselves on merely their fields, they rely on
meat from the forest. When the young become a certain age, they
undergo a rite of passage where they are sent into these woods
together on a hunt. I think that, because they were so inexperienced,
the animals were easily able to detect their presence. That’s
why they were so restless.”





“And the reason for
their attack?”





“The villagers do
not know that elves live in these woods. At least, not completely.
The one I spoke with said that there were hunter spirits, which I
believe refer to your clan. When your group appeared to investigate
the disturbance, I believe that they surprised the young hunters.
And, because they are not old enough to know better, they assumed you
were humans. To them, other humans appearing in what they perceive as
their lands would be an act of aggression. So, when your group did
not speak to them, because we speak different tongues, they assumed
you were hostile. As I said, they are but children.”





“Then explain the
ones who came later.”





“That is actually
the easiest part about all of this. They were the veteran hunters
from the village, who were sent to find out why their young had not
returned. Like you said, they were dressed the same and followed the
same path, so this time you assumed that they were hostile.”





“I see.. Tell me,
this spell that you use, to communicate with us. Would you be able to
use it on one of them, as well? I would like to question them without
your presence. As you seem to be a third party, I can trust that you
have not spoken with them before.”





“I understand. You
want to get their story without the chance for me to tell them what
to say, correct?” I smiled to him, and he nodded.





“As you say. You are
strangers to this land, and the value of your word reflects as such.
Dariel will escort you to where they are being held, and will observe
you casting the spell. She will act as your escort while you are
here. Perhaps you could even instruct her in the spell’s use,
as she is one of our shamans.”





“I will do my best
to do that as soon as my duties are complete, sir.”





He nodded, waving a hand
to dismiss us, and the elf woman--Dariel, apparently-- led us out.
“If what you say is true, then it seems both of our people have
misunderstood the other.”





I nodded to her, following
behind with Denise. “Agreed. And I’d say that the main
reason would be a lack of ability to communicate. If you wouldn’t
mind, I would actually like to teach you the spell when we are done.
I’ve also got a few questions for you, as well. Needless to
say, this is my first time meeting an elf.”





She looked back at us and
smirked. “And yet you know our city as if you lived here.
Perhaps I have questions for you as well, stranger.”





“Jin.”

“Pardon?”





“My name. Stranger
is… well I’d rather be called by my name.”





“Very well, Jin. I
am Dariel Vinehaven. And, may I ask your companion’s name?”





Denise smiled to the
woman. “I’m Denise. A pleasure to meet you. Your city
really is beautiful, you know?”





“Thank you. You are
our first guests in many decades.”





“So you haven’t
had.. new elves appearing?” I asked, trying to find a way to
approach the subject.





“I’m afraid I
don’t get your meaning.”





Thankfully, Denise took
over. “Some of the human cities over the last couple of months
have had people, foreigners we call them, appearing in the center of
town with neither knowledge or wealth of our world. I believe Jin was
asking if this place was the same.”





Dariel shook her head,
“No, though I can not speak for other elf clans. Even among our
own kind, we have been isolated too long. Maybe your arrival is a
sign that we need to change, and embrace the world rather than hide
from it.”





I nodded, “That
would be nice. If your clan could form a peace with the human village
beyond your woods, then it would be a good start.”





“I agree. But there
are those even among the elves who thirst for battle. For a peace to
be possible, first the humans must support your story.” She
finally brought us to another hollowed tree far away from the others,
though this one was the only one with something like a door. Forming
a criss-cross pattern like the bars of a jail cell, thick wooden
branches served as a gate for this tree. Not only that, but the
‘bars’ were wrapped in thorned vines. Inside, I could see
at least a dozen humans, mostly male, ranging in age from teenagers
to men in their prime. “These are the humans we have captured.
Please, perform your spell.”





“Is it alright if I
use the incantation? I don’t want to risk you thinking I am
attempting something, but at the same time I’d have the spell
as strong as it could be to prevent errors in translation.”





She nodded. “Very
well. I am versed enough in the arts to know if your actions are
false. You may proceed.”





“Alright.” I
pulled out my grimoire and flipped it open to the page with the
spell. “Sorry, new spell so I had to look up the incantation.”
I smiled sheepishly to Dariel, and she shook her head with a slight
smile. “Okay, here we go… In writ and spoke, in law and
deed, let language flow from silver tongue. Tongues.” I pointed
at a man near the front of the cage who seemed to be the least angry
at our arrival, and then nodded to Dariel, who approached the tree.





“Hunter, can you
understand me now?” She asked curiously. Perhaps she wanted to
make sure the spell worked first.





Either way, the hunter
blinked. “You can talk? And you speak our tongue.”





Dariel nodded to me,
satisfied. “Thank you, it appears that the spell works.”
She waved towards an elf on a nearby platform, and then looked at the
hunter again. “One of my people will be here to talk to you in
a moment. Please answer his questions honestly. I truly hope that
this will be resolved.”





The hunter nodded, and
Dariel turned to us again. “And now, we must go. Since I am
your escort, I will show you to my habitat. There, we may ask each
other our questions.”





Denise giggled a bit,
likely thinking about how her and I first met, but I nodded to her.
“Please, lead the way.”












Chapter
9









After returning to
Dariel’s habitat, which was another hollowed out tree without a
door that held a comfortable looking bed and a few wooden chairs, she
immediately asked me to explain how I was able to know their city so
well.





“You see, the
foreigners we asked about earlier? After coming to this world, they
are able to learn some unusual abilities over time. In my case, I am
able to navigate cities. Not entirely useful for an adventurer who
spends most of his time outside, though, is it?” I smiled to
her.





“No, I can see how
it wouldn’t be.. So, you are a foreigner? But, you said they
have only been appearing for a couple months. Does that mean that
human magic has advanced to the point where one can become so skilled
in such a brief period?”





I shook my head to her.
“Not at all. Most children train for years. Another quality
about foreigners is that our abilities grow at a faster rate. I’ve
also learned that this can be shared with someone from this world.”
Dariel’s eyes grew wide as saucers at that. “Ah, sorry,
let me explain. Denise here is from this world. But after meeting,
the two of us became good friends, and she decided to join me on my
adventure. At that point, her abilities began growing as mine did. I
think it would take genuine loyalty to form a bond like that.”





“I see.” She
smiled and looked to Denise. “You are quite fortunate.”





“You have no idea…
Adventuring has always been my dream.”





I nodded, and then
remembered something. “Oh, right, I should teach you that
spell. It’s not really complicated, since it was something I
made on the spot, but it should prove helpful to all of you.” I
took out a parchment and pen, and began writing out the details of
the spell that came to me through my Magical Knowledge and Spell
Knowledge skills. After I finished, I handed the page to Dariel, and
she looked it over.





“I see.. It really
has been too long since we embraced the outside. Our understanding of
runes has become limited to those of nature.”





“Well, that’s
one of the reasons I was looking for an elf clan, actually. I was
hoping that I might be able to learn your Nature magic.”





That got a surprised blink
from her, and she looked up at me. “You wish to know the magic
of the elves?”





“I do. I am not like
most foreigners, you see. Due to circumstances I can’t explain,
I am unable to return to my world. As such, I need every bit of
knowledge that I can get in order to survive here.”





She slowly nodded to me.
“I see. Very well, I will prepare one of our beginner tomes. If
your story with the humans turns out to be true, I will grant it to
you as a reward. Is that alright?”





I nodded, and smiled
weakly. “No point in giving it to me before I know if I’m
going to see the next sunrise or not. Though, personally, I hope that
I was right.”





“As do I, Jin. I do
not want our clan to embrace the world in an act of war. If we come
out, I want it to be with peace.”





“I understand. I
hope you can accomplish this. Now, may I ask for something else?”





“You may ask, though
whether we can grant it will depend on the request.”





“Of course. Denise
here is an archer, but her bow is not capable of displaying her full
skills. I have heard that the elves are the best archers of the land,
and was hoping we might trade for one such bow.”





Dariel grinned slyly to
me. “You certainly do ask for a lot, don’t you?”





“I merely wish to be
able to trade. If we have anything of value to you, we will share it.
In fact… I think I may know of something that would be
valuable enough to purchase a good bow..” I smiled, and she
tilted her head curiously. “In order to graduate as a human
mage, we must perform a feat of magic that none before us have
accomplished. That means that I know a spell that nobody else in the
world can use. If I teach it to you, would that be sufficient?”





Denise blinked, and then
grinned, and Dariel’s eyes grew wide again. “That would
depend.. What form of spell is it?”





“It is my own
creation, down to the rune that was used. This spell allows you to
recast an existing spell as a new one. Hmm, let me give an example.
As a summoner, I am capable of merging two or more of my creatures
into something new. If I were to use this spell, I could then take
that hybrid, and split it into its component creatures by changing it
to a basic summoning, or vice versa. I could also turn one elemental
spell into another, without the need to fully cast the new spell.”





“Pardon my
suspicion, but what is the benefit of altering the spell instead of
simply casting a new one?”





“Well, first of all,
the cost of the magic used is reduced. If the first spell I cast has
a greater cost than what I wish it to become, then I do not have to
expend any of my own energy to cast the second spell. And if it is
the other way around, I merely have to pay the difference.”





“I see… that
would certainly be useful in a prolonged battle, allowing one to
conserve their energy without restricting their ability.”





“My thoughts
exactly. I hope to expand this spell later to learn more uses as
well, but for now this is the only use I have for it.”





“And you said you
created this rune yourself? That is not a simple task.”





“Yeah, well…
I was very determined. For the humans, you only have one chance to
become a mage. If what you create is not truly unique, you are
forbidden from trying again.”





“Oh my.. there must
not be very many such mages among the humans... “





“There truly aren’t.
And most of those who graduate stay in the college as instructors.
Typically the answer to the test is to create a spell that requires
specific circumstances to cast. But, as I had no wealth to purchase
rare materials, or time to wait for a rare celestial event, my
options were limited.”





“I am curious.. what
is to stop one from leaving the college without taking the final
test, and simply claiming they are a full mage?”





“Ah, about that.”
I pulled out my grimoire again, and Denise’s eyes went wide.
“This is a present granted to those who pass the final test. A
magical tome that automatically records all spells the user gains,
and can increase their ability.”





“I do believe it can
do more than that… may I?” She held a hand out for the
book, and I blinked a bit before handing it over.





“What do you mean?”





“If these are a gift
for graduation, I can understand why it is so rare to pass the test.
Apologies, it seems it is my turn to explain. This is not simply a
spellbook, as you were told. If I were to guess, there are no more
than two hundred of these books in existence, and only a handful have
reached their full potential.”





“You’ve lost
me. So, what else can the book do?”





“At the moment,
nothing. There are two methods of unlocking the abilities within
these books. The first is to fill its pages with numerous spells.”
She flipped through the book quickly. “You’ve got a few
to go before you reach the first goal with that. The second method is
to have the book itself blessed by one of a different race. In doing
so, it gains a mark on the cover. Currently, you only have the human
mark, which allows the recording of new spells. Each race’s
mark will grant a different effect.”

“I see… and
what would it take to earn one of these blessings?”





She smiled to me at that.
“If this alliance succeeds with the human village, I will do so
personally as thanks. Though be warned, finding a mage among the
small people will be far more difficult.”





I figured she was grouping
goblins and dwarves together as ‘small people’, and
nodded. “I understand, and thank you. But back to the question
from before, would the spell I mentioned be enough to trade for a bow
my companion can use?”





Dariel looked to Denise,
and smiled. “Yes. If the spell is as you say, then it is worthy
of a fine bow.” As she stood up, I moved to join her but she
stopped me with a motion. “Please, stay. I must request a
meeting with our leader to discuss these matters further.” With
another smile she handed me back my book, and stepped outside.
Though, she didn’t move very far.





Watching her, I saw that
she cast some spell that called a dove to her. Then, after whispering
to the dove, it flew off and she returned inside. “I’ll
be meeting with him tonight hopefully, after he finishes talking with
the humans.”





“Alright. So, if I
may ask, what exactly is elven magic? I assume it is what you used to
bring us up here, the thing with the vines, but I must admit that
with how few human mages there are, I haven’t been able to
encounter many types of magic.”





Dariel smiled slightly to
me. “I think it would be better to wait to tell you about our
magic until tomorrow. For now, let me treat you both to dinner.”





I chuckled and shook my
head. “Never let it be said that I turned down a free meal.”
Denise thought that was funny, as she laughed lightly at the comment.





“Oh yeah. This guy
is good at getting free meals.” She smirked in my direction. “I
don’t think he’s ever actually paid for one.”





“And who’s the
one that always offers?” I teased her back, and we both
laughed. Dariel smiled to the two of us, and walked out of the
hollow. For a few moments I was wondering just what it is that elves
usually eat.





“You sure make
friends easily.” Denise smirked to me.





“Hey, it’s
better to make friends than enemies, right? Besides, I have to admit
my outlook has changed since I first came here.”





“Oh? What do you
mean.” She scooted up next to me, looking curious.





“You see, where I
come from, when we go to places like this, it’s common for us
to play a certain role that we determine. Think of it as becoming
characters in our own story. And at first, I was going to do the same
thing. But now? I can’t pretend to be someone else when this
could very easily become my world now. So instead of pretending to be
a part of this world, I thought I should actually do it.” I
smiled to her, and she nodded. “And besides, I’ve made
real friends here, and lying to them about who I am would feel
wrong.”





Denise smiled again,
“Thanks.”





After that, Dariel came
back, carrying what looked like leaf-wrapped packages. “Sorry
it took me so long. Had to stop and talk before I could return.”





“It’s no
trouble, you really weren’t gone that long at all.” I was
still wondering what she got, even moreso now that I saw the leaf
packages. “I’m curious. Elves don’t eat meat,
right? Sorry if that’s a rude question, it just hadn’t
occurred to me before now.”





Dariel nodded, “That’s
right, but we have other delicacies. We live at one with nature
without harming it. That’s part of the reason for the trouble
with your hunters. Killing the forest animals for food has always
been frowned upon in our clan.”





I smirked, despite myself.
“Oh, I can just imagine how the foreigners that entered this
world as elves would react to that.” At Dariel’s confused
expression I quickly explained. “Sorry, where we come from
there are only humans, and meat is a large part of our diet.”





“I see. Well, I do
hope you will enjoy this regardless.” She still had that
pleasant smile as she handed both Denise and myself one of the green
packages.





When I carefully unwrapped
the package, my first thought was It’s
bread, but I carefully broke off a piece to
taste it, and smiled. Denise seemed to allow me to accept the role as
official taste-tester, and waited for my response. “It’s
good. Sweet.” Denise looked suddenly at the loaf of bread-like
food that was in her hand, and then tried it in the same manner I
had.





A few moments later, her
entire loaf had suddenly vanished! Never get
between a girl and her sweets.





I made sure to eat my own
loaf at a more leisurely pace, to actually taste
the food, rather than inhaling it. “You know, Dariel, I never
thought I’d say this, but this is actually really good even
without meat.”





The elf woman giggled a
bit at that, and nodded. “You should never discount something
just because it’s different. While I understand that there is
much we can learn from the humans, I also believe that there is much
you can learn from us.”





I nodded to her,
diligently working to finish my meal. I don’t want  to be an
impolite guest, after all! “Well, hopefully we can have a
better discussion tomorrow, after everything is settled. Even if the
hunters are freed, we still have to go back to the village to explain
what happened to them. I wouldn’t be surprised if they already
thought we were dead, with how long we’ve been gone.”





“I agree. And, on
that note, I hope the two of you can relax here while I am gone. I
must speak with the leader about what you told me before.”
Slowly, Dariel rose to her feet and went out the door.





Denise and I smiled to
each other, and found a quiet corner to lay down in. It would be best
to save the bed for the one who lives in this house.. tree.. place.





When we woke in the
morning, Dariel was waiting for us with good news. It seemed that the
talk with the clan leader went well, and apparently he wanted to meet
us as soon as we awoke. I was mostly surprised that my Tongues spell
was still active, but I guess I shouldn’t have been since
lasting spells like Alarm didn’t get turned off when I sleep.
I’ll just have to remember to turn it
off before combat, or the cost might get in the way.





“Alright…
Guess we should go take care of business.” I said, and then let
out a long yawn. Hey, it was still morning, I was tired okay? But, I
gathered my things and followed along after Dariel, prepared for
various questions from the clan leader.





Our elf guide led us to
the same tree that we had met him in last time, and once again he was
sitting on the far side waiting for us. “Very good, thank you
for coming.” He motioned towards a set of chairs, indicating
for the three of us to sit. I sat in the middle, with the two women
on either side of me. “First, I must apologize for the incident
with the humans. After speaking with them last night, their stories
did seem to reinforce your theory that this was just a
misunderstanding on both parts. When we are done here, they will be
released and you can take them back to their tribe. Dariel, have you
finished learning the translation spell?”





Dariel nodded to him.
“Yes, sir. I believe I can use it now, but I would have to test
it to be sure.”





“I see. Your name is
Jin, correct? Yes, Dariel told me. Would you mind lifting the spell
from your companion so that we can ensure it works properly?”





I nodded, and focused on
removing the spell from Denise. “It’s done. Denise, can
you say something.”





“Uh, sure. What do
you want me to say?” She asked with a smile, but that did the
trick. The elves must not have understood her, because Dariel was
given the go-ahead to test her spell.





“In writ and spoke,
in law and deed, let language flow from silver tongue.” She
spoke the memorized incantation, and then looked to Denise. “Can
you understand me now?”

Denise nodded to her,
“Looks like you got it.” Denise let out a sigh of relief,
and I recast the spell on Denise before we continued.





“Okay, that takes
care of that business. Now, we may be able to send representatives to
the humans for diplomatic relations. I believe that we have learned
from this event that there are many things that we can learn from
each other. On that note, I believe you told Dariel about a spell you
offered as trade?”





“That is correct,
sir. I take it she explained to you about the requirements to become
a mage among the humans?” When he nodded, I continued. “I
would like to teach Dariel the spell that I created to pass the exam.
I believe it would be a great help to this clan, but I would like to
make one request regarding it.”





“And what is that?”





“I would ask that
you do not share this spell outside of your clan. The rune created
for it is still new, and we don’t fully understand the
implications it may have yet. At least until I have had time to
explore the possibilities it presents, I would like this to remain
with as few people as possible.”





“Yet you offer to
share it with us. I must ask, why?”





“I admit that my
reasons are not entirely altruistic. I told Dariel last night, I wish
to learn the basics of your elven magic, as well as possibly acquire
a more suitable bow for my companion. If Dariel explained to you the
nature of this spell, then I believe that you would agree that it is
an even trade.”





“Perhaps. It is true
that with the access to even one new rune, there are many possible
spells that may be created. Very well. There is also another matter
to discuss.” The elven leader looked to Dariel. “Dariel
informed me that she wished to make a proposal of her own to you
during this meeting.”





I glanced to the elven
woman curiously, and she nodded. “You said that you know
summoning magic. If that is true, then you know of contract spells. I
wish to make one with you, so that you may call on me to aid you in
times of need.” She smiled to me, and I couldn’t help but
return it. 






“I understand. To be
honest, the first contract I learned was a different one, but I have
also recently acquired the spell you mean. I would be happy to form
one with you. Please..” I held a hand out to her, and she
nodded, placing her own hand atop mine. “Dariel Vinehaven, do
you agree to act as my guardian and companion in times of need?”





She nodded again, smiling.
“I agree.”





“Then, by spoken
pact, may this deal be final.” A blue line of light rose up
around my hand, spiraling around where the two of us touched, and
then sliding into her wrist.
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“Now, the matters
you requested before have also been prepared.” The leader of
the elves nodded towards the entrance, and another elf came in. This
one was carrying a finely carved bow in one hand, and a tome in
another. “In good faith, I ordered these items to be ready to
conclude our deal.”





“I understand, sir.
Do you have something that I can draw the rune for you on? Once you
know the rune itself, the spell is simple.”





He passed me a pen and
parchment, and for a moment I was surprised that he had such things.
However, I quickly recovered and began drawing the rune. “I
named this rune Rewrite. Its meaning is to alter the nature of a
given thing. In the case of this spell, it alters the nature of one
spell into another by replacing the runes of the spell itself.”





All three elves watched
intently while I drew the rune. “It really does have a simple
shape, doesn’t it?” Dariel was the first to speak, asking
curiously. “I expected something a lot more complicated.”





I smiled over to her,
“Powerful does not always mean complex. And this is a rune I
created with a time limit, so I wasn’t able to come up with
something too elaborate.” Once the rune was done, I passed the
paper to Dariel, and the elf behind us passed the book and bow to
myself and Denise respectively.





“With this, I
believe our business is concluded.”





Dariel quickly spoke up,
interrupting the head elf. “Actually, there is one more
matter.” She looked over to me. “I promised you a
separate reward, did I not?” At the leaders’--I really
should learn his name at some point-- glance, she quickly explained.
“Apologies. I told you of the requirements to become a human
mage, but I felt that the reward for doing so was something you
should witness firsthand.”





At that, I understood what
she meant, and pulled out my grimoire. Immediately, the leader of the
elf clan was stunned. “Is that..?”





“It is. I am sure
that this is why the requirements are so strict for the humans.”





I raised a hand at their
conversation. “Okay, still not sure what entirely is going on.
Apparently this book is special, and can gain extra powers, but I
still am fairly uninformed here.”





Dariel blushed a bit
before explaining. “Sorry. That book is one of a set known as
the Deific Dictum. Exactly how many there are is unknown, but each
book possesses its own set of powers. From the markings on the book,
that is the Guardian Tome. I can’t tell you what abilities you
will get with it, because most of our knowledge in this field has
been lost. You’d have to visit an ancient library to find out
yourself, or discover through experience. What I can tell you is that
it is said that when one of the Deific Dictum has reached its full
potential, it can turn its user into a godlike being.”





The older elf added at
this point, “Of course, the definition of a god can vary
widely. It could mean anything from a large boost in power to the
ability of creation itself. And the races needed for the books aren’t
widely known either. You will need blessings of the four prominent
races, but there are said to be others. It may be that you will have
to meet with dragons before unlocking the true power you hold.”





“And of course,
meeting the wrong dragon would be quite bad for my health..” I
sighed, looking down at the book in my hand. When Dariel held out her
hand, I gave it to her.





“As thanks for your
assistance in this matter, which served as the difference between
peace and blood, I grant you the blessing of the elves. May it guide
you in your darkest hour.” A faint light emanated from her hand
and flowed into the book. When she handed the book back to me, I
noticed an immediate change.
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The Worldlore ability
seemed incredible, and as soon as I closed the window I noticed its
effect. Above everyone’s head, there now floated a name like in
most games. Of course.. my first major reaction came from seeing the
clan leader’s name.





“Uh… sir…
Pardon my asking, but are you and Dariel related?”





He tilted his head at my
question. “Why do you ask?”





“It seems that this
blessing allows me to learn certain facts about people by looking at
them. I noticed that you share a last name.”





“Ah, yes. Most of
our clan have the name Vinehaven. But as for your question, yes.
Dariel is my younger sister.”





Okay, I was stunned. It
was a good ten seconds before I reacted, slowly turning my head to
see Dariel blushing with a grin. “You know, I didn’t hide
it from you, you just never asked. I mean really, anyone else would
have at least wanted to know the name of the person they were
negotiating with, right?”





I couldn’t help but
laugh at her reasoning, “Yeah, yeah, you’ve got a point.
Just wasn’t expecting it is all. Guess I should have been,
since you were always able to meet with him directly. But either way,
thank you. I am sure this will be a big help to me in my travels.”





Apparently annoyed that we
were talking without him, the clan leader--I should call him Hathuel
now I guess-- cleared his throat. “With that settled, I trust
our business is concluded?”





“Oh.. sorry, yes.
I’ll head back with the hunters now to explain this to their
village.” I put away my grimoire, and glanced to the other book
I had been given. Taking into account my past experience, I decided
not to use Speed
Reading on it while we were in a forest full of hostile animals.





Denise stood up next to
me, nodding. “I hope that they haven’t done anything with
Midnight while we were gone.”





I shook my head. “They
haven’t.” I had been keeping an eye on Midnight’s
status. As a member of our group, I could see his health at the
corner of my vision, and it hadn’t changed yet.





Raising an eyebrow, Denise
looked at me. “Foreigner stuff?”





“Foreigner stuff.”





Accepting that answer, we
walked out of the hollowed out tree, and made our way to the hunter’s
cages. It seemed that they had undergone a bit of a change as well,
as there were no longer wooden bars locking them into the tree. “You
guys ready to go home?”





The head hunter, who was
apparently appointed as such because I used him as the liaison last
night, nodded. “Yes. It will be good to go back.”





A few of the elves seemed
reluctant to help the other humans get back to the ground safely, but
with one look from Dariel they complied. Huh…
I guess she has authority of her own here. Did I just get a great
companion?





Once on the ground, I
looked to the human in charge of the hunters. “Are you able to
return on your own from here? I must return to my journey.”





That seemed to catch him
by surprise, because he was momentarily stunned. “You do not
wish to return for a reward?”





“No, I have already
been rewarded for my part in this matter. If you feel there is need
for more, than ensure that the peace between the humans of Chioatl
village and the elves of the Vinehaven clan is one that lasts.”





“I.. understand. We
will do our part to keep the peace. Thank you for your assistance,
stranger.”





I smiled to the hunter.
“My name is Jin. Also, if you could ensure that they free my
horse when you get back, that would help. He’ll find me soon
enough.”





“I will do so. Thank
you, Jin.”
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When the humans walked off
back in the direction of their camp, I noticed that Dariel remained
behind instead of returning with the other elves. “Please,
allow me to escort you to the other side of the forest.” She
smiled to Denise and I. “It was quite nice of you to not ask
for a reward from them.”





I shook my head. “Not
at all. Like I said, I have already received ample reward for this.
Asking for anything else would be greedy.”





“And yet most would
have done so, or even concealed the fact that the other party already
provided a reward. I feel that I can trust you, Jin. I know that you
will be able to accomplish your mission, no matter what it is.”





“Thank you, Dariel.
I will be sure to rely on you from time to time.”





“You’d
better!” She laughed, and then turned around to lead us out.
“I’ve never been on the receiving end of a contract spell
before. I’m actually quite interested to see how it turns out.”





“Oh, speaking of
which. You seem to know of summoning magic, so what do you know of
the spell that fuses two summoned creatures together?”





“Just that it is
largely unpredictable. You could combine two powerful creatures and
get a failure, whereas combining two weak creatures could get
something powerful beyond belief. I’ve heard that with the
right component creatures, you can make devils, dragons, and other
magical beasts.”





“I see. So, if I
find the right combination, it could really be a terrifying spell.”





“Exactly. But you’ve
got to watch out. It’s possible to summon something that is
beyond your ability to control.”





I suddenly had a flashback
to the eerily still wolfman that seemed ridiculously strong when I
merged with it, and gulped a bit. “I’ll keep that in
mind. My next goal is to learn the basics of item creation magic.”





“That’s not an
easy magic to master. Maybe you should work on transmutation and
enchanting instead?”





“Maybe.. I’ve
still got a long way to go on my journey yet. I think, if what you
and your brother told me about this book is true, then I finally
found where to start.”












Chapter
10





After Dariel led us out of
the forest, I summoned Midnight back to us and she returned to her
people. It looked like it would be at least another two days before
we found the next village, so we continued our journey along the
rolling hills of the grasslands. Every now and then we’d stop
to fight one of the giant eagles, and I even managed to successfully
bind one. Given Dariel’s warning, I didn’t feel
comfortable trying any more fusion combinations until I had my
Summoning magic to at least level ten. 






When I awoke the next
morning, I was lying alone at the edge of the lake. Slowly, I made my
way to my feet, wary of the distorted noises coming from the
surroundings. Naturally, I walked along the shore of the water, until
a bridge rose up before me. On the far shore, I saw Denise and
Midnight waiting for me, so I smiled and began making my way across
the bridge.





When I was halfway across
the bridge, I looked back and noticed that there was nothing behind
me. No bridge, no shore, just darkness. Turning around, I suddenly
saw the same thing in front of me. I was standing on a floating piece
of stone in the midst of a black world.





“What’s
happening..” I looked around, trying to find something I could
do. I tried conjuring a light spell, but it wouldn’t come to
me. I tried extending the bridge with a wall of clay, but that would
not work either. I was truly, utterly alone.





“Is that what you
think, Jin?” I heard a voice resonating from above me, but when
I looked I only saw more darkness. “Do you believe you are
alone, even now?”





“If… If I’m
not alone, then where am I?”





“You are where you
were, where you have always been, and where you must remain. Your
path is shared by all who cross it.” Suddenly, I saw Denise and
Midnight again in the distance, just as they had been. “Simply
because you do not see the path, does not mean it isn’t there.”





“Who.. are you?”





“You know who I am,
and soon enough you will learn.”





How can I know who you
are if I haven’t learned yet? 






In answer to my thoughts,
the voice spoke again. “Because you do not know the knowledge
you already possess. Follow the chosen path, and we will meet again.
Now, walk the path you cannot see.”





Oh god, I hope he means
that literally… And I also hope that
voice really is a he, it was hard to tell. Closing my eyes, I took a
leap of faith. Or, more accurately, I took a step of faith. Though I
knew that there was nothing in front of me, my feet still landed on
something solid. I kept walking, afraid that if I opened my eyes I’d
realize there was nothing holding me up and suddenly fall into a
never ending abyss.





“Remember…
Just because you can not see the path before you, does not mean you
can not walk it.” The voice spoke one last time, and then there
was something softer under my feet.





Suddenly, I jerked
forward, rising up into a sitting position and opening my eyes. I was
sitting on top of a large hill, Denise and Midnight close by and
still asleep. Looking around, I noticed that the lake I saw was
nowhere to be found.





Was that a dream? Isn’t
that the first time I’ve had a dream while playing?
Maybe it meant I was adapting more and more to this world? But…
something about it stayed with me, even when the rest of the details
passed.





Walking a path I can’t
see? I shook my head, the words meaning
nothing to me. And though I tried to lay back down and go back to
sleep, the sun was just starting to rise over the horizon. So
instead, I decided to work on Speed Reading the book on nature magic
before Denise and Midnight awoke.





Searching through my pack,
it was easy to locate the book, and a pop up window told me it would
take forty-five minutes to finish. I guess
that makes it a bit more advanced than the other one?





Laying back, I placed my
hands and the book behind my head like a pillow and stared up at the
sky. Well, I’ve upgraded Denise’s
weapon, but I wonder if I’ll be able to get something for
myself in the next town? Oh, speaking of… I wanted to see if I
could make any new spells with my rune.





Smiling at the thought, I
sat up, wondering what kind of spell I should make. A
rune to alter something’s nature. I know that it can make one
spell into another, but.. maybe I can use it on items too?





Dariel did suggest I work
on transmutation magic first… though I doubt this is what she
had in mind. Okay… I’ve got the
rewrite rune, but what else do I need for this spell? I could use an
item rune and be straightforward, but… I want to make sure
it’ll work. Also, there was a different
rune for ‘item’ depending on the type of item.





Maybe I could use a
property rune? No.. that rune refers to magical properties, not
literal property. Same thing with possession. I don’t have to
make a new rune just to mean all items in general do I?
I opened up my talent window, and selected Magical Knowledge. If
there was a rune I needed, I’d find it in here.





Something that means
‘that which belongs to me’. No.. I don’t even need
that! The inanimate rune, that should work! I wasn’t going to
try rewriting living creatures anyways so it’s fine.





I suspected that the
reason my Spell Knowledge didn’t activate was because the spell
I was creating was something that the system hadn’t encountered
yet, so I had to figure it out on my own. Still, there was a glint in
my eyes as I thought of a way to test this spell. Ohh..
if this works…





Reaching into my bag, I
wrapped my hand around a small object and set it on the ground in
front of me, still keeping my spare hand on the nature magic book at
all times. Okay, I’m not rewriting any
magical properties this time, but I might use the spell like that in
the future. So the runes I want are rewrite inanimate properties.





Putting my hand over the
object, I focused on each rune in turn. I was really hoping that this
would work, because if it did that would be amazing. However…
after pouring half of my mana into the spell, I didn’t get any
results. Maybe the ordering is wrong?





Like grammar in a
sentence, the order that you place runes in for a spell is vital. So,
maybe I had to designate the target of the rewrite before the rewrite
rune? Trying that, I focused the inanimate rune on the object below
my hand, then properties, and as I did I got a more detailed feel of
the object. Finally, when I slipped in the rewrite rune, I heard the
ding of multiple windows opening.






	
	
			
			
			Please choose a name for your spell.

		
	








	
	
			
			
			Silver Coin

			
			

			

			
			Material: Silver

			
			

			

			
			Decoration: 10 Gild Coin

		
	







Seeing the second window,
and the fields I could rewrite, I grinned. “Spell name,
Customize.”






	
	
			
			
			Customize has been added to your Spell List.

		
	







Then, I got to work on my
10 gild coin. When I altered the material, the spell consumed a bit
of the ground beneath the coin to make up for the difference in mass.
But what was left was a platinum 10x coin, or a 10,000 gild coin.
“This… this spell is a cheat.”





“Hmm? What spell?”
Denise slowly sat up across from me at the other side of the camp,
rubbing her eyes. “You make something?”





“Yeah… and
this time… we’re never telling anyone about it.”





“Okay.. why?”





“Come here.” I
smiled to her, and she approached. When I removed my hand from the
coin, which was worth 100 gold coins, her eyes grew wide as saucers.





“Is… is that?
Where did you get it..”





“My new spell…
It let me turn a 10 gild coin into that.”





Denise slowly turned her
head to look at me. “We are never
speaking of this. We will use it, hell yes, but we are never
speaking of it.”





I couldn’t help but
laugh. “Agreed. I guess that takes care of our need for funds
for a while?”





“Well, let me check
something first…” She picked up the coin, and I suddenly
felt my fortune slip away. She tested its weight, tried bending it,
and then grinned up to me. “It’s real.. What else can you
do with that spell?”





“Well.. let’s
find out? Got your old bow still? Oh, and an arrow too. I want to see
what this can really do.”





Neither weapon had magical
properties, but when I cast the customize spell, I was presented with
their item name, materials, their attack values, and their
durability. But even with the damage on a slider, I couldn’t
improve her old bow to the same level as her new one. “Looks
like there is a limit. I can increase the quality of the wood and the
drawstring, and thus increase its damage. But, since the design of
the bow itself was inferior to the elven one, I can’t make this
bow that strong.”





Of course, I only admitted
this after I made a dozen arrows into silver arrows, and decorated
the bow with silver engravings. With the rapid usage of the spells, I
didn’t even notice that the book was almost done. I was more
preoccupied with other messages.






	
	
			
			
			Magical Talent has increased to 14

			
			

			

			
			Customize has risen to Intermediate. You may now
			customize quantity as well on certain items, when the chant is
			used. Otherwise, limited customization of magical effects is
			enabled.

			
			

			

			
			Magical Talent has risen to 15

		
	







However, I didn’t
even have time to appreciate that, because in the next instant the
book in my hand was finished, which I had completely forgotten about.
“Fuck..!” I quickly brought my hand up to my head as the
information flowed in. Unlike the summoning book, which was a subject
I had already studied, there was no immediate sense of familiarity.
It felt like the information was carving out its space within my
head, completely disregarding what parts of my brain it scooped out
in the process. Just as I had before, I fell back to the ground, and
my eyes closed.





“Jin..? Jin!”
I could hear Denise shouting for me, and for some reason my cheeks
felt red… and swollen. How long had she been slapping me?!





“I’m awake.”
I blurted out, though honestly it hurt to talk thanks to the new
condition of my face. However, I had the distinct impression it would
hurt more not to. Opening my eyes, I indeed saw that Denise had
raised her arm for another strike.





“Oh thank god, you
just passed out. Don’t tell me you used that reading skill
again?” Her eyes were watery, she must have been pretty
worried.





“Sorry, I didn’t
think you’d be up by now, and I completely forgot about the
book when I was working on that spell..”





“Ok… I don’t
like it, though. Don’t be so reckless, okay?”





“Says the woman who
just turned my face fifty shades of ouch.” That got a laugh out
of her, and I sat up, noticing for the first time windows that had
appeared. Of course, these were not the kind of windows I liked.
These were windows that made my eye go twitchy.










	
	
			
			
			New Talent unlocked!

			
			

			

			
			Nature Magic

			
			

			

			
			The magic of the elves, which influences nature. Be
			it tree or flower, water or stone, all of nature falls within
			their realm.

			
			

			

			
			Earth Magic 7 has been converted to Nature Magic 1

			
			

			

			
			Due to a loss of levels, unused points are returned,
			and title bonuses to Talents have been made permanent.

			
			

			

			
			Nature’s Grip has been added to your spell
			list.

		
	







So… even though
I leveled up twice… I lost those 10 points.. Okay…
okay… not all bad. I didn’t lose anything overall,
though I doubted my earth spells would be as strong now. And being
over level 50 meant it took longer for my talents to level up.





Only after that did I
remember the other windows that had appeared. Quickly, I shot
upright--nearly smacking my head into Denise as I did so-- and
grabbed one of her arrows. From the look on her face, you’d
think I was going to use it on her.





“Uh.. Jin.. what are
you doing?”





“Oh, sorry. My spell
improved. Wanted to test it.” I put the arrow down in front of
me, and opened my grimoire to find the spell. “Stone into
silver, iron to gold, become that which you might have been.”
This time, sure enough, there was a new option for Quantity.





From Denise’s
perspective, there must have just been a bright flash after my chant,
and then suddenly ten arrows were sitting where just one had been.
“Yeah… we are so never telling anyone about this spell.
Can you do the same thing to coins?”





Her curiosity piqued my
own, because I tried it on a 10 gild coin. It would be suspicious if
we walked into town with nothing but large coins, so it would be best
if we made the 10x in moderation. And sure enough, I was able to make
a hundred identical coins. I looked over at Denise, and part of me
wondered if the look she was giving me now was how I looked at her
when I thought of her as my personal purse. I decided it was
extremely likely!





“So.. as long as we
have one of something, we won’t have to worry about buying it
anymore..”





“Yup. And from the
looks of it, I can repair items as well. So basically, we now have
unlimited funds, and a much reduced need to spend them.”





“Yeah… you
know, just one or two of those platinum coins would have been enough
to buy the Sleeping Soldier.”





“Is there a currency
higher than 10x?”





“No. After that
point, it’s just expensive gems. But this means that you can
buy whatever magic books you want once we hit Coatin.”





“Yeah. Maybe a
staff, too. I’d like to be armed with more than just a sharp
tongue.” I grinned to Denise, and she shook her head with a
laugh. “By the way, the friend I am meeting there… We
can’t even tell him about this. He is the worst person I know
to keep a secret. If we told him, he’d find some way to make
sure half the continent knew about the spell overnight.”





“Yeah.. that’d
be bad. What do we say if he asks us how we got so much money?”
She asked, seemingly worried about being exposed.





“We’ll just
say the truth, we have been helping out whoever we could along our
journey. He doesn’t have to know exactly how much we have. Oh,
and let me see your elven bow. I want to see if I can improve it.”





“Alright.. just be
careful. That’s a good bow.”





I smirked. “That’s
alright, I’ll be gentle.” I cast the spell again, and
worked the bow’s damage and accuracy. “I’m going to
be increasing the damage quite a bit, but in order to make it
something you can still use, I have to drop the accuracy. You’ll
have to make up for it with your own skill, alright?”





“Okay..” She
nodded slowly as I made the adjustments. If I raised the stats too
much, then the level requirements increased. So, I prioritized damage
since Denise had excellent accuracy on her own. Once it was done, I
handed it back to her. 






“Alright, give it a
shot..” I pointed up into the sky, where the giant eagles were
just beginning to show themselves for the day. Denise grabbed one of
the arrows I created with my spell, pulled her bowstring back, and
let the arrow fly. Rather than hitting it on its head, like she was
clearly hoping, she struck its wing. However… that didn’t
seem to matter much, because the force the arrow hit with was enough
to completely shred the wing, and send the eagle crashing into the
ground.





“You were right.”





“About what?”





“...That spell is a
cheat.” She slowly smiled to me. Even without landing a
critical, she was able to down a giant eagle with one arrow. Not only
that, but we could freely replace broken arrows now. She fired a
couple more arrows at the downed eagle a good forty meters away to
finish it off, rather than leave it suffering.





“So.. let’s
see if I can help your armor next.” She nodded quickly, and I
worked on her armor. Since I couldn’t alter the general shape
of an object with this spell, I couldn’t improve it too much. I
could, however, fix all the damage it had taken. “We’ll
get you some better armor once we hit Coatin. As for me… I’ll
see about getting a staff, maybe some other useful items.”





“Yeah.. I never
thought we’d get enough gild that we could afford magical items
for our journey. Unless, you know, they were weaker than our usual
skill.”





“I know what you
mean. And that’ll be something else we’ll have to be
careful about. When we get to Coatin I’ll learn enchanting
magic. After that, if people ask how you got a magical item, you can
tell them I gave it to you, okay? It’s not even really lying,
since my spell is funding this.”





She laughed a bit, “You
know, you’re pretty devious.”





“I am. It’s
one of my best qualities.”





“Maybe. So, I take
it we want to keep a low profile for a bit?”





“Until we build up
our abilities more, yeah. Aside from Kevin, I don’t want us to
team up with any other foreigners for a while. I might still be the
only true foreigner mage, and if so that would just bring a lot of
questions.”





“Well, there are
still the ones who learned magic but dropped out, right?”





“Yeah.. I’ll
have to hide my grimoire. Someone could identify me through it. Also,
keep an eye open for any caves or hidden doors when we are walking.
If we can find a dungeon, that will be an easy way to grow stronger.”





“Alright. I noticed
that there was one in the elves’ forest, but I don’t
think we should go back and fight our way through there.”





“Right. They said
that killing the animals of the forest is looked down on. Let’s
just keep moving. With the nature magic I learned from the book, it
seems that I can use all of the elements now. So I want to come up
with a few new spells while we move.”





She nodded, and we quickly
made breakfast before packing up camp. While we travelled, I did
indeed make a few simple spells, and was surprised at how easily they
came to me now with my Nature Magic talent.














	
	
			
			
			Fireball has been added to your Spell List

			
			

			

			
			Shock Bolt has been added to your Spell List

			
			

			

			
			Ice Lance has been added to your Spell List

			
			

			

			
			Gust has been added to your Spell List

		
	







After getting one of all
of the basic elements, I stopped making spells. No
point in flooding myself with spells I haven’t mastered yet.





Slowly, the landscape
began changing along our path. We were running out of grassland, and
entering.. a desert? “Well… good thing we don’t
have to worry about running out of water.. But the hunting will
probably get harder, as well.” I couldn’t use some of my
spells because of the terrain, so this was a good time to train the
ones I could.





And sure enough, off in
the distance we saw something that we hadn’t come across yet.
At first, we couldn’t clearly make it out, but then a shape
quickly emerged from the sand and began running away. My eyes quickly
focused in on it with the aid of a scan spell. Combined with my
Discovery talent and Worldlore, I was able to find and identify the
creature.





“It’s a
lizardman. Looks like a scout.” The lizard was wearing metal
armor, and carrying a scimitar.





“Can you hit it from
this distance? Lizardmen are notorious for ambushing travelers.”





“Alright, let me
try.” My spell told me that the Lizardman was nearly a hundred
meters away, so this was going to be a longshot, literally. Let’s
go with lightning. All that metal should make a great conductor, and
it’s my most accurate long range spell.





“Warriors of the
thunderstorm, bestow upon me your spear. Shock bolt!” I fired
off a burst of lightning that flew towards the fleeing reptile.
Although it only clipped him, the shock was enough to trip him.






	
	
			
			
			Lizardman Scout has been stunned.

		
	







“Let’s go,
Midnight. Don’t want any surprises if that guy gets away.”
Denise patted Midnight’s mane, and the horse ran off towards
the downed lizard. Though, the stun didn’t last for long and by
the time we had covered ten meters it was already up and moving.
“Think you can do that again?”





“Let’s try…
Shock bolt!” I sent another quick bolt of lightning, but this
time the lizardman anticipated it and jumped to the side. “Damn,
he’s learning. Okay.. how about this. Raging ghosts of battles
past, lend your aid in this time of need. Calling the Iron Falcon! Go
and stop him!”





A blue circle appeared in
midair about twenty meters ahead of us, and my iron bird shot out of
it, soaring like a spear towards the lizardman.





“You know, I’ve
never tried this before, but it should be interesting.” I
grinned. “Raging ghosts of battles past, lend your aid in this
time of need. Become, Calling the Armored Bear!” Denise looked
at me in shock, and then grinned. A green circle appeared in front of
the falcon just before it impacted with the lizardman.





As the falcon flew through
the circle, what emerged on the other side was a bear easily as big
as the fleeing lizard. Of course… the bear still had all of
the momentum of the falcon, and crashed into the target like a
cannonball. “I… I think that was overkill.”





The impact damage from
colliding with the lizardman and the ground was enough to forcefully
dismiss the bear, but at the same time it proved to be enough to
separate the creatures upper and lower body. A trail of green blood
was all that connected the two.





“Let’s..
remember how to do that.” Denise said with a smile, still
stunned by the effectiveness of the cannonball bear.






	
	
			
			
			Summoning Magic has increased to 9

			
			

			

			
			Discovery has increased to 2

			
			

			

			
			Navigation has increased to 4

		
	







Hot damn, three levels.
And finally increased Navigation again. I guess fighting in new
terrain is helpful. After spending my points,
I got another message barrage of messages.






	
	
			
			
			Your Intelligence has risen to over 200. A new
			Intelligence-related Talent will be granted based on your style of
			play.

			
			

			

			
			New Talent!

			
			

			

			
			You have been granted the Divination talent, which
			enables you to search for people, places, and information through
			magic.

			
			

			

			
			Scry has been added to your Spell List.

			
			

			

			
			You have collected 30 spells in Jin’s Grimoire.
			Due to the properties of the Deific Dictum, the Grimoire has now
			gained a new ability.

		
	







Wow… so, just
increasing stats should grant talents as well.. does that mean that
Denise will get something when she hits 200 agility? Or does she get
it now, because I got mine? I decided to go
ahead and check both of our character sheets, as well as the grimoire
for its new ability.






	
	
	
			
			Name: Jin

		
			
			Race: Human

		
	

	
			
			Title: Mage, Arcane Savant

		
			
			Fame: 670

		
	

	
			
			Gild: 1000

		
			
			Level: 57

		
	

	
			
			Health: 225

		
			
			Mana: 1225+75

		
	

	
			
			Strength: 20

		
			
			Agility: 40

		
	

	
			
			Endurance: 35

		
			
			Wisdom: 75+15

		
	

	
			
			Intelligence: 205+15

		
			
			Luck: 10

		
	

	
			
			Attack: 10 + 10

		
			
			Defense: 10 + 28.75

		
	

	
			
			Talents: Magical Talent 17, Magical Knowledge 22,
			Navigation 4, Nature Magic 1, Summoning Magic 9, Runescript 1,
			Discovery 2, Divination 1

		
	

	
			
			Title Bonuses: +2 Int/Wis, +200 Mana

		
	

	
			
			Equipment bonuses: +15 Int/Wis

		
	








	
	
	
			
			Name: Denise

		
			
			Race: Human

		
	

	
			
			Title: Innkeeper, Beastmaster

		
			
			Fame: 30

		
	

	
			
			Gild: 14450

		
			
			Level: 57

		
	

	
			
			Health: 325

		
			
			Mana: 0

		
	

	
			
			Strength: 65

		
			
			Agility: 195 + 20

		
	

	
			
			Endurance: 55

		
			
			Wisdom: 15

		
	

	
			
			Intelligence: 20

		
			
			Luck: 7

		
	

	
			
			Attack: 30 + 149.5

		
			
			Defense: 15 + 135

		
	

	
			
			Talents: Merchant 2, Archery 21, Reflex 10, Speed
			6, Chef 6, Tracking 3, Light Armor 4, Taming 4(+4), Hawk Eyes 1

		
	

	
			
			Title Bonus: +4 Taming

		
	








	
	
			
			Jin’s Grimoire

			

			

			Rarity: Unique

			

			

			Type: Accessory

			

			

			Value: --- Gild

			

			

			Earned through
			excessive studying, this spellbook is the proof that Jin achieved
			the rank of Mage. All spells are automatically recorded in this
			book as its owner learns them.

			

			

			Intelligence +15

			

			

			Wisdom + 15

			

			

			Barrier: As long as
			this book is carried, the magical energies contained within it
			wrap around the book’s owner, forming a barrier that negates
			damage based on the owner’s remaining mana. Once per day,
			this can change into a barrier which substitutes health for mana.
			In the event of an attack that could kill the owner, this effect
			activates automatically.

			

			

			Worldlore: After
			receiving the blessing of the elves, you are now capable of
			gaining information of all the world’s inhabitants at a mere
			glance.

			

			

			Once per day: By
			studying this book, the owner can increase their effective Magical
			Talent level by 1 for one day.

			

			

			Requirements: Magical Knowledge 10, Mage title

		
	







I… have mana
armor now… okay, then. I guess this is more incentive to focus
on Intelligence and Wisdom, to up my defenses.
The idea of a surefire defense against a killing attack was nice as
well. Though I was curious about the Hawk Eyes, I figured it was
Denise’s Agility-based talent and was used for long distance
aiming.





If I raise my mana
enough.. does that mean I’ll become a tank? I should invest in
recovery items while we’re in Coatin, to maximize that.





Denise seemed to notice
that something was up, because she looked back at me curiously.
“What’s the matter? Did something happen?”





“Oh.. yeah, sorry.
Looks like I hit that goal Dariel told us. Got a powerful ability in
my book now.”





“Oh? What’s it
do?”





“To put it simply…
mana armor. I take less damage based on how much mana I have left.”





“Well, they did call
it a Guardian Tome. I guess something like that is to be expected.
Still, that’s great though.” She smiled to me, and I
nodded. Though, the fact was that either due to us being high level
or because of our teamwork, nothing had managed to actually hit
either of us for a couple days.





I had a feeling that
wouldn’t last much longer. Now that we were farther from the
starting zones, the difficulty level should rise exponentially.
Curious if there was any news, I sent a message to Rusty to ask if
he’d heard anything. Until we met Kevin in the game, or at
least got close enough that I could use my divination magic to find
him, we still had to use Rusty as a middleman for communication.





And.. it was a good thing
I called.





“Yes, he’s hit
a bit of a snag. He says everything he eats ends up poisoning him,
and he’s died a few times already. Ignorant kid didn’t
even bother to get a basic survival skill.”





“Yeah, I tried to
warn him about that a while ago. So, he’s still only training
his battle talents?”





“Seems that way. It
will take him a bit longer to get there, but he’s managed to
join up with a caravan. He says that way, he gets fed, and they get
protected. But since they stop for a couple days at every village to
trade, he’ll be a bit late.”





“That’s
alright. I wanted to see if we could find a dungeon before we met up
with him anyways.”





“Ehh? Is that safe?”
Rusty was concerned, since it wasn’t clear whether or not
Denise and I could respawn.





“We’ve gotten
quite a bit stronger now. And I’ll be picking up more stuff
once we get to Coatin. We should be fine.” Though, since we had
been fighting cautiously, we were likely a bit behind the levels of
other people that made it this far. Still, with the two of us
together, our effective level increased considerably.





“Alright… but
be careful.”












Chapter
11





Having been thinking about
dungeons, I had to ask myself. In The Dive,
when you clear a dungeon, does it stay cleared? Or is there a monster
respawn system? Or… maybe as long as enough of a given species
aren’t killed within a certain timespan, they can repopulate an
area? From what I’ve seen, this game is realistic enough that
hunting monsters to extinction could very well be possible..





“What’s
wrong?” Denise looked back at me as she held the reins for
Midnight.





“Huh?”





“You suddenly looked
like you were deep in thought.”





“Oh, I kinda was.
Maybe it would be something you could answer for me?”





She smiled at that, “You
know if I can give you an answer, I’d like to.”





“Okay… well,
in some realms that the foreigners visit, monsters are capable of
reincarnating. That means that, for instance, if someone cleared a
dungeon, they could go back the next day and it would be back to
normal.”





“Huh.. that sounds
quite spectacular.”





“Ah, so nothing like
that happens here?”





“Well, some of the
stronger monsters can reincarnate, because their spirits aren’t
directly bound to their bodies. But for the most part, you just have
different factions moving in to take over the empty area.”





“I see…”
So there is a respawn system, of a sort.





“Of course, it takes
a lot longer than a day for any of that to happen. First, the new
faction would have to learn about the vacancy. Then, they’d
gather supplies and people to fill it. Sometimes, it can take up to a
week before slain enemies are replaced.”





I smirked to her. “You
sure did a lot of research when you wanted to be an adventurer.”





She blushed lightly and
looked back to the front. “Well… these things are
important to know… for instance, if you take too long clearing
an area, it’s possible to run into the entire replacement force
at once on your way out.”





“That… would
be bad.” I thought of the possibility of running into an entire
dungeon’s worth of enemies in one room, and shuddered. “Okay,
that settles it. Before we go into a dungeon, I’m getting a
teleport spell or scroll or something, so that we have some way to
get out if the worst happens. Agreed?”





She nodded quickly. “Good
idea. But just how do you expect to find a dungeon in the first
place? The only one I’ve noticed so far was the one in the elf
forest, and that was by pure chance.”





I grinned to her. “I
plan on cheating.”





I heard a sigh coming from
in  front of me. “Of course you are. Divination? No idea how
your magic works, but if it’s a spell that gets information you
might be able to do it?”





“Either that, or we
just buy a map of the area, and head to the most unexplored regions
to randomly search.”





“Divination it is.”





“Aww, where’s
your sense of adventure!”





“In the opposite
direction of lizardmen fortresses where they could ambush us in the
thousands.” She nodded vehemently, and I laughed.





“Okay, well, given
the terrain, there are only a few possibilities for the type of
dungeon we could encounter. How much do you know about the area
around Coatin?”





“Not much, I always
figured my adventure would lead me to Eastal.”





“Oh? Why’s
that?”





“Dunno, just felt
like a good starting point.” She shrugged.





“Alright, that
settles it! After we meet up with Kevin, you and I are heading to
Eastal!”





“...Seriously? We’re
going halfway to the Shattered Realm, and then turning around to head
in the opposite direction? Do you have any idea how long that would
take?”





 I thought about it for a
few minutes. She had a point. “A couple hours?”





She knew I was just
joking, so let out another sigh. “Tell you what, we can head to
Eastal after we do what we can in this direction. Deal?”





I grinned and poked her
side, getting a giggle out of her. “And here I thought I was
leading the adventure.”





“You are, when I
agree with your choices.” She smirked back to me, then stuck
out her tongue. “So, did you see them?”





Well, that got my
attention. “How many?”





“Looks like five or
six, but there could be more.”





“Lizardmen?” I
activated my scan spell, and sure enough ahead of us I saw two
figures hiding in the sand. “Guess they’re missing their
scout.”





“Well, projectile
bears aren’t such a brilliant plan against multiple enemies, so
how do you want to do this?”





“How many can you
take out with your bow before they get close?”





“Without getting off
Midnight? Two or three if I am lucky.”





“Well… then
this is going to get real interesting.” I smiled, making a plan
in my head.





“You have a look. Is
that a good look? I don’t like that look.”





“I’ll get the
two in front with a surprise attack. I don’t have a shot at the
others yet, but I’ll work on them once I can.”





She let out a sigh at my
extremely vague plan. “On three?”





“Alright.” I
brought my hand up to chest height, palm facing upwards. “This
is going to be fun.. Armies of empires past, ghosts of fallen
kings..” Denise’s eyes went wide as she identified the
spell I was casting, shaking her head back and forth frantically.
“Imbue these beings with your power. Fusion summon wolf and
ape.”





About fifteen meters ahead
of us, between the two lurking lizardmen, the three circles of the
fusion spell lit up, rising and falling until the familiar werewolf
was standing between them. “Forgotten gods, nameless tales,
show me the wisdom of another. Merge!”





My body shot off Midnight,
and flew at the wolf. My mana was almost depleted by the double
spell, and I had a feeling my only shot at having control of this
creature is direct control.





“Three…”
I let out the hoarse voice as I stretched my claws, my lips pulled
back in a grin when I looked at the shocked Lizardman in front of me.
With a speed I had never imagined possessing, I lept forward,
extending my clawed hand and raking at his neck, tearing it open.






	
	
			
			
			You have dealt a fatal critical hit to the Lizardman
			Warrior

		
	







Not one to waste an
opportunity, I grabbed the body of my prey before it even hit the
ground, and turned around, throwing it at its companion. Needless to
say, the other lizardman was stunned, knocked back by the blow. And a
moment later, I was on top of him, ripping out his throat as I had
the other one.






	
	
			
			
			You have dealt a fatal critical hit to the Lizardman
			Warrior

			
			

			

			
			Summoning Magic has increased to 10

		
	







Turning around, I saw that
Denise had slightly miscounted the amount of enemies present. There
were at least a dozen lizardmen charging at her from all directions.
They must have thought that she was the easier target. Smart…
but oh so dumb. She was steadily picking them off one by one, but at
this rate several would make it to her. Well, we couldn’t have
that.





“Summon…
Midnight.” I tapped into my remaining mana, and summoned
Midnight, and a certain surprised human archer that was riding him,
to my side. This gave them more distance from the lizardmen forces,
who now saw that their target was on the other side of a ferocious
monster.





“One more.. Warriors
of the thunderstorm…” Denise was frantically shooting at
the charging lizardmen, as I focused my more bestial mind on the
complex task of casting a spell. “Bestow upon me your spear.
Warriors of the thunderstorm… bestow upon me your spear!
Merge, become shock bolt! Fusion summon, become shock bolt!”





The two summoning spells
immediately cancelled themselves, letting me drop to my knees in my
human form. But at the same time, four bolts of lightning shot out of
my body, directly striking at four of the remaining lizardmen. The
two spells used as a base this time had high mana costs, so the
resulting blasts were much larger than a standard shock bolt would
have been, and the four struck lizardmen immediately stopped moving,
falling to the ground.





I had defeated six, Denise
had defeated six, and now six more are left. “Okay guys…
we just wiped out two thirds of your ambush in seconds. You really
want to continue this?”





They were close enough
that Denise might be able to take out three of them before they got
to us, but I wasn’t entirely confident in my ability to take
out the other three. Then, maybe I didn’t have to. Well,
looks like you’re about to find out! Here they come!





“Denise, they’re
all yours.”





“Thanks a lot. Big
help!” She was firing shots at them one at a time, and I put my
hands forward. 






“I intend to be.”
Okay, small spell, won’t use much mana.
Let’s do this. “Brothers living
in the sky, show me your indomitable power. Gust!” The four
remaining lizardmen that were nearly upon me were suddenly blown
back, and Denise continued her rapid assault of arrows, until only
one was left.





“Okay, this one’s
yours.”





“Aww, come on! I
already gave you the perfect chance to finish it off and take the
credit!” I whined to her, the last lizardman laying back on the
ground trembling as we bickered.





“Nope. I took out
eleven, you only took out six. I’m willing to count some credit
for that gust, but you gotta even up the score.”





“Fine, fine..
Headhunter.” I spoke the single word, clenching my fist, and
suddenly the Lizardman was dragged down to his neck in the sand.
Though really, it’s sand. Not that much of a problem. “Earth
Spear.”





The condensed spears of
sand that pierced him from multiple directions… now those were
a problem. Denise nodded as the lizardman spat out blood, obviously
killed by the spell. “There, that’s better.” She
smiled down to me now that the scene was over. “You worried me
when you went into the wolfman, you know? You got more.. savage.
Wanted to make sure you were back to normal.”





“Ah.. thanks. Yeah,
I think possessing something that strong did make me lose it a bit at
first. Also! Where did you learn to count! That was way more than
just five or six!”





She grinned, and we went
back to bickering again. “Well, excuse me! Some of them were
hiding better than others! Not like  you noticed any of them before I
said something.”





I gripped my chest, like I
was stabbed through the heart. “That hurts, Denise. You know I
was just paying more attention to you.” I teased her, and we
both laughed as we collected what we could salvage from the battle.
Though, we didn’t see any point in confiscating their
equipment, since we have an unlimited source of funds and it’d
just weigh us down. We did take back our arrows though, and took
their coins, so that at least it looked like
we were proper adventurers. All in all, they had a total of 563 gild
between them. Since I was the source for our funding now, Denise was
more than happy to shove the coins into my bag.





Only then, when we were
riding away, did I remember one of the messages that appeared during
the combat. “Huh.. So, it looks like my summoning magic will
improve if I fight while merged with a summon.”





“Yeah?” It was
kind of funny, if that battle hadn’t gone well, we might not
have made it out in one piece, yet we went right back to talking like
normal.





“Yeah. I got a
message saying it improved after I took out one of the lizardmen.”





“Neat, might need to
do that again when it’s safe. Though.. not the wolfman, okay?
He still freaks me out.”





“Alright. Well, how
about I test some other combinations? My summoning magic is good
enough that I’m confident I won’t lose control so easily
now, as long as I don’t summon anything at that
level of strength.” I recalled how I was able to take out the
lizardmen with one blow, when otherwise it took us several hits to
bring one down.





“Alright. Wanna do
it while we ride, or wait until we make camp?”





“Camp. Definitely
camp. I need to rest after using so much energy in that fight.”





“Uh huh, good
excuse. You just wanted to show off, didn’t you?”









I grinned to her. “Maybe.
But I do need to work on spells that can hit multiple targets. We
won’t be any good in a dungeon if we both rely on picking
targets off one at a time at range.”





She frowned, nodding.
“Yeah, you’re right. Well, maybe I should learn how to
use a sword while you learn your new magic in the city? We can take a
couple days to work up our  skills to acceptable levels, and then see
how we do.”





I nodded, smiling.
“Alright. But I feel that this is wholly unfair since you get
stronger when I do, but not the other way around. As long as you
casually practice your sword, you will get better while I have to put
myself through hellish training.” I laughed a bit at that.





“Yeah, yeah. But
I’ve still got to seriously practice too, you know? I could
have all the skills in the world, but if I’m lacking the
experience to use them… well it won’t end well.”





“True. So, you’ll
visit the Fighters’ Hall, and I’ll visit whatever magical
library the city has.”





She thought about it, and
shook her head. “Coatin is a trade city. I don’t think
it’ll actually have a big library or a fighters’ hall.
You’ll have to visit the shops to get the books and items you
want, and I’ll have to look around for a skilled swordsman to
teach me.”





“Yeah.. if only
Dariel was a swordswoman, then she could be your teacher. But her
specialty seemed to be magic. And we don’t want to wait for
Kevin to train you. Heck.. even if we did, I doubt he has the
experience necessary. People like him just tend to wave their sword
around and hope for the best.”





“You.. why do people
from your world not take it seriously, fighting here? Is it just
because you don’t truly die?”





I thought about that for a
minute. Although I had told her a lot about how the foreigners work,
it’s hard for me to just say ‘because your world is a
game’... because I honestly wasn’t so sure it was
anymore. “I’m not entirely sure, to be honest. That’s
likely to be part of it, but for the most part I think it’s
just because in our realm, there aren’t any chances to get such
experience fighting.”





“Ah.. you come from
a very peaceful place, then.”





“Yeah… for
some, anyways. There are still wars, but they are only fought by
certain parties, so the people that come here generally don’t
have any fighting experience. Since I’m a mage, even though
we’ve been in so many battles, that fight before was my first
time in close combat.”





She smiled to me at that,
“Well, you did very well considering. And you do have spells
that could easily be considered cheating if you need to make up for
physical ability.”





I laughed at that. “Right,
speed of the iron falcon, defense and strength of the armored bear.
Even experienced warriors would have a hard time beating me with
that, as long as my mana held out.”





“How many aspects
can you invoke at once?”





“I.. don’t
really think there is a limit, as long as they don’t overlap.
So, I can’t have the defense of both the iron falcon and
armored bear, but I should be able to combine them until I run out of
energy.”





“... Such a cheat.”





“Yeah. But look on
the bright side!”





“Hmm?”





“I’m a one of
a kind cheater.”  I smirked to her, and she laughed.





“Oh, you are
certainly that. So, once we’re fully equipped, we’ll be
hiding our real power in front of others for a while… I still
don’t really think any of this will be hard.”





“Yeah, but that’s
only because we won’t be around others most of the time when
we’re fighting. Our individual abilities might be considered
low, but we’ve got teamwork. Given a few more necessary spells,
and proper gear, I think we could totally handle a dungeon.”





“Alright. I’ll
trust you with that. But before we get there, you should probably
work on a spell of your own.”





“Ohh? You’re
giving me advice on spells now?”





“Yeah, yeah.
Wouldn’t Nature Magic have something for healing? I don’t
plan for either of us to get hurt.. but it’d be nice to have,
you know?”





“Alright. I’ll
think it over. You’re right that I should learn a healing
spell. I’m pretty sure we won’t be able to get through a
dungeon alone without one easily.”





She smiled at my easy
agreement and nodded. Leaning forward, I wrapped my arms around her
and rested my head on her shoulders to relax while I focused. This
wasn’t an original spell like Customize or Become, so my Spell
Knowledge should be able to kick in if I concentrate on the spell’s
components for a while.










	
	
			
			
			Nature’s Blessing has been added to your Spell
			List

		
	







I nodded my head against
Denise’s shoulder after about ten minutes of focusing.
“Alright, it’s done. We ready to set up camp for the
night?”





“Sure.”





And with that, we did
indeed set about setting up camp, despite it being a couple hours
before dark. After all, I still needed to test my Fusion Summon
spells. We anticipated that I might need to take breaks between them
if I summoned something powerful.





“Alright. Chant or
no chant?”





“Seeing as you might
lose control if you don’t? Chant.”





“Fine, fine. Armies
of empires past, ghosts of fallen kings, imbue these beings with your
power. Fusion summon… wolf and bear!”





I’ll admit, I wasn’t
expecting what appeared next. In the midst of the summoning circle,
was a giant armored wolf, with stone plates similar to the armored
bear. Judging by the mana cost, it wasn’t on the same level as
the wolfman, but was still pretty strong. “Alright. Now, we
start cheating. Become, fusion summon! Wolf and falcon.”





The red circle from the
summoning swiped down along the giant wolf, and when it passed, I saw
a normal sized wolf with steel fur. No mana cost, so it was cheaper
than the other one. “Alright. Next, become, fusion summon, wolf
and eagle.” I went through this pattern for a while, using
Become rather than recasting the spell to save mana, and was able to
learn a fair few of the combinations. 






Thanks to that, both
Become and Fusion Summon quickly hit the Intermediate rank, and both
Magical Talent and Summoning Magic went up by a level. Though, I made
a note to never mix the armored bear and giant eagle again, because
the abomination it created looked like some radiation mutant with
five legs, three eyes, and no skin. I quickly marked it down as a
failure before both Denise and myself lost our lunches.












Chapter
12





The next day, we passed
through another small village, and used some of our money to buy a
map of the area. I will admit, I was pleasantly surprised when I got
a system message after looking at the map.






	
	
			
			
			Navigation has increased to 5

		
	







Huh… so studying
maps will help it too. Good to know. Aside
from that, I noticed something else happened. Once my Navigation went
up, my mental map of the village suddenly expanded to include the
surrounding areas detailed in the map I read.





“Hey, Denise. Looks
like we’ll be good for a while on finding our way.” I
smiled over to her after we rode out of town. The only quest we were
able to receive was one that would have us making a delivery all the
way back to Rosenheim, so we weren’t able to take it.





“Oh?”





“Yeah. My mental map
works better now.”





“Don’t suppose
that means it’ll find dungeons for us?” She smirked to
me.





Thinking a bit, I sighed.
“Nope. I need to either see the dungeon entrance or read about
it in a map or something before it’ll be added. But… I
had an idea on how to find dungeons.”





“By all means, oh
great mage.”





“Oh hush you.”
I grinned to her. “I could try using my divination to…
well… promise not to laugh?” She nodded, and I
continued. “I could ask the ground.”





She tried to keep her
promise, but I could feel her shaking on the horse in front of me
seconds before she bust out laughing. “Oh god, you’re
serious aren’t you?”





“Yeah.. If I can mix
my nature magic with divination, I should be able to come up with
secret locations like that.”





“Uh huh… and
just what will you be saying? Excuse me, oh sand, I wish to search
for a dungeon?”





“Working on that
part. It was either that, or use a broader divination to search for
the strongest monster in the area, but if we do that we could get a
dungeon too big for us.”





“Yeah, yeah. Well,
either way you’ve got to practice your divination first, right?
I don’t think I’ve seen you use it yet.”





“I haven’t. My
only spell right now for it requires a pool of water to see through,
and we haven’t exactly hit an oasis yet. Speaking of which..
there’s one about an hour west of here if you want to go. The
map in the village listed it as a good source of fruit.”





“Really? Why not. I
could always use fresh ingredients.” She turned Midnight in the
appropriate direction and we set off at a slow trot. So far I’d
been using my Customize on our canteens to keep them from running
out, by adjusting their values, but it’d be nice to get
something more fresh.





A little ways before we
came across the oasis, I started to notice something. “Hey,
Denise?”





“Yeah?” She
asked, looking around.





“Have you seen any
creatures around here for a while?”





“You either, huh?”
She shook her head. “Figured there would be several, given this
should be the only watering hole for a half day’s ride.”





“Exactly…
Mind if I scout a bit?”





“Uhm.. how?”





I grinned to her, “Always
wanted to learn how to fly.”





“Oh, you have to be
kidding me…”





“Calling the
falcon.” I said simply, before an iron falcon appeared perched
on my shoulder. “Merge.” A moment later, I was
the falcon. And it was oddly uncomfortable.
Instead of arms, I now had wings. I promptly fell backwards off the
horse trying to get my balance, causing Denise to laugh at me.





“Serves you right.
Well, go on bird-brain. I’ll wait here and keep an eye out for
you.”





I nodded, and tested my
wings again, flapping them a couple times to lift me up before I got
the hang of it and flew off to the west. Everything looked different
from this perspective, so far away and yet still clear. I scanned
from side to side, looking for signs of enemies, or even just local
wildlife, and didn’t find anything.





Soon, the small dot of
green on the horizon grew into the oasis I saw on the map, a few tall
trees surrounding a big pool of water. The trees looking like they
were bearing fruits, so where were all the creatures? Well…
We’ve already come this far… Might as well check it out.





I circled back towards
Denise, and she waved to me from the back of Midnight. After landing,
I canceled the spell and returned to normal. “Found the oasis,
but no creatures. Guess that means we get the place to ourselves?”





“See any signs of
why there weren’t
any creatures?”





“Nothing. Hell, even
the trees had fruit, so it wasn’t a lack of food. Didn’t
notice any threats that could drive them away, either.”





“Huh, well.. hop on.
Guess we’re finishing the trip. I’m still suspicious,
though.”





“Me too.” I
hopped on the back of Midnight, and we made our way to the oasis.





Once we arrived, Denise
led Midnight over to drink from the stream while the two of us
gathered what fruits we could, and then sat down to rest. “So,
Coatin is just a few hours away, right?”





“Yeah, why?”





“I was just
thinking.. if there was a big city that close, and this was a common
trade route… There’s really only one or two reasons that
an oasis would be abandoned.”





“Again, oh great
mage, please share.”





“I need a new
nickname.”





“I doubt that’s
why the oasis is empty.” She grinned over to me and I laughed.





“Okay. Well, either
the water supply is poisoned.” We looked over to Midnight who
suddenly shot up at our words. “Which doesn’t seem to be
the case. Or, there is a threat here that the monsters all want to
avoid.”





“Which we’d
also be able to see.”





“Unless it was
hidden.”





“Come again?”





“Well, in a desert,
the most likely places you would be to find an oasis would be either
an underground passage that you literally have to fall into.. or a
special piece of scenery, such as this.”





“So.. you think
there’s a dungeon near here.”





“I think it is a
strong possibility.”





“Any way to test
that theory?”





“Well, we just so
happen to have a pool of water, here.” I smirked towards the
pond that Midnight was drinking from, and moved over to it. “Let’s
see…” Pulling out my grimoire, I turned to my one and
only divination spell. “Eyes that transcend space, search for
the one I seek. Show me the secrets beneath the sands.”





As I held my hand down to
the water and chanted the spell, ripples formed beneath my palm.
Denise quickly moved up next to me, suddenly interested. A circular
section of water, about two feet wide, suddenly darkened, before an
image formed of a stone corridor.





“So… there is
a dungeon.” I smiled to the image, and tried to figure out the
phrasing for the next part. “Show me the path.” The image
moved, shifting, until it showed… us. From behind, so maybe it
was more accurate to say that it was showing the oasis we were in?





“Alright.. there is
a hidden entrance somewhere in this oasis… wanna find it?”
Denise grinned to me, and I nodded.





“Yeah. But, no
entering it yet. Not until we get ourselves better equipped. We’ll
find it so that we can get to it later.”





“Agreed. Wanna make
it a race to see who can find it first? Your magic or my eyes?”





“Oh… you went
there. Deal.” I stood up, closing my eyes. “In my eyes,
all things are as one. Scan.” When I opened my eyes, the green
field tainted my vision, showing me everything all at once. I walked
one way around the oasis, and Denise walked the other. Beneath the
ground, I could see a hollow area, but I couldn’t find the
entrance to it for the life of me. Does it
take earth magic to get in?





After making a full
circle, I looked up to Denise, my eyes still glowing from the spell.
“Find anything?”





“Nothing. No hidden
mechanisms or anything. You?”





“I can see where the
path is underground… I just can’t see how to get to it.
It might take magic to get in. Or…”





“Or, what?”





I glanced towards the pond
at the center of the oasis, and saw that it dips down underground, a
small tunnel leading to the path. “Or we have to swim.”





“Fine… you
win. Let’s go get our gear so we can come back to this. How
about we come back tomorrow, and do our training inside the dungeon?”





“Sounds good. So,
what did I win?” I asked with a smile and canceled the spell.





“Hmm… how
about..?” She leaned forward and gave me a kiss on the lips.
“There, that oughta cover it.”





“Uhuh… and
tell me, what would you have gotten if you won?” I asked with a
smirk.





“Well, obviously you
would have had to kiss me, duh!”





I couldn’t help but
laugh. “Win, win. Okay, we’ve got just over a week till
Kevin shows up. That gives us plenty of time to explore a bit of the
dungeon if we’re careful.”





She nodded, and we got
back on Midnight, moving at a faster pace towards Coatin to make up
for the detour. “So… you’re taking me shopping…
and we have virtually no price limit… this is gonna be fun.”





“Spoken on behalf of
women everywhere.” I laughed, and she glared at me for a few
moments before joining in. “Let’s figure out how much
stuff costs, and then I’ll make sure that we have enough for
it, alright? I can’t customize items without taking them out,
and we don’t want people to see me doing it.”





“Right. We’re
totally getting the best we can, though.” I looked into
Denise’s eyes… and I swear I saw golden dollar signs for
a moment. Have I created a monster?





After another hour, we
began to see the high stone walls of Coatin off in the distance.
Aside from Rosenheim, this was the first proper city I’ve seen
since coming to the game. And this one wasn’t a starter city,
so I was sure that I’d be able to find a lot of good equipment.
Granted, I could have probably found equipment in Rosenheim if I had
more than 10 gild at the time.





As we approached the
walls, we saw two guards standing outside the gate, and a short line
of people waiting to enter. “Guess there’s a bit of
traffic?” I looked over to Denise curiously.





“Some cities require
you to register your visit so that they can impose tax on any
merchandise you carry.”





“Well… good
thing we aren’t traders.” We moved to get in line, and
then hopped off of Midnight. It took us about ten minutes of slowly
moving forward before we got to the front of the line.





“Names and reason
for your visit.” The guard spoke, not even looking to us as he
focused on the papers in his hand, a pen in the other to write down
answers.





“Jin and Denise,
here to acquire equipment and rest during our travels.” I spoke
quickly, not wanting to waste his time or my own.





“Alright, that’ll
be 50 gild each to enter.” My eye began twitching at the words.
50 gild to just enter the town… I
swear, they better have something useful in here. They can probably
only get away with this because it’s the biggest city in the
desert.





I made a pained face,
reluctantly handing over ten silver coins, and he waved us through
the gate. “You could have warned me there was an entrance fee…”





“Sorry…
nobody told me about it either. Not like we have much to worry about,
right?”





I nodded, discretely
casting Customize on my coinpurse, editing the contents to more than
replace what I had just spent. “Right. Still, its no wonder we
haven’t come across any other travelers from Coatin if you have
to pay just to get in the gate. Most people probably don’t risk
it without a big group.”





Inside the city, there
were stalls and shops lined in every direction, with signs indicating
the names of the stores. Every now and then, we’d hear a
merchant declare the best potions for the best prices, or swords
straight from the dwarven forges. Is…
is the entire city a giant flea market?





I was stunned at first
from the sight, and then quickly found someone to talk to. “Hello,
could you give me some directions?”





The man turned to me and
raised an eyebrow, appraising me and Denise. “You’re
looking for the cheap weapons and armors, right?”





“Uh, no.. We just
came from Rosenheim. We’re actually looking to update our
equipment with more advanced gear.” I considered asking about
magic items, but decided to keep that a low profile for now.





“Alright. If you’re
looking for advanced equipment, try the shops about five blocks
south, on the right. Prices suck, but the quality is good.” He
obviously considered that the end of our conversation, because he
abruptly turned to leave at that.





“O..kay…
well, you heard the man, woman.” We turned to the south and
went to the indicated street. There were several stores along this
area as well, and I still had to wonder if there was anything in this
town except merchants.
In one, we found a nice selection of bows, but none better than
Denise’s modified Elven bow. We did manage to find her some new
leather armor though, which was much better designed than her old
thrown-together set.





At one of the stores, I
just got tired of all the back and forth and decided to ask. “Pardon,
but is there somewhere that we can buy enchanted items? Or
spellbooks, things of that nature?”





“Ah, you’re
looking for the expensive stuff. Sure, I know where that’s at.
Dead center of town is where you can find magical goods. Also got a
library, though don’t know how many books there are on magic in
it.”





“Thank you…”
We abruptly turned to leave and headed for the center of town. “An
inn, my kingdom for an inn. Or a restaurant, or something other than
wall to wall salesmen.”





“Oh, it’s not
that bad… there’s plenty of nice things here to buy.”





“You’re just
saying that because I bought you that necklace you wanted.”





She grinned, looking down
and touching a golden necklace around her neck. “True.”





When we arrived at the
center of town, the atmosphere changed from the normal stores. The
traffic was so much less here it seemed like we had secretly entered
a different city altogether. Okay, there
aren’t many high level adventurers, and out of those only a few
would have traveled this way.





I had to remind myself of
that a few times as we browsed the shops. It wasn’t unheard of
for items to cost tens of thousand of gild, which seemed like an
obscene price. Though, we found a few interesting things. At one
stall, I noticed an intricately etched staff, and instinctively went
over to it. “This looks quite good…”





The shopkeeper, a scrawny
man with a black eyepatch, glanced up to me and grinned. “Aye,
you got a good eye there. That’s an enchanted staff passed down
from one of the last great mages.”





“Really?” I
narrowed my eyes at the staff, bringing up its information window.
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I grinned, nodding to
Denise. “Give me just a moment, and I’ll be back for
that. I trust you can hold it for five minutes?”





The man’s eye went
wide. “If you can afford it, and nobody grabs it before you get
back, it’s yours.”





I nodded, moving back to
an alley with Denise, making sure nobody was looking before I cast
Customize again on my coinpurse to fill in the amount needed. When I
came back, I apologized and explained that we had to make sure that
we had the funds between us. I handed him two platinum coins, and
purchased both the staff and a ring set that doubles mana recovery.





The man laughed with an
exaggerated expression. “About time. I thought I’d never
get rid of that staff. Nobody’s given it more than a single
glance since I put it on for sale.”





“Maybe they just
couldn’t appreciate it?” It seemed that staff was his
most expensive item, so he was happy to sell it. “By the way,
do you know where I can get books on magic? I’m looking for
teleportation and enchantment.”





“Ah, so you are the
real thing, not just some collector.”





“That’s right.
I’d also like to find a suitable sword for my companion, but
for that I can shop in the mundane section.” Denise glared at
me, and I smiled. She can’t use a magic sword yet until she
practices with a normal one, after all!





“Okay. There’s
a shop a couple streets over. Calls itself the Arcane Emporium. They
usually carry some spellbooks and other magical gear. Tell them Brim
sent you.”





“I’ll do that,
thanks.” I smiled, and went over to Denise, carrying my new
staff.





“So… what
exactly did you just pay a small fortune for?” She eyed my new
acquisition accusingly, like it had grown a mouth and consumed the
money itself.





“A relic of a past
mage. Gives me a serious bonus to my magic. Also got some information
on where we can get spellbooks.”





“Finally! Then we
can get me a sword and leave this city.”





“Right.” We
moved down the street until we found a rundown store with a crooked
wooden sign up above the door. ‘Arcane Emporium’. Next to
the name was a small symbol, but at a closer look, it seemed to be
the rune for ‘Enter’. “Huh.. Well, if you insist.”





Denise, being unable to
read runes, had no idea what I was talking about as I walked into the
store. “Excuse me? Someone named Brim told me this was a good
place to find what I was looking for?”





“Oh, he did, did
he?” I heard a deep voice call out, and could feel the ground
shake in time with heavy footsteps. “About time that
good-for-nothing sent some business my way!” As the steps
approached a door in the back, I cringed inwardly. Am
I going to get in a boss fight before I even enter the dungeon?





When the door opened…
my eyes were where I expected to see a giant’s face. Instead, I
saw what looked like a teenager carrying a massive stack of boxes by
himself. “Name’s Finley. Just what is it that Brim said I
could help you with.” He asked, peeking his head around his
burden to look at us, and then blinked as he saw the staff I was
carrying, suddenly grinning.





“I’m looking
for books on magic. Specifically, enchanting and teleporting.”





“Okay, well, I can
help you with the first one, sure. But teleporting is just a spell in
the summoning school, you know? It could take a ritual, depending on
your mastery and the distance, but at most you’ll need a
scroll, not a book.” Finley moved to the counter, setting down
the pile of boxes, and suddenly his steps were much lighter. Then, he
turned to look at me. “Mind if I see your proof?” He
asked cautiously, making sure nobody else was in the store.





“My..? Ah.” I
got out the grimoire, and held it up to him.





Nodding quickly, he let
out a sigh. “Sorry, policy not to sell to dropouts. Blame my
dad. We won’t sell spells to anyone if they can’t prove
that they graduated the academy.”





I nodded my understanding.
“Did you yourself graduate as well?”





He must have thought that
was funny, because he laughed loudly. “Oh lord no. I’m
still training. Got a few years yet before I’m ready. Besides,
the more you know about magic, the harder it is to pass the final
test, you know?”





“Yeah…
knowing so many examples would probably make it harder to come up
with your own thing.”

“Exactly. And don’t
worry, I won’t try to buy whatever it is you used. Since you
passed with it, it would be useless for me to cheat off of it.”





I smirked, having not been
planning to show him anyways. “Alright. But, about the teleport
spell?”





“Oh, yeah. That’s
one that a lot of people have been asking about lately. Though,
nobody has been able to present their proof, so the best I could give
them was a one-use item to teleport them. For you, though, I think I
can sell you the scroll. And the book on enchanting, as well. Now, I
just want to make myself clear because there are two common
definitions. You mean enchanting as in powering up items and people,
or as the mind control magic?”





“The former. The
mind of another should remain their own.”





“Right, well said.
Go ahead and take a look around while I find what you’re
wanting. We keep spells in the back, thanks to our restriction on
selling.” He smiled and went off towards the back again,
closing the door behind him.





“Well, he seems
nice.” Denise smirked to me, having noticed how tense I got
earlier from the sounds of those footsteps. “Real scary,
though.”





“Oh hush you, he
sounded bigger at the time.” I smirked and walked around the
store, casually looking at various items and their descriptive tags.
“See if you can find anything that would help spot traps.”





“Soul gem, endless
canteen, crystal ball, huh… is this really bottled wind?”





“I… don’t
want to know.” I shook my head as I searched.





“Hey, they sell
paper charms, too~!”





“What? You mean
like, talismans you throw at enemies?”





“Apparently. There
are a few different types.” I went over to see what she was
looking at. And she was right, there was a teleport charm, various
elemental charms, and a paralysis charm.





At that point, we heard
Finley talking near the door as he came back. “Alright, got
your basic teleport instructions, and a book on beginner’s
enchanting.” He opened the door, and indeed was just carrying a
single scroll and a book.





“Thanks. For
enchanting, are any special materials needed, or just the magical
energy?”





“Well, for some
things you’ll need a special material. Like, if you want to
enchant a sword to replace its blade with a pillar of fire, you’d
need to get a flame essence from an elemental. But for the beginner
stuff, as long as you can use the effect yourself, you can put it in
an item.”





“Good to know. So..
do you know about any dungeons around here?”





Finley raised an eyebrow
curiously. “A dungeon? Why would there be something like that
near here. The worst we’ve got is the Lizardmen fort to the
east. And I’ll discourage you from going there.”





“Understood. I was
just curious.” I tried to think if there were any other items
we needed, aside from a sword for Denise. “I don’t
suppose you carry anything like a torch whose flame won’t be
extinguished?”





“You mean an
illusion torch? Yeah, we’ve got a few of them. Won’t set
anything on fire, since their own flame isn’t real, but if its
just an easy light source you want, that’ll do it.”





“And, anything that
would help locate traps?”





“You guys are
serious about this adventure stuff, huh? Okay, we’ve got
something here for that too.” He went behind the counter and
dug around in one of his boxes, pulling out a torch that instantly
seemed to catch fire, and then set it on the counter casually. The
next thing he pulled out of the box looked like a pair of glasses.





“Why, Denise, they
look just your size.” I grinned towards her, having no
intention to wear the glasses myself.





“Shouldn’t…
fine… I get it. Payback, I warn you. Payback.” She
glared to me as she nodded to Finley. “We’ll take it.”





“Alright.. the total
for all of this is… 4500 gild.”





“Huh, cheaper than I
expected.” I reached into my pouch and pulled out several gold
coins, counting them till I had enough.





“We give a discount
to graduates, to encourage repeat business.”





“I understand, and
I’ll definitely be back if I return to Coatin.” I placed
the coins on the counter, and he handed me the purchased items. Of
course, I immediately gave the glasses to Denise, and she grudgingly
accepted them.





“Payback, I tell
you.”





“Hey, I won the race
earlier.”





“I already gave you
your prize for that!”





“Well, consider this
as a bonus prize.” I smiled to her innocently, and we made our
way out of the store. Since it was just one scroll, I decided to use
Speed Reading on the teleport spell. “Don’t worry,
there’s a good chance I’m going to pass out in…
wow, only thirty seconds? So yeah, you can get even with me then.”





“Thirty seconds..
pass out? Wait, you’re not.. oh no you don’t!” She
quickly turned around and lunged at me, trying to grab the book from
my hand. Of course, I let her. It wasn’t the book I was working
on. “Hah! Now let’s see you do it.”





I waited a couple seconds,
dramatically sighing, and then held up my other hand with the scroll
in it. “Wrong one.” I said with a chuckle, and her
victorious smile faded just as the timer ended.
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“Huh.. not even a
headache that time? Well, that’s a pleasant change!” I
grinned widely, tucking the scroll into my bag, and then held out my
hand for the book. “Can I have that back now?”





“Nope! Not until we
get the sword. I want to make sure you don’t do anything stupid
that makes you pass out on me.” She held the book away from me,
just out of my reach.





“You really want to
learn how to use a sword, huh?”





“We don’t know
what we’ll be fighting in there, and you don’t have
enough magic yet to deal with groups quickly. So one of us has to be
able to fight in close range without going feral.”





“Fine, fine, I
understand. Well, let’s at least get you something well made. I
can adjust it if I need to.”





She nodded happily at my
agreement, and we went off towards the advanced gear section from
earlier. Of course, we got a few more looks now, because some people
-- I assume just NPCs -- recognized the staff I was carrying. When we
made it back to the stores, we found an armory and looked around.
There were so many weapons that I had no idea what I was even looking
for. So, I did what any self-respecting customer with too much money
does. I asked the owner.





“Excuse me?”





“Yes, is there
anything you need help with?” Tall, dark, and muscled glared at
me, obviously thinking I was in the wrong store by my attire.





“My friend does.
We’re looking to get her a sword. Something that goes well with
her speed.”





He looked over to Denise,
and nodded. Apparently she was much more the type that was welcomed
here than I was. “I’d suggest a scimitar, looking at her.
It’s a good sword for speed, and doesn’t take the
strength of the bigger ones.”





Denise smiled to him,
“Thank you, sir. Do you have any good examples?”





“I.. uh…
yeah, I’ve got a couple. They’re pricey, but the finest
swords I have.” He opened a drawer behind the counter, and
pulled out a thin curved sword, set next to its sheath. The design
was intricate, and I expected that I could probably enhance it with
my magic by adjusting its properties.





“It looks great!”
Denise said, her smile growing wider, and she cast a sideways glance
to me, not even asking the price before her next words came out.
“We’ll take it.”





“Oh, I see--wait,
you will? You didn’t even ask how much it was…”





“Oh, it doesn’t
matter. My boyfriend is paying for it.” She glared at me as if
saying ‘Yes, payback is a bitch’.





The man just tilted his
head back and laughed. “Wow, what did you do to get on her bad
side? Tell me now so I can not.”





“I gave her a
magical gift. I guess she didn’t like it as much as I
imagined.” I shrugged innocently. “So, how much is it?”





“900 gild for the
sword and sheath. Best deal I can offer.”





“That’s fine.
Like she said, I’m paying.” I held out nine golden coins
to him, and he gave the sword to Denise.





“Thanks for your
business. And do take care of that woman of yours, you hear?”





“Oh, don’t I
know it.” I smiled to him and we left. Once we were out, I
chuckled. “That was actually pretty cheap, I think he liked
you.”





“Well, duh. Who
wouldn’t?” She struck a pose that earned more than a few
looks from the passers-by, and we both laughed. “So, back to
the dungeon?”





“Right. And, mind if
we take a shortcut? I still haven’t seen an inn here yet, so we
might as well go straight back.”





“Alright. And what
shortcut?”





I smirked, pulling out my
spellbook, and she got the message pretty quick. “You want to
use this to test your new spell… Fine, I guess I deserve it.
You better not let us end up in the middle of a hall.”





“I’ll do my
best. It’s only a couple hour’s ride, so even as a first
time use, I won’t need the ritual.” I looked at the words
of the spell to recite them. “Stars of the west, eyes of the
north, bridge of the south, and eastern seas, guide me to the place I
seek.” I focused my mental image on the oasis we visited
earlier, and expanded the spell to include Denise and Midnight.





“You’d
bett--gah!” A bright light enveloped us and it felt like we
were being pulled through the eye of a needle. But, sure enough, the
next moment we arrived at the oasis. “Warn me next time!”





“I thought the chant
was a pretty good warning..” I gasped a bit, entirely
uncomfortable with the spell. “Maybe it’ll get easier as
I get better…”





“It better…
or we are taking the long way.”





“Agreed. Now, can I
have the book? I don’t think it’s waterproof, and I’d
rather not test it.”





She nodded, handing me the
book on enchanting magic. “But read it properly.”





“Yes, mother.”
I chuckled and opened the book, taking my time to read through it
diligently.





“Oh, things would be
so much less interesting if I was your mother.” She grinned at
me and sat down, keeping her eyes on the distance to keep watch.





“Mind keeping an eye
on the pond? The creatures around here wouldn’t recognize it as
a threat unless something came out now and then.”





“Oh.. right.”
Denise turned around and kept her eyes on the pond instead. It wasn’t
likely that anything would suddenly appear while I was reading, but
always possible.





I sat there, focusing on
the book for well over an hour, doing my best to absorb the various
formulas and mechanisms for implanting magic permanently into an
object. There were also various buff spells that I could use on
people, too. I decided those would be nice to learn, and studied the
entire book front to back.
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Opening my grimoire after
finishing the book, I frowned when I saw that the three new spells
didn’t have a chant to go with them. Guess
they don’t last long enough to be considered worth a chant.





“Okay, we’re
good to go now.” I nodded towards Denise, and we both got up.
“Midnight, there aren’t any monsters in the area, and
we’ll be taking care of what’s in the dungeon, so we have
to leave you out here.”





Just get it over with.
The horse glared to me, and I smiled back. I decided to take one last
look at our character sheets before we made our way into the dungeon.
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We moved forward towards
the pond together, each took a big breath, and dove in, Denise
following me as I swam through the path I saw earlier, until we came
up into a tunnel that had air in it.
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Chapter
13









After pulling ourselves up
out of the water, we took a second to look around. Of course, this is
wholly unhelpful, as the underground passageway is pitch black. After
a moment, I pull out the illusion torch from my pack, letting it
light the way. “So.. this is a dungeon. It’s a bit
stronger than us, but we should be able to manage it. At the very
least, it will be great for your sword practice.”





Denise nods to me, pulling
out her scimitar and twirling it with one hand. “Right. Guess
that means I’ll lead?”





I smile, handing her the
torch. “I’ll keep an eye out for ambushes.” I
immediately activate my Scan spell, which seems to be my most often
used spell now that I think about it. It probably won’t be long
now before it hits Advanced level.





“I’ll watch
for traps then… these damned glasses.” Denise mutters as
she puts on the glasses to spot traps. “Making me look like an
old lady…”





“Now that is the
last thing you look like.” I smirked, looking ahead as the
darkness gave way to my green-tinted vision. “Looks like there
is a fork in the road a ways down. Still don’t see any enemies
though.”





“Yeah.. well, don’t
let your guard down.”





Slowly, we proceeded
forward, with me able to keep my Scan spell active thanks to my high
mana recovery overpowering the cost of the spell itself. When we get
to the fork, there is a bit of writing on the wall between the two
paths. And… it seems to be written in runes.





“Please tell me you
can read this chicken scratch.” Denise glares back to me, and I
step forward to look at it.





“Yeah, just give me
a minute. There’s a reason mages don’t casually write
like this.” I slowly read over the message once, twice, and
then a third time. Since a rune has both a surface meaning and deeper
meaning, you have to grasp the entire thing to see it in context.
Like how ‘property’ doesn’t mean something you own,
but ‘a facet of an object’s nature’. 






“Hmm… ‘Those
who value justice and virtue, take the left path. May the rules of
the world, the heart of dominion, and the spirit of glory guide you
down the right path.”





Denise nodded, and turned
to the left before I reached out and stopped her. “No, we need
to go right. It’s ridiculous… but the rune they used for
right isn’t the one that means ‘proper’. It
literally means right.”





“Oh… well say
that sooner!” She shakes her head and turns to the right.
“Though, does that mean that the left path is the easy one? Or
just that the right path has things that will make us question our
judgement?”





“No idea. But let’s
make sure that whatever is down the left path doesn’t have the
chance to get out and attack Midnight while we’re here.”
I put my hand out towards the left path. “Guardians of the
earth, answer my call and become my shield. Wall of Clay.” A
wall of stone quickly rose up to seal off the hall, but I grimaced at
how unnatural it looked compared to the worked stone walls. “I
guess I need to make a spell for that…”





“A spell for what?”





“To carve earth,
would make that wall fit much more naturally.”





“Is it really that
important?”





“Well… it
would help other ways too?”





“Yeah, yeah. Want to
quickly make one before we move on? Knowing your insane speed, you’ll
have a spell worked out before I can even relax.”





“Alright…
just give me a minute.” I leaned against the wall and focused.
Sculpt. That should be the focus for the
spell. Then fill that with the magic of the earth.
I held the rune’s image in my head as I mentally poured earth
magic into it, aiming my hand at the wall I made. Gradually, lines
like bricks began forming on the wall, until it more closely matched
the surrounding walls.
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“Okay, that should
be good. Let’s get going.” I shook my head and sighed,
quickly investing my points before we turn towards the right side
path, where I immediately see something in the distance with my Scan
spell. “Damn… looks like we aren’t alone after
all.”





About ten meters off,
staring straight at us from just beyond where the torch lit, there
was a humanoid creature with dark skin, two columns of three eyes,
and long thick arms that had spikes coming out of the elbows. And
somehow, it slipped past my Scan spell earlier.





“Way to go, scout.”
Denise glared at me as she seemed to spot it as well. “Plan?”





“Plan A.”





“Plan A?”





“Kill it before it
kills us.”





“We got a Plan B?”





“Yup. But I like
Plan A.”





“Plan A it is.”
Denise held up her sword and focused for a second as I gripped my
staff and began chanting.





“Mother of all
things, that which rules the land, come forth to my call and seal
their movements. Nature’s Grip!” Roots quickly came from
all directions, bursting through the stone wall as they tried to
grapple the waiting monster. At the same time, Denise began slowly
walking forward, her sword in one hand and the torch in the other.





Given that this was the
first time I’ve used the spell, and the Talent behind it was
only effectively level three, I wasn’t expecting much. But for
it to just shrug it off like the vines weren’t even there and
charge forward left me a bit depressed. “Enchant Speed!”
A soft light emanated from Denise, and her speed quickly increased,
while at the same time she activated her own speed skills, surging
forward in a blink to appear beside the monster, her sword moving in
consecutive slashes.





The monster didn’t
seem that bothered by her attacks either, and I grimaced. “Alright.
Let’s try something bigger. Denise, get back as I finish!
Guardians of the earth, bestow upon me your spear!”





Immediately, Denise shot
back towards me, as spears rose up from the ground and stabbed at the
monster. This time, it seemed to be effective, causing it to
momentarily let out a shrill cry while its blood poured from the
wounds. “Not done yet.. Crimson light which burns all things,
come forth from my hand.” A small fire burned within my hand,
but I quickly put it out by grasping it. “Become!”





Before the monster had a
chance to break the spears, all of the stone stabbing through him
burst into flames, igniting the monster as well. “Your turn
Denise! Enchant Power!”





Denise shot forth again,
ignoring the flames wrapping around the flailing monster and slashing
one of its arms off. Then, with her next movement, its head followed
after it.





“We did it…”
I grinned to her, and Denise nodded, with a somewhat worried look.
“What is it?”





“It didn’t
attack, did it? That just seems odd.”





“Maybe. I’d
like to think we didn’t give it a chance.”





She nods again, though
seems unconvinced. “Alright, maybe.. Let’s just be
careful. And don’t bother scanning, if this guy got so close
without you noticing.”





I nodded to her, and
canceled the spell. “Okay. Onwards and forwards.” We
continued a bit, passing down the wall that never seemed to change.
Soon, we saw a pair of the monsters from before. They seemed to be
called Sentinel Demons.





“Let’s wait
for them to make the first move this time.”





“If you say so…”
I gripped my staff, keeping my mind ready to recite a spell in an
instant while the demons just stood there staring at us. We kept this
standoff for what seemed like eternity, but was really only thirty
seconds or so before I pointed out, “They’re not doing
anything.”





“Try talking to
them?”





“And what am I
supposed to say? ‘Hey look, we don’t want to kill you?’”





“Uhm.. yeah. Can you
say that in runes?”





“...No… no I
can not. Runes aren’t a spoken language, just written.”





“Okay… then
write it out? That message earlier was written in runes, so maybe
that’s how they speak?”





“Okay, fine…
but if this backfires, totally your fault.” I pulled out my
grimoire with one hand and flipped to the spell page. “I have
read and understood the origin, and command it to shape to my
desire.”





“Agreed.”
Denise nods to me as I cast the spell, before runes appear on the
floor in front of the demons, and on the walls next to them. Simply
put, the rune means ‘Peace’.





The demons begin letting
out a clicking and groaning sound, likely part of their own language,
before they fluidly slip into english. “What happened to the
first guide?”





“Uhm… well,
he suddenly approached us undetected, so he seemed like a hostile.”
I responded to their question, assuming they used a spell to
translate.





“Understood. You are
from the over-world, are you not?” Four of the six eyes of the
questioning demon narrow at us, and I thought it was downright creepy
that the other two didn’t join them.





“Yes, we come from
above the sand.”





“Good. Then you will
help us.”





“Uh.. what exactly
are you wanting us to help you with?”





“We require you to
fight god.”





….





“Say again?” I
was absolutely certain I misheard them.





“We require you to
fight god.” Nope, I heard right.





“Sorry, I think
there is an error in your translation spell. You want us to fight…
god?” When the two demons nod in perfect unison, I shudder
slightly. “And… why?”





“For the good of
your world.”





Denise sighed, shaking her
head. “I’m sorry, but could you explain further? Just
suddenly telling us to fight god… That’s not something
you ask a normal person.”





“Nevertheless, it is
required.”





 After the left demon
speaks, two red orbs appear in the darkness behind them, slowly
moving forward to reveal they are the glowing eyes of a more
human-looking demon. A succubus, if I had to guess, and the name the
Worldlore gave me confirmed it. Aside from the horns and the tail,
she looked like the picture of human lust, possessing an hourglass
figure that shouldn’t allow her to maintain balance, her assets
held in place by black layered armor which almost seemed to cover up
everything except what it should, displaying a vast canyon in her
chest. Like her eyes-which were now black instead of red- her hair
flowed down to her waist in long black strands. When she spoke, her
voice was soft, yet commanding.





“You are the humans?
I see.. I had been hoping for more. Still, if you want a proper
explanation, you should come with me. Coming this far shows at least
you have the brains, though your skill is still in question.”
She turned on her heels, and walked back down the hall she came from.
Immediately, the two sentinel demons moved to either side of the
hall, putting their backs to it to grant easy passage.





“So… follow?”





“Sure… this
will be interesting.” I gripped my staff until I was white
knuckled, and walked behind the succubus. Denise followed right
behind me, never taking her eyes off of the two sentinels in case
they attack.





“For the record,
I’ve got a bad feeling. If something happens, this time it’s
your fault.”





“I can live with
that.” I nodded, fighting against the very nature of humanity
to keep my eyes north of the equator when I looked ahead to follow
the demon in front of us. I swear, she must have noticed and added a
little extra sway to her step to mess with me.





A bit further down the
hall, and we came to a large door blocking further access. It seemed
immensely heavy, and would likely require insane strength to open it,
but the demon guiding us just laid a hand on the door and pushed it
open casually. “Please, come in.”





She held the door open,
and light flooded into the hall. After letting our eyes adjust, we
slowly stepped forward. Inside was a vast hall, suitable to be called
a throne room, well lit by torches and stones scattered across the
ceiling that seemed to glow. At a glance, this place seemed far too
big to be underground, given how deep we should have been, but there
were no windows, nor did I remember seeing any formations that would
account for this.





Coincidentally, my mental
map had changed as well, suddenly expanding outwards to show a
network of caves and hallways, with rooms, and entire buildings
underground. “It’s a demon city…”





The succubus guiding us
looked back and grinned. “Correction, it’s the
demon city. One could say it’s not even part of the world you
know. In other words, honored guests, welcome to Hell.”





I stopped in my tracks for
a moment, stunned by her sudden revelation. It took several seconds
before I was able to gain enough composure to make a joke. “Huh..
I always figured hell would be hotter.”





“Of course not.
That’s just a show we put on for the tourists.” Her grin
widened as she returned my joke, before laughing. “Now, I
assume you both want to know why a beautiful woman like myself has
suddenly dragged you both into the pit of damnation.”





“Of course.
Normally, people have to get married for that to happen.” I
chuckled, and Denise smacked the back of my head, though she was
smiling as well. I guess that jokes really do lighten the mood.





The succubus let out
another laugh, and shook her head. “Very true. Well, I’ll
be honest with you. There has always been a balance maintained in
this world. Light and Dark are meant to be equals, and thus a treaty
was formed eons ago that neither would attack the other directly.”





“And let me guess,
some demons have been getting smited lately. Smited? Smitten?
Whatever.”





“Well, not
precisely, though it is close. Across the land are entrances to Hell
like the one we came through. They are hidden among the landscape,
and the only way to enter them is with the permission of someone from
the demon race. However, lately any demons that have been leaving
through these entrances have been slain within moments by angels. As
you can imagine, that is quite the breach of treaty.”





I nodded, thinking it
over. “May I ask, were there sometimes other people
accompanying the angels? It might have seemed like they were
controlling them.”





She narrowed her eyes at
me, though really it was hard to see such a beautiful woman as
threatening. “Yes, many times such were spotted. I would like
to hear what you know of the subject.”





“Directly? Not much,
but I would assume that this has all started within the last three
weeks or so?” When she slowly nodded her head I continued. “I
think that the people accompanying the angels formed contracts with
them in order to summon them to combat.”





“To do so, one would
need direct contact with the angel in question, yes?”





“As far as I know.
I’ve never managed to bind anything without meeting it.”
I nodded to her question.





“So, they would have
had to gain entrance to the city of angels, and the angels would have
formed this contract… I see… if they are acting under
the control of a third party, it would explain how they avoided the
treaty. Though they do the damage themselves, the treaty ignores it
because they are not truly in control of their actions.”





“That seems to be
the case.” I nodded again, and the succubus woman continued
along her train of thought.





“But, to form such a
contract, they would have knowingly used it to attack demons. This is
proven by how many of our gates have been attacked in so short a
time. So, they are supplying both information and troops without
breaking the agreement’s law.” She let out a sigh, and
crossed her arms beneath her chest. Slowly, she walked across the
great room, sitting on a red throne at the far end. “This.. is
quite troublesome.”





“Oh.. don’t
tell me… you are the queen of demons, aren’t you?”





“Of course. This is
a time of war, so matters of importance must be handled directly.”
She smiled to me like it should have been obvious. “My name is
difficult for your human speech, so you may address me as you like.”





“Hmm… well,
may I call you Lilith? It was the name of the first true demon from
my world’s legend.”





“Your world?”
She perks up suddenly, as if hearing something interesting. “And
yes… that name sounds quite good. So, would you elaborate?”





“Well, it seems
relevant to the certain situation, so okay. Myself, and I believe
those who formed the contracts with the angels, are travelers from
another world, who come here to explore a life in this land.”





“I see, and your
companion? Is she one as well?”





“No, Denise is from
this world. Or, well, the human’s world.” I smiled to
Denise sheepishly at the mistake. Remember,
this is hell, not earth.





“Right… and
would you tell me of your world’s Lilith? I admit to being
curious.” She crossed her legs and leaned forward, looking at
me with an expression of utter curiosity.





“Okay… but I
beg you don’t get offended if some of the details seem
strange.”  She nodded, so I continued. “One of the main
legends about Lilith in my world is that during the time of creation,
God formed two beings from clay. The first humans, Adam and his
partner Lilith. However, Adam wished for his wife to submit to his
rule, while Lilith believed they should be treated as equals since
they were made in the same way. As such, she was cast from the garden
and a new wife was made for Adam from one of his ribs.





“After being cast
out, Lilith became an evil creature, thought in equal parts to be an
incarnation of lust, and a child-killing witch. Eventually, she came
to meet Asmodeus, the King of Demons, becoming his queen. Most people
in my world associate the term demon with evil and calamity.”





The succubus, well I guess
it’s fine to call her Lilith now, nodded. “Yes, that is
true for this world as well. Still, aside from the child-killing bit,
it’s quite an interesting story. Sure, there are demons that
would kill a child, but there are also mothers who would drown their
own infants. Simply because we are of the darkness does not mean we
are evil. We are simply free to live as we wish.” She taps her
chin in thought as though thinking it over. “If I had to put it
another way, we have the freedom to choose, making us too chaotic for
the angels that abide strictly by their laws.”





“I see… so
rather than a battle of good and evil, it’s a fight between
order and chaos.” I let out a sight as I nodded.





Lilith snapped her fingers
and pointed to me with a smile. “Exactly! I knew you’d
get it. I admit, though, I’m impressed that those angels could
come up with such a roundabout way to attack us. They usually charge
in, halos blazing.”





“Well, I think the
bigger question is what you want to do about all of this? As you
said, they aren’t technically violating the treaty, so you
can’t attack them yourselves out of vengeance.”





“Nor can we enter
their lands. We can either meet on the surface world, or act through
emissaries such as yourself. And taking a strategy from those stuck
up angels.. I’d rather not.”





“I understand. So,
you don’t wish to form a summoning contract with me, what would
you like to do? I agree that the methods they’re using are
underhanded. To be honest, so far you seem pretty nice. Definitely
not what I expected when I identified your race.”





She let out another smile,
with just a hint of wickedness. “Oh, and just what did you
expect?”





“Well, from what
I’ve heard, succubi are sex demons, who live for their carnal
desires and steal the souls of their lovers.” I shrugged
casually, and she scoffed, her eyebrows knitting together.





“Men! It was
supposed to be sexy
demons, not sex
demons. Figures, one look at an attractive woman, and everyone
assumes we’re going to spread our legs at the first
opportunity. And to top it all off, they make us sound evil by taking
souls from our partners! Well, I might have stolen a soul or two in
my time, but never after a good lay.” She huffs in frustration,
and then glares at me when I start laughing uncontrollably.





“Sorry! Sorry.. it’s
just… well.. I didn’t expect you to act so.. normal.”
I shook my head with a grin, and Denise just looked at me like I had
a deathwish.





Lilith smiled to me at my
comment, “You, human, seem quite amusing.” Her glance
swept across to Denise. “Can I keep him? I promise I’d
take really good care of him.” She winked playfully, and Denise
blushed.





“No! And.. w-why are
you asking me?” She stuttered out, eyes glancing side to side.





“Oh, relax. It was a
joke! I’d only hang onto him for a few days, a month at most~.”
She laughed, and then did her best to regain composure. “So,
there are a few ways that we can solve our problem. The first is to
change the location of all of Hell’s gates, the second is to
negate all summoning contracts with angels. And the third is to
change the treaty to include what they are doing as hostile actions.
The problem is, these are all equally impossible!”





“Well… maybe…
I might be able to help, actually. I’ve no idea if it would
work mind you.” I thought out, and there was a new look in
Lilith’s eye, a predatory gaze that seemed to want to look
right through me.





“Do speak, if you
believe you can achieve the impossible.”





“I know a unique
form of magic, and if I apply it right… I could maybe alter a
magical contract? I’d have to see the contract myself for it to
work though.” I glanced towards Denise, worried about what
could happen next.





“Would you be
willing to teach this magic to the demons?” She slowly broke
out a grin that covered her entire face.





I smirked to her,
“Absolutely not. The only thing that keeps you guys in check
are your contracts. I can’t just give you the power to rewrite
them whenever you feel like it.”





Her grin froze, and I felt
like she was about to crush me. Then, suddenly she began laughing
again, and it took her quite a while to stop. “Too true! Very
well, I won’t press you for it. It would be a convenient thing
to have, but you are right. Many of my kind require the rules imposed
by their contracts to maintain the balance.”





“Like I said,
though, I’d need to see the contract myself in order to change
it.”





“Ah, well…
that is both an easy task and a difficult one all at the same time.”
She sighed, straightening her legs as she shrugged.





“How so?”





“You see… the
contract was forged in two copies. One copy rests with the king of
angels, while the other rests with the queen of demons. But this is
no mere piece of parchment. The treaty between us is a magic as old
as the world, with the contract forged into our being. As long as I
am queen, and he king, all of our subjects are bound by its law.”





“Okay.. so.. to put
it another way… you yourself are the contract? Well…
that makes it harder. Not impossible, but it’d take some time.
I’m curious, what would have happened if we kept going without
a demon to guide us here?”





“Oh, you would have
fallen into a den of chimera, followed by a field of blood vines.”
She shrugs as if it is of no consequence, and I shudder. “Likewise,
if you had taken the wrong path at the entrance, the way out would
have collapsed and you would have been roasted in hellfire.”





“I.. am really glad
you stopped me.” Denise looks to me with a pale face, and I nod
in response.





“Okay.. so, in order
to modify the contract, I need a spell that allows me to view it.
Unfortunately, I don’t know any spells like that.”





“Nor I, human. The
contract was designed to be irreversible, hence fusing it with both
parties in such a way that neither can read it.”





“Oh, and you’re
going to keep us here until we solve this, aren’t you?” I
asked, smirking up to Lilith who let out another laugh.





“Well, I would
certainly like to have you as guests here, but to force you to stay…
I do not believe it would be in either good taste nor would it aid
you in solving the issue. Though, I do grant both of you access to
the gates of Hell, to use as you wish and visit any time.”
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Glancing over to Denise
again, I nodded. “Is it possible to use a communication spell
to talk to the outside world?”





“Afraid not, though
if you step outside the gate, it will become so, and you may re-enter
when your message has been sent.”





“Then… I
believe it would be best for us to stay for now.” As I said
this, Lilith’s face lit up. “Our original purpose in
coming here was to train the two of us. I assume that you have
someone that could help Denise master her sword while I work on the
contract?”
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“Of course! If you
are staying, you can have our absolute best. Despite our reputations,
we are very generous towards those who would be our allies.”
She smiles brightly and nods quickly. “If you’d like, I
can even assign one of our best mages to help you research.”





“No, I don’t
think that would help. In fact, I believe that this is something that
won’t work unless I do it alone.” I shake my head and try
to explain, but her confused expression tells me it didn’t
work.





“Might I ask why?
Surely two heads are better than one, no? Or, three heads even
depending on the mage.”





“No, it’s not
a matter of that. You see, the unique magic I mentioned before is
possible because it was a rune of my own design. Given your position,
I believe that if it was possible with the current system of magic to
view the contract, you would know of it. Therefore, I have to design
the method myself, from the very beginning.”





“You… wish to
make a new rune?” She speaks, her mouth a bit wide. “For
the sake of the demons?”





I smile to her, and nod.
“As I said, you seem much better than your reputation. As long
as I have no reason to disbelieve that, I will do my utmost to help
you. Though, I will be requiring a good portion of your time,
personally, if I need to test any theories. I trust that won’t
be an issue?”





She shakes her head with a
grin, “Human, if it would save my people, I would serve you
night and day.”





I couldn’t help but
laugh. “Perhaps not that much of your time. I’d like you
to remain close in case I get an idea, but any time you have a matter
you need to take care of, you are more than free to do so. I don’t
want to interfere with the workings of Hell.”





She nodded, still smiling.
“Of course. I’ll oversee what I can of your research, and
your companion can receive whatever training she wishes.”





“Well, then.. I’ll
be in your care for the next few days.” I bowed politely to
her, and Denise followed suit.





“This is going to
turn into a troublesome task, mark my words…” Denise let
out a sigh as she stood back up, though after hearing Lilith’s
story, she didn’t want to back away any more than I did. “We
might as well get started. I’m still a novice with the sword,
so I’d appreciate it if you took that into consideration, your
highness.”





“Quite polite,
aren’t you?” Lilith smiles to her and nods. “Don’t
worry so much about formalities. You two are officially guests of the
highest order. I daresay that you could be called friends, if this
all works out.”





Denise nodded, “If
you had asked me yesterday, or even two hours ago whether I would
have wanted to befriend demons, I wouldn’t have thought of it
like I do now.”





“See? We aren’t
all bad. Mind you, there are those among us that can be called evil.
But as long as you are here under my protection, they will do nothing
to you. And many of us have lost those we cherished due to these
recent attacks. I had considered sealing all of the gates to protect
us.”





I smiled to her, “Well,
I’m glad you didn’t. A den of chimera would not be my
ideal place to be right now. But as Denise said, we should get
started. My requirements for work are quite simple. I could do with a
few books on advanced magic theory to reference, but mostly I just
need writing utensils.”





Lilith nodded, and waved a
hand to someone at her side. “Of course. This is one of my
generals, Krath. He can advise your companion on her swordplay. I’ll
see to your requirements myself.” Krath was a large man, nearly
seven feet tall with dark red skin, a serpentine tail, and two horns
coming out of his head. His hair was pitch black and went all the way
down to the middle of his back, while most of his body was covered in
black armor.





“And please.. if we
are to be friends, it would be best if our names were known, aside
from ‘you’ and ‘human’.” I smirked to
Lilith and let out a chuckle. “My name is Jin, and this is
Denise. It is a pleasure to meet you, Queen Lilith.”





“Oh, I have no doubt
it is. And I do like the name you suggested. I think I’ll keep
it for my interactions with mortals.”





I nodded, and then turned
to Denise. “You going to be alright for a while?”





She smirked, patting me on
the arm. “Me? I’m just going to be training with one of
Hell’s generals. You’re the one that’s spending
some alone time with that
woman.” She said teasingly while pointing to Lilith, who took
the attention and struck a sensuous pose in her throne. “If
anything, I should be asking you if you’ll be alright.”





“You really doubt my
ability to avoid temptation and focus on the task at hand?” I
put a hand on my chest, making a pained expression, to which she
responded far too quickly.





“Yes.”





Lilith let out another
rich laugh. “Oh, I like her. She’s not afraid to speak
her mind, is she?”





“Oh, you have no
idea, Lilith.” I shook my head and chuckled. Denise smiled to
me, and then walked out of the room via a hall to the left with
Krath, presumably to train.





“So, given your
requirements, would it be best if you conducted your research in my
chambers? It would certainly grant us the privacy you require~.”
She winked playfully to me, mixing a teasing tone into her serious
suggestion.





“It could work,
yeah. Though, I am starting to believe that you took the sex demon
thing as a personal challenge.”





“Me? Do I seem like
the kind of person that would do a thing like that?” She slowly
stood up, swaying her hips just a bit too much not to notice.





As such, it was my turn to
answer quickly. “Yes.”





She looked at me for a
long moment before grinning. “You know me far too well,
considering we just met.”





And that was how I came to
be spending my days with a sexy demon. Not just any
sexy demon, mind you, but the Queen of all
demons! Kevin would never let me live this one down.












Chapter
14









I was sitting at a desk in
Lilith’s private chambers, reading over a book that she had
just brought me. Lilith herself was sitting on her bed a few feet
behind me, watching me work. She had a calm atmosphere about her that
I would never have imagined coming from a succubus. “You know…
I’ve not actually had direct contact with a human in years. It
was refreshing, especially since I didn’t even have to disguise
myself.”





I smiled back to her, “I’m
glad I lived up to your expectations of me, then.”





“My expectations,
as you say, were for you to wish to leave and never come back,
believing as many do that angels are always good, and demons are
always evil. I daresay you did much better than that, going so far as
to live with us while working to solve a problem that has plagued our
entire race.”





“Hey, I’m just
glad it was me that came along, instead of someone that would do
things like that. As for your problem, though, we’re going to
need several spells. Most likely a ritual.”





Lilith laid back on her
bed, making the size of her arsenal quite apparent. “Yes, I
figured such would be needed. Though, the components are the problem,
yes?”





“Right. First, we
need to separate the contract from your own being. That’s
likely to hurt a great deal, by the way. Then, we need to manifest it
into something that can be read. After that, it’s just a matter
of me adjusting the contract and putting it back inside you.”





Lilith twisted on her bed
to grin to me. “Oh~, you’re so rough, and it’s my
first time even~.” She spoke with a playful voice, obviously
wanting to tease me.





“If I can figure out
a way to make it painless, I will. But, the contract is fused with
you from what you said. And it has been for longer than any human has
been alive. I’ll essentially be ripping out a part of you.”





Her face contorted into a
grimace. “That doesn’t sound at all fun, but I’ll
put up with it.”





“Thank you. It would
be a problem if your guards thought I was trying to kill you because
it hurt too much.”





“Yes, that it would.
I’ll make sure they are informed in advance.”





“Also, the magic
used for the contract is older than anything I have knowledge of, so
would you mind explaining the process to me? It would help me to
understand what I’m dealing with.”





Lilith rolled over again,
this time landing on her stomach and facing me, her hands propping up
her chin and giving me quite the view of her cleavage. “I don’t
mind. It’s the oldest form of contract magic that exists. The
parties involved must gather together, and agree upon the terms. Then
a ritual circle is formed around the representatives, outlined with
runes detailing the contract itself. Once all parties have put their
magic into the circle, the contract merges with them, using their own
magic to enforce its rule.”





“I see. I may need
to add another component to the ritual to link it with its
counterpart after putting it back in you. Otherwise, it would only
work against your own people.”





“That would be most
unfortunate, indeed. And, of the steps you mentioned before, the
magic known to me would only allow you to manifest the magic once it
is separated. I could adapt an old spell for that purpose. Something
we often use to conjure contracts.”





“Thanks, that would
save me a step. So, my job is to figure out how to separate,
integrate, and link the contract. Meaning I need to create at least
three new runes.”





“Can.. can you do
that? I know you said you’d make a rune for us to help, but
would you even be able to make three?”





“I made one before
to pass the human Mage test. But.. uh… could you keep that
tidbit secret from the humans? So far, I seem to be the only
foreigner that has passed the test.”





Lilith giggled a bit,
“Sure, I’ll keep your secret. But still, don’t you
have a time limit?”





“Yeah, but I’m
more experienced now. I should at least be able to work out two of
the runes in time. If I’m not done, I can just have my friend
wait for me a while. This seems a bit more important for now.”





“...Thank you,
really. You’re going out of your way to help, when you could
have just as easily walked out on us and ignored the problem. You
might never even have noticed the difference…”





I shook my head and smiled
back to her again, before returning to the book. “How can I
just ignore people that need my help? In a sense, I’m the same
as you, you know?”





“How so?”
There was a curious tone to her voice, and I heard her shifting on
the bed again.





“I’m different
from the other foreigners. I can’t return to my world. As far
as I can tell, the only reason that would be possible is if the god
of this world made it so. I can’t even let any other foreigners
know that, or there is a chance that they could be stuck as well.”





“I see… so,
in a way, god made an enemy of you, is that it?”





I thought about her
question for a minute, and shook my head. “Not really. I’ll
admit, I was worried at first, but I think it’s alright now.
Honestly, I didn’t have much going on for me in my own world.
In a sense, I’m better off here.”





I heard a soft giggling
from behind me, “Even though you have been trapped by god as
much as I, you still have such an opinion. No, your prison may even
be worse than my own. I still have the companionship of my people.”





“So do I. Just.. not
the same people as before.” I smiled to myself as I diligently
read the book, even while holding a conversation with the woman
behind me.





“Well, I think that
god probably had a reason for what he did. We might not like it in
the end, but he usually does.”





“Oh? You can say
such things, given the situation?”





“Ah, you
misunderstand something. It isn’t god that commands the angels,
but the angels themselves. We are two of the oldest races, granted
dominion over our own kind. The king of angels chose to govern under
a strict rule, while I wished to allow my people freedom of choice as
was granted to us by our maker.”





“I see… so
even with this, I’ll be no closer to finding out what
happened.” I sighed a bit and shrugged.





“I do apologize. I
thought you had understood. Do you still wish to continue, even
knowing it won’t lead towards your goal?” Her voice was
worried, like she thought I’d leave if this wouldn’t help
me now.





“I already told you,
didn’t I? I can’t just turn away from people that need
help. In the first place, talking to the god of this world was never
my reason for accepting. It’s not even a goal the current me
can achieve. I’ll help you because that’s what I’ve
resolved myself to do, because I couldn’t live with myself if I
condemned an entire civilization when I could help them.”





“You.. aren’t
you just a goody goody..?” There was a weird tone to her voice
as she asked, and I was tempted to look back at her. It didn’t
sound like an insult, not at all.





“Maybe, but I should
make the most of what I can do. That’s my path.”





“Thanks… even
if this doesn’t work… thanks for wanting to help us. I
can’t even begin to repay this.” Lilith spoke in a small
voice, almost like she was still afraid I’d leave at the first
chance.





“Oh, don’t
worry about it. In fact, can you keep another secret? This one, you
can’t even tell the other demons. Just between you and me,
deal?” I turned around and asked with a smile, setting the book
down for now. Lilith was sitting cross-legged, abandoning her
sensuous poses from before and fidgeting with her hands. When she
noticed I had turned around, she quickly put her hands to her side
and nodded, smiling.





“Deal.”





“Part of my unique
magic makes payment really unnecessary.” 






“What do you mean?”
She tilted her head, both sexy and cute at the same time.





“My special magic is
to change the nature of something. Originally, this allowed me to
change one spell into another. But recently, I’ve begun to
change objects as well.” I held out a single silver coin to
demonstrate, closing my eyes and focusing on my Customize spell to
quickly change it into a gold coin.





Lilith’s eyes went
wide at the display. “That’s…”





“Yeah.”





“Cheating!”





I tilted my head back and
laughed as she suddenly shouted that out, “Yup. That’s
why I can’t teach this magic to other people. If it became
widespread, then the economy of the world would collapse.”





“You…
really.” She shook her head and smiled. “You could buy
any treasure you wanted, build your own kingdom, and this is what you
do with yourself. I might just fall for you, Jin.”





“Hey now, I know
every man wants a harem, but don’t you have a kingdom to
manage?”





She grinned at my comment,
“Oh? What’s a harem~?” She asked in her seductive
tone, so I wasn’t sure if she was joking or not. I decided to
play it safe and think she was, though I was blushing fiercely when I
explained.





“A harem is when a
group of people all try to get the attention of one person, either
romantic or sexually.”





Seeing my blush, Lilith
laughed loudly. “Oh boy, I know what a harem is~. I was just
seeing if you’d actually explain it.”





I shook my head with a
sigh, still blushing. “You… I’m surprised you are
teasing me like this. Aren’t you afraid it’ll distract me
from fixing the contract?”





“Not really? I enjoy
talking with you. And from what I’ve seen, you wouldn’t
let yourself be distracted if you really thought it would be an
issue.”





I smirked. “I don’t
know, you seem quite good at distracting me. Any warm-blooded man
would have a hard time focusing around you.”





Lilith stuck out her lower
lip, pouting. “Only the warm-blooded ones?”





I laughed, clutching my
side, “Oh, right, there are cold-blooded sentients here too, so
add them to the list.”





“That’s
better! Jin, do you really think you’ll be able to help? Nobody
would blame you if you fail, you know?” She looked down and to
the side as she asked, and I could tell she didn’t expect any
of this to work.





“Hey, that’s
not the kind of thing you should be asking, right?” I smiled to
her. “If you think you can trust me, then do so. I’ll
definitely fix this.”





She nodded again, smiling.
“I can trust you. After all the secrets you’ve told me, I
know that much.”





“Also, I know you
are a succubus and all, but isn’t your personality a bit too
much on the cute side?” I teased her with a smirk, and she
puffed out her cheeks to pout.





“I told you, we
aren’t sex demons! We’re just good looking! Wait, cute?”
Suddenly, my words seemed to register and she blushed a bit. “Er..
thanks. I don’t think a human ever said that about me…
when they actually know what I am.”





“Then they’re
missing out. I’ll be the first one to admit that you have one
of the best bodies I’ve ever seen, but that’s about where
the comparison between you and the succubus stories I’ve heard
about come to an end. There are times that I wonder how you can lead
the entire demon race, with your personality.”





“And just what is
that supposed to mean?” She turns a glare towards me, and I get
the feeling explaining quickly would be good.





“Well, you just seem
too nice, really. I expected the leader of the demon race to be some
hardass that would sooner torture information out of people than ask
for it.”





“Ah.. there are
those like that too. Most of the ones that give us a bad reputation
are the criminals of our kind. I have been queen for as long as I
have because, while I am the strongest among us, I am also the most
fit to rule. Aside from our appearance, we aren’t all that
different from you humans. There are actually quite a number of
demons living on the surface in disguise. Though, for their safety I
won’t tell you who. I may trust you, but I would not risk
speaking the words that could allow them to be targeted. The ears of
the heavenly host extend far.”





“So.. they could spy
on you, even in your own realm?”





Lilith nods, a pained
expression on her face. “The King of Heaven may hear anything
spoken in the light, while the Queen of Hell hears all that is said
in darkness. Remember that.. if you ever need my help, just call for
me in the dark. If I can, I’ll be there. You’ve earned
that much.”





I smirked to her, picking
up the book and moving to sit next to her on the bed, mostly so I
could pat her head playfully. “You never planned to let me off
without a reward, did you?”





She smiled over to me, and
leaned against my arm. “Nope. Not in my nature to leave a favor
unpaid. And this is perhaps a favor that will last as long as I do. I
have to start early.”





“Sounds like you’d
join me for my adventure if you thought you could get away with it.”





“In a heartbeat.
It’d be many times more fun than managing the court. But, I’ll
settle for you relying on me when things get bad, or you need
something from me.”





“That I can live
with. You know, I’ve already got a contract with a high ranking
elf mage. Adding the queen of demons to the list gives me quite the
powerful allies.”





Lilith laughed against my
arm as I went back to reading. “You, mister, know how to get
around. Guess you have your harem after all.”





I smirked down to her,
“Maybe. But at least I’m not one of those people that has
a harem and is oblivious about it, right? I always hate stories like
that.”





“Right? People who
can’t appreciate the women around them don’t need that
kind of attention.”





“Yeah.” I
finally finished my first read through the book, and had an idea.






	
	
			
			
			Magical Knowledge has increased to 24

		
	







“Huh.. I need to add
yet another piece to the ritual. A spell that lets me analyze your
magic to identify which pieces are part of the contract. Then, I can
use that to target those pieces for the next step.”





Suddenly, Lilith begins
squirming against me, speaking in a high pitched voice. “Oh
my~, our hero is going to take a peek at my very being. How
naughty~.”





I laughed again, shaking
my head. “Must everything be an innuendo with you?”





“Yup~. You know,
that’s probably where the whole sex demon thing came from, now
that I think about it. I just really like to tease people.” She
grinned up to me, and I kept laughing.





“I can see that.
But, if I can make the magic to analyze the different pieces of your
aura, I can probably do both the separation and integration as one
rune, leaving only the linking.”





“Oh, well, if that’s
the magic you need, could you adapt a magic that lets you analyze
curses?”





“Maybe, but I’d
have to cast it at a master level to get what we need, so that would
have to be a powerful ritual. You are quite knowledgeable, you know?”





“I’ve been
around longer than you can imagine. I learned a few things down the
road~.” She sticks her tongue out at me playfully.





Really, she’s
saying that, but doesn’t she really act like a kid at times?





“Did you just think
something rude?” She narrows her eyes at me.





“Of course not. I
take it you can have the ritual prepared for the analysis? I’d
like to test it before moving on to the next stage.”





“I can take care of
that. I’ll have a room set up for you tomorrow for that. It
should take until then to get the materials and circle set up. What
did you mean about only needing the one rune for both separating and
integrating, though? Wouldn’t that naturally take two runes?”





“Well, if you look
at it normally, yes. But, if I can isolate the components, then I can
identify them as the target of a single rune, and use existing ones
to remove and replace them. So, I’ll just need to make a rune
that targets properties of a target’s magic, and one that links
two items together. That last one is the one that’ll give me
trouble, since one of the objects is something I have no access to.”







Lilith nodded against my
arm, looking towards the book. “Do you need me to get you
another book for your research?”





“No… I don’t
think it would help. There’s one main problem with this whole
thing that I was worried about, but this book had the answer for it
after all.”





“Oh?”





“Yeah. I was worried
that even if I got the spells made, I wouldn’t be able to do
what you need because my skill with the spells would be too low. But,
according to this…”





“You can use certain
elements in the ritual to boost your spells to their maximum
potential, right?”





I smirked down to her.
“Right. Figures, I could have saved a bunch of time if I had
just asked you about it.”





Lilith detached from my
arm to strike a pose that showed entirely too much cleavage. “Well,
I am the queen of all
demons. It would be entirely improper if I didn’t know about
magic.”





“True, true. So, you
can have your people work on the ritual to get it ready, and we’ll
work on the runes. I’ve got an idea for one, but the other will
take some thinking.”





“Well.. if you’ve
already got an idea for one, it shouldn’t take too long to
realize it. You should even be done well before your deadline~.”
She smiled up to me and nodded quickly.





“Well, I can hope
so. If I am, mind if we stay for the extra few days to train after we
are done?”





She grinned up to me and
nodded again. “Jin, if you can solve the problem between the
demons and angels, you can stay here whenever you want.”





I couldn’t help but
let out a laugh. “Well, that certainly would save on expenses
with the inns.”





“I would hope that
the chambers here are of a nicer quality too! I know it has been some
time since I visited the mortal realm, but if this can only be
compared to a common room in an inn, I might start pouting.”





“No, this is
definitely a step above anything you’d find in an inn, or most
houses. It is fit for a queen after all. Even if it is a lewd queen.”





“Oh, you~. Flattery
will get you everywhere.” She winked playfully to me, and we
both laughed. Finally, I got back up and returned to the desk. 






“Okay, now to get to
work. I should have the first rune done tonight, and then I’ll
teach it to you. It won’t have as many uses as my first
creation, but I think you could still find some interesting things to
do with it.” I grinned and grabbed the pen and paper, closing
my eyes to focus. 






I had learned when
creating Rewrite that to make a rune, you focus on the meaning you
want to give, and the shape will flow naturally. The thing most
people get obsessed with is that they focus too much on the shape
itself, when it’s the meaning that gives a rune power. In a
sense, there is a theoretical rune for any definition, and all I am
doing is discovering them.
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As I had the definition
clear in my mind, Objects born of a single
origin, the shape gradually began forming in
my head, and I used the paper in front of me to begin drawing it.
This definitely wasn’t as powerful a rune as Rewrite, but at
the same time it could be, since it could cover any distance.





At some point, Lilith must
have moved to stand behind me, because she let out a soft gasp when
my hand finally stopped moving. “This…”





“I call it ‘Twin’,
meaning ‘Objects born of a single origin’. I’d like
to test it, if you don’t mind?”





She nodded dimly, “Okay,
how?”





“Can you get me two
identical swords, forged by the same smith? If they are similar
enough, then it should be a good enough test.”





She nodded, and quickly
turned to leave the room. A second later, I could hear her shouting
instructions to a guard, whose loud footsteps could be heard
retreating down the corridor. A few minutes later, I could hear those
footsteps returning, and then Lilith entered the room again, carrying
two fairly normal looking longswords. Well,
anything that would look special would likely be too special for this
test to work.





“Will these work?
They’re just mass produced weapons from our forge, so they
should be close to identical.” She presented me with the two
weapons for inspection. 






After looking them over
carefully, I couldn’t find any clear differences. “Okay,
this should work. Just lay them down on the floor about six feet
apart while I prepare the spell.” She did as instructed
carefully, as if the positioning had to be exactly as I said.





Knowing that I couldn’t
simply call up my Spell Knowledge skill to get a unique spell, I had
to work it out in my head. Thankfully, my Magical Knowledge was
almost fully mastered--if 30 was a master level, which seemed to be
the case from the Archmage quest I received-- so finding a rune that
meant ‘Share Motion’ was not a difficult task. I just had
to combine that with my new Twin rune.






	
	
			
			
			Please select a name for your new spell.

		
	







I focused the name as Move
Twins. This wasn’t going to be the
final spell I used in the ritual, but I had to first test that the
rune did what I wanted.






	
	
			
			
			Move Twins has been added to your Spell List.

		
	







“Okay, it’s
ready.” I pulled open my grimoire, and grimaced when I saw the
description of the spell.





“Is something
wrong?” Lilith asked, a worried tone in her voice.





“Oh.. no… the
spell looks like it’ll work. Just, wasn’t expecting…
well, I’m sure you’ll find out soon.” I moved to
the chant line. “Struck together, forged apart, may these twins
share once more.” I targeted one of the swords with the spell,
and they both began glowing faintly.





Gulping, I reached down
and grabbed the hilt of the sword. “Moment of truth.” I
slowly began lifting the sword, and the other one matched its
movement exactly. Very carefully, I pointed both swords at the ground
slowly, waiting for what I knew was about to happen.





Sure enough, there was a
shout coming from down the hall, just as my mana dipped down below
one half. This casting seemed to use quite a lot. “My queen!
Something has possessed the armory!” One of the demons could be
heard shouting from the other side of the door, and Lilith slowly
turned her head to me.





“...The
unexpected..?” She asked, eyes wide and I nodded. “Could
you.. uh… stop it? I’d rather not make them panic
more..” She was fighting a laugh that seemed to be trying to
escape at the thought of this sending her armory into chaos.





“Sure…”
I cancelled the spell, and the sword I wasn’t holding-- and I’m
guessing the rest of its ‘twins’-- dropped to the ground.
“Well… it worked.”





Finally, she couldn’t
help it anymore and let out a loud and ridiculous laugh that echoed
throughout the room. “Oh, I’ll say! I would have been
happy if you had just moved the one sword. But no, you have to move
all of them!”
She gave me a quick hug, making me drop the sword I was holding, and
mashed her lips against mine before either of us could think about
it.





I froze for a second,
having not expected to be kissed by Lilith like that. It wasn’t
unpleasant by any means, just unexpected. After a moment, she blushed
and pulled away. “Uhm.. sorry… got caught up in the
moment.” She looked at me with eyes that seemed to be begging
forgiveness. Apparently, the demon queen does the best puppy dog
eyes.





“Don’t
apologize, Lilith. It was nice. Unexpected, but nice.”





“So… you’re
not mad?” She looked slightly relieved, and very hopeful.





“Of course not. You
think I would have walked into a succubus’s room and not have
been prepared to at least get kissed at some point?” I smirked
to her, and she huffed.





“Sexy demons,
not sex demons! How
many times do I have to say it!?” She pretended to be upset,
but I could see in her eyes that she was just glad that her sudden
kiss hadn’t ruined anything. “I don’t think I’ll
ever understand you.”





“What’s there
to understand. Handsome, smart, charming, and a clever mage just
about sum me up.” I chuckled, and she shook her head with a
smirk.





“Don’t forget
modest.”





“Right, that too.
Thanks for reminding me.”





“But… this
rune seems more powerful than you had planned. Are you sure it’s
alright to teach it to us?”





“I made a promise,
didn’t I?” I smiled and patted her head playfully. “I
already wrote it down for you and explained it, anyways. No point
trying to take it back even if I wanted to.”





She smiled, and nodded.
“Thanks. Well, luckily there aren’t any other contracts
identical to the one between me and the king of angels. So we won’t
have a repeat of tonight.” She chuckled a bit at the thought.





“You’re still
imagining their faces when suddenly a bunch of longswords started
moving on their own, aren’t you?”





“Maybe~.” She
laughed, and I quickly joined in, before we laid down to rest until
Denise returned.












Chapter
15









The next morning, I had a
question for Lilith while reading through the advanced magic book
again. “Hey, Lilith, come here for a second?”





She skipped happily over
to my side. “Hmm? What is it?”





“I noticed a term
used in this book, but I’m not quite sure I understand, since
it isn’t referenced in any of the others I read in the mage’s
library.”





“What term?”
She tilted her head to the side curiously.





“It’s called
Grand Magic. Do you know what that means?”





“Ahh, right. It’s
an old way to classify spells by power. Back when magic was first
being developed by the various races, it was classified as
apprentice, scholar, adept, royal, grand, and divine. Six ranks of
magic, though most people only could get as far as royal. Grand Magic
is a spell consisting of untold numbers of runes, and can only be
used by those who have fully mastered a field of magic.”





“What about you? How
far on the scale is your magic?” 






She grinned to me, “I
can use grand magic, yes. But I don’t think anyone ever
achieved the level of divine since the first Archmage, because magic
that strong would be able to change the entire world in a single
spell. Let me put it this way… the contract that binds the
angels and the demons is on the upper end of Royal Magic. Much
stronger, and it would be Grand Magic.”





“So, what would be
an example of Grand Magic?”





“Hmm… think
of calling down a meteor to wipe out an enemy’s entire army.
That would be a Grand Magic of earth. People that can use that level
of power are the types told about in legends.”





“And to get a Grand
Magic, I’d have to master a school of magic… Well, I’m
a long way from doing that.” I let out a sigh.





“Hey, don’t
get so down. I’m sure that you’ll get there, given how
persistent you are.” She smirked to me.





“Thanks. I don’t
suppose you know a way to train my magic without throwing spells
around, do you?”





“Oh, they don’t
teach you? Well, that’s a shame… there’s actually
a really easy technique that most people--well, demons-- use.”





“They might have
taught it to regular students, but I was only in the classes for a
few weeks. So, what is it?”





“Okay…
basically, just sit down, and focus your mana into a ball above your
hand. Then, change that ball into various shapes. Push yourself on
the speed and accuracy, and that will train your control over your
magic. Once you’ve mastered that, your spells will grow in
strength much faster than they have been.”





“Thanks. Seems kinda
obvious now that you explained it. The master has become a student
again.”





She tilted her head back
and laughed. “Oh nonsense. You’re still pretty good. I
can’t remember the last time I saw someone make a new rune,
especially as quickly as you did. You should be proud of yourself for
coming so far so quickly.”





“Thanks, again. Oh,
that reminds me. What do you know about the Deific Dictum?”





“Those old
grimoires? They’re still around?” She tilted her head,
surprised.





“Yeah, apparently
that is the reward for becoming a mage among the humans.” I
pulled my spellbook out to show her. “I was told that I needed
to get the blessings of the four main surface races, as well as
various other hidden races.”





“That’s right.
And before you ask, yes you can get the blessing of demons. But.. do
you want it? While you’re carrying around an item marked by the
underworld, you won’t be able to associate with any angels.”





“You’re…
asking me if I want to give up the blessing so that I can be friends
with a bunch of jerks who took the first chance they saw to work
around their treaty?” I looked at her as if to say that was a
stupid question.





“Fine, fine. Hand it
over. I’m not sure what power it’ll give you. I’ve
never really blessed one of these before.”





“Huh? You mean it’s
another first for you?”





Lilith let out a small
giggle. “I guess so.” When I handed the book to her, she
put her hand on it. “In accordance with the ancient customs,
for services rendered to me and my kingdom, I, Demon Queen Lilith,
grant the blessing of demons to this tome.” A red light with
black smoke emitted from her hand, wrapping around the book. After a
few seconds, the light and smoke both faded away. “Go on, tell
me what it did!” She thrust the book back to me with an eager
expression.
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I blinked at the pop up.
“Oh.. wow… now that
is a blessing.”





“Show me show me
show me!” Lilith was practically bouncing on her heels, and I
had to pull my eyes away from her bouncing chest.





“Oh… right.”
I held my hand out in front of me and closed my eyes. Five
hundred mana should do.





After channeling a massive
amount of mana into my hand, I felt steel form in my fingers, the
handle of a sword. When I opened my eyes, I was holding a jeweled
saber, the handle wrapping around my hand like a silver shield. 






“Oooh… that’s
really cool!” Lilith exclaimed next to me, reaching out to poke
the sword. “Ouch, sharp!” She pulled her finger back and
sucked on it as a small drop of blood was released. “Explain,
now.” She smiled to me, her finger apparently already healed.





“Uh, the book gained
a power called Lesser Creation. I can make any nonmagical item out of
my mana, and be considered an expert with it. Though, I doubt it will
give me the reflexes to effectively use a sword like this for more
than attacking. And the more mana I pour into the item, the better
the quality.”





“And… you
felt you had to pour so much into this because..?”





I looked at her and raised
an eyebrow, “Was that a lot? It was a bit less than a third of
my total.”





“Uh, yeah…
Since you aren’t making them magical, you could use half the
mana you used and still get a really good weapon or armor.”





“Let me try
something..” I dismissed the weapon, and surprisingly the mana
all came back to me rather than dispersing. Huh,
neat. I set that note aside for late, and
raised my hand again. Alright… focus…





After concentrating on the
image I wanted, I felt a piece of paper fall into my hand. I only
used about twenty mana this time, but all I needed was a sheet of
paper. On the paper was blurred writing, which was not what I had in
mind. “Okay, need to practice before I can make instant
documents.”





“That exercise I
told you about earlier should help, since it’s about shaping
your mana!” Lilith quickly exclaimed, clapping her hands
together like she was proud that she was useful.





“I still say you
don’t act much like a demon queen.” I joked with her, and
she puffed up her cheeks in protest. “Too cute for a demon
queen.”





I could hear her mumble
under her breath, “Demons can be cute too..” But she
didn’t argue too much, seeming to just like that I said that
about her.





“Okay… first,
the rune. Then, I can work on this. There are a lot of things I want
to try making.” I smiled to her, patting her head again as I
sat down. “Okay, help me out here. I need a rune that acts to
target all of the components of the contract that are identified.
What would the proper definition be for something like that…”





“Uh.. Well, you’re
already selecting them with the detection magic. It’s just a
matter of making a rune that will apply to all of them so that you
don’t miss any.”





“Right… so,
rather than the Twin rune, where I targeted multiple objects of the
same origin, this one would be to target multiple pieces of the same
object.” I smiled, closing my eyes and focusing on the
definition. Parts of a single structure.
I had the image in my mind, and had just finished drawing it out when
it dawned on me. “This rune won’t cover the spell to put
the contract back into you. I’ll need to make a third one after
all.”





“No you won’t~.”
Lilith smiled to me, wrapping her arms around my chest and leaning
over my shoulder. “Demons already use contract magic that can
do that. You just seemed so intent on making it unique I didn’t
mention it earlier. Just these two runes will be plenty.”





“Think so?”





“Yup. I’ll
cast the merging spell myself, so it won’t be a problem. Just
don’t put anything weird in the contract before I do, okay? I
don’t want to end up as a mere plaything.” She winked
playfully to me.





“I wasn’t
going to do anything like that, don’t worry. But, I’ll
need to wait to choose what edits to make until the ritual is being
cast. If we’ve only got one shot to get it right, I don’t
want to waste it.”





“I understand~. Do
you want to cast all of the other spells yourself?”





“Honestly, I’m
not sure I have the energy for all of them. The only one that I
absolutely have to cast is the spell to rewrite the contract.
Everything else I can write out and trust your more experienced
casters to handle.”





“Yeah.. this is a
really big spell you’re changing. In a way, the ritual is like
a Grand Magic spell, though each part is no greater than an Adept
spell. How they come together and amplify their potentials to rewrite
such a powerful contract, that’s no small magic.”









“Yeah, about that..
I was thinking..”





“Hmm?”





“Well, after we do
this, I’m going to be targeted by every angel that realizes I
changed the contract, right?”





Lilith nodded slowly,
frowning. “Yeah.. probably.”





“Well, how about
this? What if one of the changes I make is so that neither side can
harm, by any definition, the representatives of the other faction?
With your blessing on the grimoire, I am practically your
representative already. After the alteration, neither the angels or
their accomplices would be able to attack me.”





She nodded quickly. “Yeah,
that would be good. Though, we wouldn’t be able to attack their
representatives either.”





“Ah, but you see,
you don’t have to attack them. You said that to get into Hell
without a demon guide is impossible. There were traps and monsters
waiting for people who tried. You don’t have to hurt them, just
don’t help them. Let them hurt themselves.”





Lilith slowly grinned to
me. “Are you sure you’re not a demon in disguise?”





“Well, I did mention
being your representative.”





“You did…
and, I think I need to give you something to make that more official
than just a simple mark on your book. Something that nobody would be
able to deny came from a demon.” She slowly had me stand from
my chair and turned me around.





“Oh? What did you
have in mind?”





“Close your eyes,
silly…” She blushed a bit while looking me in the eyes,
but I did as requested, and closed them. I could feel her breath over
my lips just a few seconds before she kissed me, holding us together
like that for several seconds. But, this wasn’t just a normal
kiss. I could hear system messages popping up all around me, just
waiting for me to open my eyes. “There..” When I opened
my eyes, I was dumbstruck from the messages waiting for me.
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Okay… motherlode
of all rewards. I blinked reading the
messages several times, before looking to Lilith, who was blushing
and looking away. “Is… is it really alright to give me
all of that?” Not only did I get the title and a new field of
magic, but that field of magic immediately became as high a level as
all of my other magics put together.





“Do.. you not want
it?”





“Of course I want
it! I was just worried that you’d get in trouble for giving
something like that to me.”





She let her shoulders
relax, and sighed. “It’s alright. You’ve helped us
more than any human in history, and you aren’t even done yet.
If anyone argues with my ruling, they can take it up with me.”
She winked to me and finally let go of me, taking a step back. “Just
remember… now you’ll be bound by the contract too, as a
representative of the Demons.”





“Eh, I never really
felt like going to the city of angels anyways. Especially since you
told me the big man doesn’t really run the show there.”





“So… you’re
alright with it?” She smiled hopefully.





“Alright with it?
Lilith, the magic you gave me is literally more powerful than any
other attack spell I’ve made so far. Though, I’ll have to
check out what some of them do later. I noticed you gave me the spell
Hell’s Gate. I assume that will let me make a temporary gate to
come here whenever I want?”





“Yup! You can summon
a gate that will last until you close it. And when you leave here,
you can choose to either leave to the same spot you arrived, or exit
at any of the permanent gates.”





“Well, that will be
useful. Could you give me a map of where the gates are? Being able to
jump between them could save weeks of travel time.”





“Why do you think we
spread them out so much?” Lilith grinned to me. “I’ll
give you the map later today.”





“Thanks. Give me
just a second.” I smiled to her, and opened up my character
sheet. I had gotten twenty levels just from the infernal magic, so
that gave me everything I need to hit my benchmark for Wisdom.
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Lilith had her head tilted
to the side, seeming worried as I allocated my stat points from the
sudden level increase, but then I grinned and she relaxed. “Don’t
scare me like that!”





“Huh? What do you
mean?”





“I thought you had
gotten upset about being marked as my emissary.”





“Oh, no! Nothing
like that. Sorry, I guess I should explain a bit more about
foreigners.” I sighed, and walked over to the bed to sit down,
where Lilith sat right beside me to listen. “See, whenever
foreigners learn a new ability, they have the chance to.. how should
I put this.. better their potential? Like increasing their mana or
strength. The mark you gave me just now let me make a rather big
change, so I was working on that real quick.”





“Ahh… you’re
weird.” Lilith smiled to me, and I laughed.





“Thanks? But really,
that was a nice thing you did for me. Apparently, being the Queen’s
Emissary is the highest role a mortal can play in Hell?”





Lilith blushed, and
nodded. “Yeah. There’s only a couple higher positions,
but to get them you would have to become at least partially a demon.
Not just a representative.”





Noticing her blush, I
poked her shoulder to tease her. “Can’t have the Queen
marrying some lowly mortal, can you?”





“U-uhm… I
meant a General! Yeah… you have to be at least part demon to
be one of my Generals…” She blushes further and looks
away. Yup, I hit the bullseye.





“Sure~.” I
grinned to her, patting her head. “Guess I have some authority
now, huh?”





Seeing the chance to
change subjects, Lilith pounces like a cat after a mouse. “Yup!
Only the highest ranked demons can disregard an order from you. And
myself, of course.”





“Of course. It
wouldn’t do to let some mere mortal be the boss of you.”
I chuckled, and she blushed again.





“R-right. But yeah,
the mark I put on your soul will also protect you from most lower
level infernal spells. Unless it was set up by myself or a General,
you might even be able to walk through a field of hellfire.”





“That… is
very good to know. So, hellfire is a real thing I take it? Not just
something for the tourists?”





“Yeah. Angels have
their Smiting, and we have Hellfire. All it really is is amplified
fire. Harder to extinguish, and all that.”





“And the spells
about souls?” I asked, not upset, just curious. She looked at
me for a moment, like she was searching for signs I might regret it,
but then nodded.





“Yeah. I’ll
understand if you don’t want to use those spells. But in most
cases, the monsters you encounter don’t really have a use for
their soul when they die. Oh, I’ll warn you though, if you try
to bind a creature to be your summon, and then take their soul when
they die, it’ll cancel the binding contract. No soul to summon,
you see?”





“Fair enough. And I
didn’t say I wouldn’t use them. Might avoid taking the
souls of creatures that actually have a shot at an afterlife, but
otherwise I don’t see a reason to waste, you know?”





She smiled again, “Right.
So, any other preparations needed, or do you just have to work out
the final spells for the ritual?”





“Once I work out the
spells, I should be good to go. It’s just a matter of finding
the right combinations to make it work.”





“Sounds good. We can
have one person do the analyze and extraction, another materialize
the contract, another link them, then you edit it, and I take it back
into myself.” She winks to me playfully, grinning. “I’ll
have a piece of you with me always~.”





“You shameless
succubus.” I shook my head and laughed. “But yeah, a
total of five spellcasters. That sounds like a good number for the
ritual. How long do you think it’ll take to get them ready?”





“Once you have the
spells set up, give them a day to review and understand them, and we
should be good to go tomorrow.”





“Alright. Well, now
that the runes are prepared, working out the spells shouldn’t
be that hard.” I tilted my head back and focused. First,
the extraction. That’s simple. Just use Extract with my
Components rune. I heard the popup telling me
that I had a new spell, and named it Extract Components. Because I
have an amazing naming sense.





Alright, next I need to
link the twin contracts. I don’t want a merge rune here,
because that would just cause all sorts of problems. Maybe the
Control rune with Properties? Another popup
appeared, and  I named the spell Link Twins without opening my eyes.





Okay, almost done. I
don’t want a simple Become spell, because I might accidentally
change the contract spell itself. So, add a Properties rune after
Rewrite. A final popup dinged, and I named
the spell Edit Details.





When I opened my eyes, I
saw that all of them had been added to my spell list, and smiled.
“Alright, I’ve got the spells. Let me just write them
down, and you can get them to your helpers.” I went over to the
table, grabbing a pen and paper, and began writing the details of the
Extract Components and Link Twins spells on separate sheets, being as
detailed as possible with my Magical Knowledge, while also explaining
the two new runes used in the spells.





Once I had both sheets
prepared, I turned around and handed them to a waiting Lilith, who
smiled and thanked me again before running off to spread the news. At
the same time, Denise walked into the room, looking curiously to me.





“What’s going
on?” I asked her, spotting her look.





“Did something
happen a few minutes ago? Like you getting stronger all of a sudden?”
She raised her eyebrows to me.





“Ah, right. Well,
Lilith sort of gave me the position of Emissary of the Underworld.
And with it, she gave me pretty powerful infernal magic. I guess at
the same time, your abilities got a substantial boost too, huh?”





“I’d say so.
First time I’ve actually managed to land a hit on my
instructor.” She smiled proudly to me, and I chuckled.





“Nice. Oh, also she
gave her blessing to my book, and it gave me a new power.”





“Anything
interesting this time?”





“Definitely.”
I raised a hand, pushing about two hundred mana into my Lesser
Creation, and swung a short sword that appeared out of nowhere. “I
can now make nonmagical objects that only I can use appear from thin
air.” I released the sword and it faded away, the mana
returning to me.





“You’re a
cheat character.”





“I know… Did
I mention that I have automatic proficiency with these weapons?”





“....Cheat.
Character.” Denise stated my entire being in two simple words.












Chapter
16













The next day, Lilith had
the demon mages prepared and ready for the ritual, as well as a room
for that ritual that would allow the newly created spells to be cast
at the highest effect. On the way to it, several demons greeted me
warmly, clearly excited about the chance to be free of the angel’s
attacks. I’m sure many of them have lost people they cared
about because of this business.





Standing outside the
ritual room, two demons with dark red skin and pitch black armor
saluted me as I went inside. In the room was an intricate magical
diagram, mirrored on the ceiling above it. At the four cardinal
directions, there was a single green stone placed in the floor, about
the size of a basketball.





Lilith was already waiting
for me in the room, sitting dead center in the circle. When she saw
me, she smiled and waved. “Hey, there you are! You ready for
this?”





I nodded, looking around
at the three other demons assembled. “Moment of truth, right?”





Standing in front of three
of the stones were nearly identical looking demons. They were
slender, with light red skin and long black hair. Their eyes were
completely black with no pupils, and they had three red horns coming
out of their foreheads. Each one was wearing an intricate robe with
various shades of red sewn into patterns.





The three demon mages
nodded to me in greeting, and I took my spot at the fourth stone,
pointed south. “Everyone got their parts memorized?” When
they nodded again I sighed in relief. “Okay… you ready
Lilith?”





“I’m ready!
Let’s show those glowing bastards that they can’t bully
us anymore!” Lilith exclaimed with a happy shout, quickly
standing to attention in the center of the circle. “Keviath,
begin!”





The demon at the western
point nodded, beginning his part of the ritual. “May the
shadows fade from view so that all may become clear. I, who
understands the bonds between Heaven and Hell, do cut and sever the
bonds of old.” He stretched his hand out towards Lilith, who
winced and seemed to begin trembling. Likely, the spell worked on the
contract was being pulled out of her.





Next, the demon to the
north began his part. “By the bonds of soul and blood, may word
and will act as the guide.” Gradually, a large parchment began
unrolling in front of him, which slowly moved over to the eastern
demon.. By now, Keviath’s stone began glowing, and he was
showing signs of fatigue. No time to read in
detail, gotta hurry.





The demon at the eastern
stone stretched his hand out to the contract. “Struck together,
writ as one, bind once more these lost twins.” Suddenly, there
was a brilliant flash of light that encompassed the room, which then
dimmed just enough to see that it was coming from the contract
itself. Also, the demon at the eastern point was kneeling in front of
a frantically blinking stone.





Focusing my eyes, I
scanned through the document hovering in front of me. I needed to
find the section about hostility between the races. As Keviath’s
stone went from glowing to blinking, I finally found it. “May
new words serve old souls, and bind them against older mistakes.”
I brought my hand up to the section, and replaced the words so that
it included representatives from the races as well, and prevented
fighting even against the combatants will, negating any contract that
would cause such conflict.





As soon as I was done, I
nodded, and the parchment floated over towards Lilith, who glanced at
my changes and smiled to me, nodding. “Now restore all ties
thought severed and lost. Bring together what was torn apart.”
Holding her arms out as if to embrace the contract, it vanished from
view, the light fading away.





Moments later, Lilith
began lifting up from the floor, floating inches into the air. When
her eyes opened again, they were glowing deep red. “The pact is
sealed once more. May no further blood be shed between our kind! Oh
King of Heaven, behold the truly finished treaty between our people!”
That glow shot out of Lilith’s body, up into the ceiling where
it vanished. Finally, she lowered down to the floor again, dropping
to her knees with a small smile on her face.
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Seeing the apparent
success of the plan, the two demons with blinking stones took their
chance and collapsed to the ground, exhausted from using magic to
effect such a powerful spell. I took a glance at my own mana, and saw
that simply rewriting three or four sentences had taken out over two
thirds of it. Damn, I haven’t been this
low on mana since I first summoned the wolfman.





“So… it
worked, right?” I looked to Lilith, who was still smiling like
it was Christmas.





“We’ll be able
to see the results in the next few days but… it seems to have
worked!” She jumped up into the air and raised her fist. Then
she came over to me, “Thank you so much. I don’t think we
can ever repay you for this.”





“You’ve
already given me quite a bit to repay this. I’m just glad it
worked. With this wording, the angels shouldn’t even be able to
ask foreigners to do their dirty work for them indirectly, since that
makes them a representative.”





“I know! We’re
finally safe!” She pulled me into a bearhug, and about the time
my feet lifted off the floor I realized that she really is the demon
queen, and possesses some insane strength! “If you ever need
anything from me, anything at all, just call out to me from the
darkness.” She winked playfully to me when she added her next
bit. “But make it a good calling, okay?”





“Yeah, yeah, you
just want a flashy entrance, don’t you?”





Surprisingly, she nodded
her head quickly. “Of course! I haven’t had a chance like
this in ages!”





I shook my head and
laughed softly. “Well, shouldn’t we get someone to take
care of the two that collapsed first?”





“Oh, oh right!”
She smiled sheepishly to the two prone figures. “Completely
forgot about that..” And with that she ran off out the door.
“See you later, Jin!”





I laughed again, walking
out of the room. As I exited, there were two or three dozen demons of
varying ages waiting for me. I was not expecting that at all, or the
applause that came from them. I could feel my cheeks heating up in a
blush, but made myself smile to them. Dammit,
why do they have to surprise me like this… really…





After a minute I managed
to make my way away from the crowd. Every now and then I’d see
a soldier who would stop to salute me. Honestly, I didn’t know
how to  respond to that, so I just nodded to them. I just wanted to
hide where none of the embarrassingly happy demons would be
congratulating me. Sadly, I only had one retreat in Hell. Thus, I
made my way to the Demon Queen’s chambers.





Lilith likely had a number
of issues to take care of now that the contract business was taken
care of, because she wasn’t there when I entered the room.
Well, that or she normally spends her time in the throne room. I had
kinda hijacked her schedule for a while. 






It took me several minutes
before I was able to calm down, sliding down to the ground with my
back against the door. “Heh.. heheh… guess it’s
finally over?” It had only been a few days since I arrived in
the demon city, but it felt like weeks with all the attention.





I decided that, since only
this part of my journey was actually over, and I still had a long
ways to go before I would make any real progress with my bigger
issue, I should start training. And thankfully, Lilith had given me a
quicker method of training my magic so that I could get stronger
faster.





Closing my eyes, I thought
over what she had told me. Focus your mana
into different shapes, increasing your speed and accuracy as you
train. Well, that’s all well and good,
but how do I judge the accuracy? I can’t actually see mana! I
guess I’ll just have to use my Scan spell while I do it.





“In my eyes, all
things are as one.” My vision tinted green, and I focused until
I could see a blue aura leaking from my fingers. “Okay, got
it.”





I had been moving my mana
around in dozens of ways ever since I first came here, but raw mana
manipulation was something a bit new. It felt kind of like when I was
using my Lesser Creation skill, but without solidifying it. Slowly, I
saw that blue aura rise up from my hand, and form into a simple ball.
Even this process took about twenty seconds, so until I got better,
Lesser Creation was not something I’d pull out in a fight.





Thankfully, I wasn’t
actually spending mana to do this since I’d absorb it again
after each shape. Next, I compressed the sides of the sphere,
flattening them out to make a cube. For now I would just alternate
between a sphere and a cube until I could do the transition in a
single second.
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So, doing this improves
my Magical Talent? But, wasn’t it supposed to make my spells
level up faster? Or does having a high Magical Talent do that?
I puzzled over the question, and took a glance at my skills list.
With the buff from my Ritualist title, it looked like I was able to
get a new skill, which indeed increased my training speed for my
magic. Huh… so, skills aren’t set
either. You gain skills based on the process you use to level up your
talents? This was supposed to be a basic
training exercise, so most people likely got it as a much earlier
skill.





Nonetheless, I kept up
this process for several hours, just alternating between a sphere and
a cube. Eventually, out of sheer boredom, I added a cylinder to the
routine by rounding out the sides of the cube. Then I would just
switch between the three in a random order to keep it more
interesting. By the time I was able to change between basic shapes in
a single second, my eyes were tired of staring at the blue aura and I
cancelled the spell.





“Okay… got
the first level of training down.” I smiled to myself, and
finally noticed a weight pressing me forward slightly. Apparently,
someone was trying to open the door I was blocking. “Oh! Uh,
sorry!” I quickly got up out of the way.





Once the door was free to
open, I could hear a low grumbling from the other side as it opened.
“You know how long I was trying to push this door open? What,
did you fall asleep in front of it?”





“Nice to see you too
Denise.” I smirked to her, moving back to sit on the bed.
“Sorry, ran here to get away from the mob celebration. Ran out
of energy at the door.”





“Celebration? I
thought it looked like people were happier just now. So.. it worked?”





“Seems like it. We
won’t know for sure until  a demon goes out and checks.”





“You mean, even
after all of this, someone’s got to be bait to see if the plan
worked?” Her eyebrows came together and she muttered something
under her breath. 






“So, since you
didn’t know about the ritual being done. You here for something
else?”





“Oh, not
particularly. My instructor wanted to take a break for a little
while. I had wondered why, but I guess he didn’t want to miss
the party.”





“Oh god, I hope they
aren’t really throwing a party.”





Denise grinned to me at
that. “Oh come on~! Just think about it, you can be the center
of attention at the innermost circle of Hell!”





“I think that sounds
more fun than the reality of it.”





“Face it, Jin. You
do the deed, and people are going to want to thank you for it.”





“No good deed goes
unpunished?”





“Punishment? Didn’t
Lilith make you into a totally cheat character for all of this?”
Denise tilted her head back and laughed after asking this.





“Yeah, and now she’s
letting me personally summon her whenever I want, as long as I make
it a flashy entrance.” I let out a sigh, shaking my head.
“Don’t get me wrong, I am glad that I helped them. Just
never been good at parties.”





“You prefer to
receive your thanks in private, eh?” There was a suggestive
tone to her words, and she winked at me.





“All innuendos
aside, yeah. The great and powerful mage is terrified of being the
center of attention for a big crowd. Ironic, ain't it?”





“Hey, at least that
means you aren’t perfect! You’re human just like the rest
of us. You are still human, right? No extra demony bits?”





“To the best of my
knowledge, still human.”





“Good. So, we’ve
still got a few days before your friend makes it to town. What do you
plan to do until then?”





“I planned to train
a few abilities. If I’m going to be hiding that I’m a
full mage, I’ll need a second skillset to fall back on.”





“Like what?”
She tilted her head to the side, looking to me curiously.





“I was thinking of
taking up archery, if you’d give me some pointers. Even though
I can use the weapon just by making it, it’d still be nice if I
knew what I was doing.”





“So, you want to
be…”





“An arcane archer,
of sorts. I can make the gear with my lesser creation, and I should
even be able to make the arrows that way, and pass it off as a magic
bow. I’ll just need to test how much mana it uses to fire an
arrow, since I won’t likely be able to get that mana back like
I do with held objects.”





“Well, why don’t
we go test it? Also~ I had an idea for you.” Denise looks at me
with a playful smile.





“Oh? What is it?”





“Strip.”





“Eh?”





“Oh come on, it’s
nothing I haven’t seen before.” She laughs before
reaching into her bag and pulling out a very simple outfit, which
looked suspiciously like my beginner’s commoner outfit. “Get
into these.”





“We went through all
that trouble to get me out of
those…” I sighed as I dutifully stripped out of my
robes, and changed into the cheaper outfit.





“I know, I know.
Hear me out. Now, with that outfit on, you can use that creation
skill to create weapons, armor, or… even a robe, right?”





“Well, yeah…
ah, I see what you’re getting at.” I nodded, and
channeled my mana through my clothes, triggering the creation skill.
Within moments, I was wearing leather armor similar to Denise’s.
“I can just use those clothes and supply my armor with my
creation skill, right?”





“Exactly! Though,
it’d be nice if you could create magical objects like that…”





“Can’t be
helped. The ability was called lesser creation, so maybe if we find
another magical race like the demons, the ability will upgrade?”





“True. Oh, I got you
something else, too!” Denise smiled to me and pulled a bracelet
out of her bag. “One of the shops gave me a really good deal on
it. Probably your fault. According to them, you can store weapons in
it to retrieve at a moment’s notice. Any magical effects,
whether good or bad, stay active constantly while stored in it as
well when you wear it.”





I nodded, “Sounds
good. I’ll need to have a tracker spell put on it though.
Wouldn’t it suck if some thief thought the bracelet looked
valuable, so he stole it? And wound up with my grimoire and staff..”





Denise nodded. “Yeah,
hadn’t thought about that. Still, it’s a good idea,
right?” She smiled over to me, holding out the bracelet.





I laughed as I accepted
it. “Yeah, it is. I can get a tracker easily enough from
Lilith. But, it’s safe enough to use while we are in this city.
Nobody here would want  to rob me while I’m on her good side.
Hell… I’m not even sure it’d be possible.”





Pulling out my staff, I
held it up to the bracelet. The staff’s form became blurred,
and then faded into the bracelet like a cloud of smoke. Checking to
make sure I did indeed keep the buffs from the staff, I did the same
thing with my grimoire. “This’ll make it easier to keep
the secret. Thanks. Now, about that training?”





“Oh, right! Uhm…
there should be an archery range near where I do my sword training.
But how are you going to get there without being noticed?”





“...Dammit. Well, I
guess there’s no helping it. We can’t shoot a bow in
here…” I paused as a thought came to me. “Hey,
Denise..?”





“Yeah?”





“Is there an
explosive powder in this world? Not magical, just a mix of different
ingredients that causes a small explosion.”





“Oh, you mean black
powder? Yeah, some people use them for bombs. Why?”





I grinned widely, looking
to her. “Can you find out how to make it?”





“Uh…. sure.
You’re wanting to use explosive arrows?”





“Something like
that. But I need to be able to produce it myself with my creation
skill, or else it won’t work.”





“Alright. Well, you
want to go find a book on it?”





“Uh…” I
looked to the door, imagining the horde of people likely to be
waiting on the other side. “Could.. could you?”





Denise looked at me, and
then shook her head with a smile. “This time. But afterwards,
you and I are going out for practice. Agreed?”





“Yeah… yeah.
Got to face them sooner or later, right?”





“Exactly. I take it
you’ll still be here when I get back?”





“Either I will, or
there will be signs of a struggle.”





“Okay… well,
it shouldn’t take me more than an hour, assuming I can find the
library.”





“Alright, I’ve
got some stuff to practice until you get back.” I smiled to her
and nodded as she left, immediately reactivating my Scan spell and
getting to work. Even if it took a bit longer, I wanted to start
creating more complex shapes. Starting with a web, I gradually moved
on to moving parts. It was hard to tell if it worked, so I had to
materialize it. 






What I created was a
simple steel ring wrapped around a rod. For my test, I spun the ring
to make sure it worked, and then grinned when it did. “It
should be ready by the time we leave here…”





After Denise returned with
the book, I grudgingly followed her out to the archery range, far too
many demons thanking us as we walked. Denise took it a lot better
than I did. She was smiling and welcoming each one, while I was
trying to hide my face in my improvised leather armor.





Once we got to the area
she was training at, I naturally kept walking. She didn’t know
the exact direction, but now that I was here I spotted one area on my
mental map that looked like an archery range. “Would you stop
doing that? It gets a bit freaky when you know your way around parts
of a town you’ve never been in.”





“Sorry… was
in a bit of a hurry.” I mumbled under my breath as we came up
to the range. There were practice bows and arrows, and targets at
varying distances. “Okay… I should be able to use it
right away, so which target?”





Denise looked at them,
thinking for a bit. “The third one. Looks about twenty meters
away?”





Nodding, I extended my
hand, focusing my skill to create a bow. I poured about the same
amount of magic into it as I would for a good sword, about three
hundred. Adding onto that the four hundred for my armor and I was
down to just under two thirds of my mana. Nevertheless, the result
was a bow that looked similar to Denise’s elven bow. Given how
good her’s was, I knew it would be a good bow to use.





“Alright… now
for an arrow.” I held out my other hand and focused just a
single point of mana into it. A slender piece of wood formed with a
sharpened tip, looking about the same as the training arrows. At two
points, it become firmer, and at three grew feathers at the base. At
five mana, a stone arrowhead appeared at the tip. “Okay.. Let’s
try this then.”





I put the stone arrow on
the bowstring and pulled back easily, taking aim at the target. When
I released, the arrow flew straight to where I was looking, hitting
just off center from the bullseye. “Damn…” Within
moments of hitting, the arrow shattered into shards of blue light and
vanished. I couldn’t really tell if I got the mana back or not,
since the cost of the arrow was less than my passive mana
regeneration.





“Hey, that was a
pretty good shot for your first time. Keep going! Next one, thirty
meters.” At Denise’s words, I moved a bit over until I
was in front of a target that was another ten meters beyond the
first. This time, I put twenty mana into the arrow. What I got was a
black arrow with a steel tip. Looks like ten or fifteen would be a
good place to keep for my arrows.





The next shot flew
straight as well, not even slowing down despite my relatively low
strength. Speaking of which I should modify Denise’s bow again
since she increased her strength. With my mind distracted, the arrow
shattered just before hitting the target. “Fuck, got
distracted. Guess the arrows don’t stick around unless I pay
attention.”





Quickly, I created and
fired an identical arrow at the same target, focusing on the
bullseye. Sure enough, the arrow sailed true and struck exactly where
I was focusing. Denise grumbled beside me. “Cheat. You’re
a cheat. It took me weeks to get this good with a bow, you know? And
you’re not even using a real bow! You know what, next target,
one hundred meters!”





Although I thought that
was a bit much, I shrugged and went to the farthest target. It looked
like a small board in the distance, and I couldn’t even clearly
see the bullseye. “Huh… I won’t get it in the
center unless I use a spell..”





“No spells!”
Denise immediately retorted. If I had to guess, she just wanted to
see me mess up once to save her pride.





I nodded, making another
twenty mana arrow, and firing it straight to the target. Again, even
though I didn’t take gravity into account and adjust my aim,
the arrow flew perfectly straight. That said, the target was a bit
too far to see the bullseye clearly, and I hit one of the outer
rings. “Okay, I think I know how this works now… Rather
than my aim being good, it looks like the arrow itself is guided to
where I focus as I release it. As long as I keep focused on the
arrow, it won’t disappear. That means that I can hit any target
I can clearly see, as long as it doesn’t move. I doubt this
would let me hit a moving target so easily.”





“Thank Lilith for
small favors.” Denise let out with a sigh. “Okay, how
much damage do you think you’ll be able to do with it?”





“If the bow is using
normal rules, not that much. But assuming I am indeed a cheat
character and it is based on my magical ability, it should be about
as strong as my mana bolt.”





“Let’s assume
that you’re a cheat then. Especially since the ability comes
from your spellbook.”





“Right. I’d
need something better than this to test it on though.”





“I understand. Well,
this time shoot again, and use your magic. Let’s see if you
really can hit the bullseye.”





I nodded, “Scan.”
My vision zoomed in on the target, and I could see it clearly. In my
right hand, an arrow formed. Firing it as I had before, I kept my
focus on the arrow heading for its target. Sure enough, with the
spell enhancing my vision, the arrow struck dead center in the
target.





“Yup. You’re a
cheat.” Denise was staring at the target in the distance.
“Okay, so the story is that that is a magical bow. I guess we
should add increased accuracy to the list of abilities as well.”





“Yeah. You’re
still way better at this than me. You could probably hit one of these
targets with your eyes closed. If I even looked away, I’m
pretty sure I’d miss the broad side of a dragon.”





“True enough, but
I’ve been working at this for a while. You just picked it up.
I’m sure you’ll get some neat tricks soon.”





“Probably.” I
nocked another arrow and fired at the target, repeating this a few
times. Each time I fired a new arrow, the one I previously shot would
shatter. Looks like I can’t do rapid
fire.





Just as I was thinking
that, and firing off one mana arrow after another, I got a much
welcomed popup.






	
	
			
			
			New Talent Unlocked!

			
			

			

			
			Arcane Marksman -- Having delved into the secrets of
			magic with ranged weapons, you are able to empower your
			projectiles with certain abilities.

		
	







“...You froze…
it happened, didn’t it?” Denise hung her head after I got
the message, and I nodded.





“New ability, Arcane
Marksman.” I took a quick glance at my skills list to see what
it gave me. “Alright, looks like this is what it lets me do.”
I created another arrow this time. Though the arrow itself was only
worth fifteen mana, I added another five to engrave the rune for Fire
into it. 
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When I nocked the arrow,
the tip glowed slightly. Upon release, it was immediately wrapped in
flame, shooting like a needle of fire at the target and burning a
hole through the center. As an afterthought, I noticed that shooting
the arrow to activate the ability cost me another ten mana. So,
thirty mana for a pretty good elemental arrow. Most people would have
to carve them individually, so the efficiency to fire them is needed
I guess.





“I give up…
you are such a cheat.” Denise dropped to the ground and sighed,
shaking her head from side to side. “Is it limited to fire, at
least..?” She looked up to me, hopeful.





“Uhm.. any element I
can cast…” I turned my eyes away from her, embarrassed a
bit.





I almost thought I heard
her growling at me. “And.. with nature magic… you can
use all the basic ones. Probably hellfire too now, right? How is any
of this fair?”





“I’m pretty
sure that I still wouldn’t be able to hit anyone as fast as
you, even if I used a lightning arrow. Unless my eyes can track you,
I can’t lock on. And my eyes aren’t as good as yours. So,
you’re still the much better combatant. Especially if we ever
get into a situation where I can’t use magic. Then I’m
screwed.”





“You’re trying
to comfort me, aren’t you?” She glared up to me.





“Uhm.. maybe..? Is
it working?”





“A bit. But yeah, if
we hit an area that negates magic, you’d be no different from a
commoner really.”





“You didn’t
have to put it like that, you know?”





Her glare turned into a
grin. “Hey, if I don’t pop your ego now, it won’t
fit back through the door.”





“Yeah, yeah. Laugh
it up.” I smiled to her, letting the bow shatter into light as
the arrows had, and then offering her a hand to get up.












Chapter
17









The next few days, I
didn’t see Lilith much, except for at nights when she returned
to her chambers. It seems she was back to her official duties as the
Demon Queen. That said, she still asked regularly about how my
training was going, and when we planned to leave. Looks like she
really did want to throw a party for me before we left. I had
considered lying in order to get out of it, but you really don’t
want to lie to the queen of all demons.





Every day, I’d
practice my magical marksmanship at the range, while in private
working on my shape training. I was eventually able to create black
powder, so it didn’t take long after that before my real goal
started.





Now, it’s the day
before we leave to go back to the human world. I stepped out long
enough to send a message to Rusty to make sure that Kevin would be on
time, and then pulled Denise aside. I wanted to show her the results
of my training before the party later.





“So, you’re
finally going to show me why you wanted to make a bomb arrow? Figured
it’d be pretty pointless if you could just use those enchanted
shots.”





True enough, my talents
have raised quite a bit during my training. Magical Talent increased
by three, while Arcane Marksmanship went up to five, and Runescript
went up to four. Looks like the requirement to raise Runescript is
simply to draw and use runes. Probably a common talent for people
that write magical scrolls.





“Yeah, but this
isn’t about arrows. You want to learn something new about my
world, right?” I smiled to her, and her eyes went wide as she
nodded. “Alright, let’s go to the range.”





Her curiosity must have
overpowered her damaged pride, because she happily went along. It was
a few hours before the party, so most of the demons were busy
preparing. Thankfully, that meant we could pass through undisturbed.





“Alright.. watch
this.” I held a hand out to the target, and focused my mana.
According to my tests, about two hundred mana was required for what I
wanted. The shape formed slowly within my hand, and I gently grabbed
the handle. Waiting a few moments more, I pointed the weapon towards
the farthest target, and squeezed the trigger.





There was a loud roar like
an explosion, a small flash of light appearing before the center of
the target was blown away, leaving a small hole. 






Denise put her hands on
her ears a moment too late, and winced, but was wide eyed when she
saw the result. “What.. what is that?”





“It’s called a
gun. A revolver, specifically. A weapon from where I come from. It
uses black powder to fire these.” I held out my palm and
created a bullet. Unlike the arrows, a bullet only cost five mana to
make due to its size. And most of that was for the gunpowder. 






Denise smirked to me. “So,
you don’t want to be the center of attention, therefore you go
and make a weapon from your own world that only you can use?”





...I… hadn’t
thought of that. “You’re right… bow and arrows
works. Gun is for emergencies only.” The gun quickly shattered
into light, and Denise laughed.





“Really.. you spent
all that time on this, and didn’t consider how much attention
it’d bring you?”





“I was just excited
that I could create something new to this world… Well, maybe
it will come in handy later.” I let out a dejected sigh,
realizing that I spent all that work for nothing when I could have
been learning new spells instead.





Denise smiles and pats me
on the shoulder. “It’s alright. You’re still plenty
good with that bow of yours.”





“Yeah, it shouldn’t
be that hard to hide my real power around other foreigners now. I can
even call Dariel for backup if we need her. Though, when we’re
going all out, I think it’d be better to rely on Lilith when we
get desperate.”





“Not sure how strong
she is, but if she’s better than her generals that’d be
one hell of a backup.”





I nodded, focusing to
create the bow on my back. “You know, it is going to be
difficult to keep these up as a permanent fixture. It’s like
trying to think of two different numbers in the back of your head at
all hours of the day.”





She smirked to me, “Hey,
you wanted this. You can only blame yourself.”





“True. Besides, who
would suspect an archer to be the first foreigner mage?”





“Right. Now, less
stalling! It’s time to head for the party.”





I winced. Oops,
she found me out. “Uh.. right… I
guess it is that time, huh?” My clothes shifted, becoming dark
red and black robes which looked more like the demon style, as well
as a circlet with a ruby centerpiece. “I still can’t
believe they’re making me wear this thing.”





“Aww, but they want
to be able to remember you as the valiant hero you were! Striding in
and volunteering to help the misunderstood demon race against the
oppressive angels.”





“Yeah, yeah…
But still... “ I sighed deeply, and we began making our way to
the throne room.





When we arrived at the
hallway to the throne room, there were a dozen guards on each side of
the hall, facing inward. As we approached, one by one they raised
their swords to the ceiling in a salute. “This is going to be a
really formal party, isn’t it…”





Denise just laughed next
to me. “Only the best for the hero~.”





I glanced over to her
suspiciously, and she giggled when we approached the door.
Reluctantly, I put my hand on the large door and pushed it open.
Apparently, having a connection to hell means you can open their
doors with ease.





What I saw inside was…
not what I was expecting. The throne room was exactly the same as
before, and it was not
crowded with a swarm of cheering demons. In fact, there was just
Lilith, sitting on her throne. “Surprise~!”





When Lilith said that,
Denise couldn’t help but break out laughing. “Oh you, you
really thought everyone was going to be here, didn’t you? The
look on your face, made up for that deal with your archery.”





Lilith smiled and walked
over to me as the door closed. “Denise told me that you’re
not one for parties. So, I decided to give you one last reward before
you leave… and not have one.” She giggled a bit. “Is
there anything else that we can do for you, before you leave?”





Yes, please teach me
all of the spells that I was too stupid to learn because I wanted to
make a gun! I screamed it out in my head, but
forced a smile to Lilith. “No, thank you. You have already
helped a great deal. I’ll be sure to receive your hospitality
again in the future.”





“You’d better.
Even if you don’t summon me, I expect frequent visits! Or at
least a call when you can’t visit. Deal?”





“Deal. It was a
pleasure to meet you, Lilith.” I bowed deeply to the Demon
Queen, and she laughed.





“It was a pleasure
to receive the name, Jin.” She likewise bowed to me. “Now
get going. You’ve got to meet your friend, right?”





“Right. He’ll
be expecting us. Probably shouldn’t keep him waiting.”





“Then go now, and
may you always be a friend of the demon race.”





And so we went, exiting
out of the Hell’s Gate that we came in with. Only now did I
notice that Denise had a bracelet similar to my own on her wrist. I
decided to wait to ask her about it till we were back to the surface.





“Hey Denise..?”





“Yeah?”





“I don’t think
we fed Midnight this last week…”





She looked at me and
laughed again. “I came out here once or twice a day to take
care of that. I knew you’d forget.”





“To be fair, I was
quite busy!” I smiled to her, glad to know that our horse
wouldn’t be starved to death. We were now walking down the dark
stone corridors of the dungeon beneath the oasis, and passing by the
sentinel demons.





“Uh huh, busy making
a weapon you won’t use.”





I made a face at that
remark. It was not a happy face, but it made her giggle. Then, we
came to the pool of water that we first found. I decided to open up
our stat windows to see what kind of progress we had made in the week
we were here. 
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Compared to when we
entered, we’ve gained thirty-five levels. Even pretending to be
weaker, we should be able to make do. Kevin probably isn’t more
than level seventy by now, and knowing him it’s all combat
talents.





“Alright, in we go!”
I smiled to her before diving into the water, coming out into the
blazing desert sun above ground. “I never realized how much I
would miss the sun…”





Denise smirks to me.
“That’s what you get for staying in there training all
the time. Remember, sky blue, clouds white, sand hot.”





I laughed to her,
smirking. “Hey, it’s not that bad!”





Speak for yourself. Can
we please head back to the city now? Midnight
was glaring at me, and I smirked. 






“Fine, fine.”
I reached to the bracelet, and remembered what I wanted to ask
Denise. “Hey Denise, what do you have in your bracelet?”





“Oh? Mine is a
special bow and sword that they gave me.  Figured that carrying
around demon weapons would be a bit too obvious though.”





“Ahh, good call.”
I brought the grimoire out to find the spell, more out of habit than
anything. I could check the interface, but this felt more right. Once
I had it in my head I put the book back in the bracelet. “Stars
of the west, eyes of the north, bridge of the south, and eastern
seas. Guide me to the place I seek.” I extended my mana to
Midnight and Denise, and we felt again like we were being yanked
through the eye of a needle. On the bright side, my teleport leveled
up!





“Never going to get
used to that.” Denise groaned out, as we appeared just outside
the Arcane Emporium, where I had originally purchased that spell.





“Me either…
hope it gets better. Now, Rusty said that Kevin should be near the
city’s gate…” Thus, we made our way to the
southern exit of the city, passing by a wide array of shops on the
way. Oddly, not many of them interested me as much anymore now that I
had gained what I had from Hell.





When we arrived at the
southern gate, I let out a low groan, seeing one of the guards
arguing with a black haired man in samurai-style armor and a katana
on his waist. Thanks to my Worldlore from the grimoire, I saw his
name as Kevlar. “I should have known. Let’s go see what
the argument is all about.”





Denise nodded, not sure
what had me suddenly upset. Drawing closer, we heard that the issue
was actually that ‘Kevlar’ did have the money needed to
enter the city.





“But I’m
supposed to be meeting some friends in here! I just came with a
caravan, surely they’ll vouch for me!”





“The caravan you
came with already entered the city. Since they didn’t pay for
you, you have to. As for your friends, well maybe they should have
given you the money to get in.”





I shook my head as I
approached the gate. “It’s alright, he’s with me.”
By now I was out of that ridiculous demon robe and back into leather
armor with a bow, looking like a male match to Denise.





“That… is
that you Chris?” Kev looked at me, blinking as he saw my
appearance.





“It’s Jin
here, Kev.” I sighed, reminding him of my game name. This was
probably the first time I had considered this place a game since we
got to Hell. “Anyways, did you need something from the city, or
were you just waiting for us?”





“No, I’m good
on gear. There wasn’t much work with the caravan, so I didn’t
level up any on the way over.”





This guy…
“Alright… well, let’s head out then. It’s a
bit expensive to pay when we aren’t getting anything.”
Denise and Midnight followed me as we left the gate, and Kevin
followed behind us, leaving the guard behind. Though, the guard
seemed happy for him to be gone. Not really surprised.





“So… this is
the person you told me you were partying with? You forgot to mention
she was hot.” Kevlar looked Denise over with hungry eyes, and
was smacked by her for his trouble. “Ow! What, I can’t
even look?”





“It’s not that
you look… it’s that you seem to have no filter on your
speaking. Seriously, how did you even convince a caravan to take you
when you talk like this…”





“Like what?”
Kev looked to me, confused.





“Like… well
like you don’t belong. You’ve got to treat the people
like you would anyone else.” I tried to explain. Thankfully,
Denise knew most of the details already, so she wasn’t
bothered.





“Yeah. The caravan
said something like that too. They asked me if I was a foreigner. I
guess it was a fitting description, so I said yes. I guess that’s
why they took me. They must have realized my excellence!”





“Jin, can I hit him
again?” Denise looked to me with pleading eyes.





“Maybe later. And
‘Kevlar’... that is a terrible name. Why don’t you
ever try to come up with something new?”





“Because it’s
a tradition! And uh… how did you know my name here? I don’t
think I told your old friend.”





“Trade secret.”
I smirked to him.





“Also, I thought you
said you were a mage when we met before?”





“Ah, yeah, I went to
the college. I take it you haven’t heard about how hard the
training is?”





“Well, I know a lot
of people flunked out and got pissed, so they changed jobs, or just
kept doing magic without graduating.”





“Exactly. So, I took
up the bow. Lately, I’ve been learning how to mix some basic
magic with my shots. We were in a dungeon before you arrived, and I
got a pretty cool bow off of it.”





“You guys have
already been into a dungeon? What levels are you?”





Denise glanced to me at
Kevlar’s constant use of the word level. “Just a bit over
seventy. And could you please stop using those terms? It’s best
if you actually put in the effort, you know? You’ll get better
rewards if you have the mindset.”





“Eh? Really, is that
true? Well, it’s alright. We’re all ‘foreigners’
here, yeah?” He smiled brightly to me, and I sighed again. I’m
going to be doing that a lot I think.





“Denise isn’t.
She was the innkeeper at Rosenheim.”





“Eh?! Really? She’s
a--... well, a ‘native’?” He looked at Denise
again, wide eyed.





“Yeah. She decided
to join me on my adventure, so now she gets stronger as I do.”





“Oh! Right! How did
you end up stuck here anyways? Everyone’s freaking out! They
don’t believe me when I tell them I got a call saying you were
here.”





“I’ve given it
a lot of thought.. and I can’t tell you why I’m here.”





“Why not?” He
glared to me, like I had just insulted him.





“I can’t tell
you that either. All I can say is that you are really better off not
knowing. Besides, I’ve got a plan to deal with this.”





His glare didn’t
lessen, and he crossed his arms in front of him. “Do tell.”





“I’m going to
kick god’s ass.” I said with a smile, looking up to the
sky.





Well, that wasn’t
what he was expecting apparently, because he froze. Then, he suddenly
let out a big laugh. “Dammit, you really are Chr--er, Jin,
aren’t you?”





“The one and only.
You still only have combat skills?”





“Duh. Why would I
waste my time learning useless stuff?”





“...Says the guy
that had to hitchhike with a caravan because he couldn’t take
care of himself.”





“Low blow, dude..”
He took another look at me and Denise. “So, you’re both
archers right? She also has a sword, and you’ve got some magic.
And you took on a dungeon by yourselves?”





“Well, we got in
town last week. Had to do something to pass the time.”





“Last week?  But--
oh right, time goes faster here. So, what about that cool bow you
got? Some epic boss drop or something?”





“Kev… please
treat this a bit more seriously. It doesn’t sound like the
story of the foreigners has spread outside the kingdom yet.”





“Ah, so you know
about it?”





I smiled over to Denise.
“Well, yeah, I’m the one that told it.”





“You… you’re
serious, aren’t you? Damn, you always were the best at this
roleplay crap. Er, sorry Denise.”





“It’s alright,
Kevlar, Jin has explained a great deal about where you come from, so
I’m able to understand.” Though she was smiling, it felt
like she was about to bash his head open, and she was gripping her
fists tight.





“Oh.. uh …
right.”





“So, what do you
plan to do now, Kev?” I couldn’t bring myself to call him
Kevlar. I just couldn’t.





“What do you mean?”





“Well, you’ve
still got to take care of your normal life. You can’t be over
here all the time, and we won’t always be able to wait a few
days at a time for you to get back.”





“Well… that’s
true… What did you plan to do?”





“I’m headed
for the Shattered Realm. The event that split the kingdom should have
left some good dungeons to explore.”





“Ehh… I just
came from there and I’m going back already? You know how long
that will take?”





“About twenty
minutes?”





“Say what?”
Kev asked with a dumbfounded expression.





“Well, to the port,
really. I’d like to navigate the ship myself to one of the less
explored islands.”





“You… realize
it took me over a ‘week’ to get here right? And you
expect to make it in twenty minutes?”





“Give or take. How
good’s your memory?”





“Decent.. why?”





After checking that we
were out of sight from the city, I got to work drawing on the sand.
“Try to remember and describe the port city as clearly as you
can. Leave the rest to me.”





“I don’t
really know if I should trust you with this…”





Denise groaned, and looked
at him. “Just do it. If Jin says he can get us there, he can
get us there.”





By now, I had drawn a
mostly even circle around the entire group. “And don’t
smudge any of these lines.”





“You… is this
what I think it is?”





“If you think I’m
about to teleport us to save a bunch of time and effort, then
probably. Now, details please.” I began working on drawing the
runes inside the circle with my fingers. Given the size, it would
take a good while to finish.





“Uh, right…
Well, obviously there was the sea. A bunch of scattered islands in
the distance… they called the city Grazel. All the buildings
were wooden, and the whole place smelled like fish.”





“Is that seriously
all you can remember?” I glanced up to him.





“Uh.. oh wait! There
was a sign above the entrance, it had an eight pointed star. You
know, like the directions on a map.”





“Much better. Now
shut up and stay still.” After several more minutes of drawing,
I carefully stepped into the circle to observe my work. “Keep
in mind, this is the first time I’ve done this to travel so
far.”





Denise paled a bit,
remembering the normal teleport feeling. “I think we can make
it if we walk!”





I smirked to her, and
forced myself to use the user interface to find the spell chant.
Can’t bring out my grimoire here. “Thirty-seven points of
divinity, eighty-nine signs, may the wheel of fate be my guide.”
The runed circle around us began to let out a white glow. “Open
the twelfth gate, and grant this traveler passage through the
shadows! Teleport to the city of Grazel!”





The light of the circle
exploded, wrapping around us and then becoming pitch black in a
single moment. Slowly, the world began to fade into view around us.
First thing noticeable was indeed the strong smell of fish and sea in
the air. The temperature had also dropped a few degrees from the
desert. Then came the buildings, all wooden just as Kev had said. We
were standing under the town’s entrance gate, amidst a very
surprised group of fishermen. 






“Sorry, first time
teleport.” I smiled to them, and they nodded, going back to
their business. Denise let out a sigh of relief from not having the
usual feeling when teleporting, but Kevin was just still as a statue.





“Wow…
really.. really back. So this is magic, huh? I’ve only seen a
few small tricks before.”





“Yeah, there’s
a rumor around Rosenheim that almost nobody has been able to graduate
from the college. So there’s no surprise that not many people
know more than the first couple spells.”





“And how did you
manage to learn all of this?”





I noticed his suspicious
look, and shrugged. “How do you learn anything? I got it from a
book.” I haven’t actually told him I wasn’t a full
mage. In fact, I haven’t said a single lie yet. Just well
concealed truths.





“Figures. But yeah,
I heard the rumor. Just before I left the capital they were saying
that a foreigner from Rosenheim had actually managed to graduate in
just four weeks. All the ‘natives’ were saying it was
impossible. I figured it’d probably be you.”





“You do see the bow,
right? What would a full mage possibly be doing with a bow?”





“Yeah… you
have a point. I guess I put a bit too much faith in your study
skills, heh?” He smirked to me, and I laughed.





“Maybe. But yeah, we
need to find someone selling a ship. Would be nice if I could get
pointers on running it too.”





“You.. clearing a
dungeon gave you quite the reward, huh?”





“We didn’t
really clear all of it. But yeah, we got a lot during this last week
or so.” I smiled to Denise, who shook her head with a grin. She
must have noticed that I haven’t lied yet either. Just let him
make his own assumptions.





“We should team up
some time for one!” Kev declared loudly after thinking that I
got rich from a single dungeon. Though really, I got my money before
that, because… I’m a cheat character.





“Maybe.” I
glanced around to check our surroundings. “How strong are the
monsters around here?”





“Uh.. not that
strong, I guess? The sea monsters are badass, but ships typically
have ways to deal with them. At least, the one I was on did.”





“Right. Well, since
we made it here in good time, how about you show us your fighting
style? It’ll be easiest to work together as a team if we know
how each of us operates.”





“Oh, right! Sure,
I’ll show you!” He pressed his chest out happily, and we
left the city. “There should be some dire wolves around here..”





Dire wolves, eh? Step
up from the Angry Wolf. Should be interesting.





After a while of walking
in a random direction, we found a pack of wolves at the edge of a
forest. Though I say wolves, each one was nearly as big as Midnight.
“Ah, there they are. Quite a large group..”





I glanced at the wolves.
“How many can you handle yourself?”





“Two or three at a
time?” He glanced over to me, and I nodded.





“Alright. Go get
em.”





“Eh?! What do you
mean go get them? There’s at least a dozen! Do you know the
penalty for dying here?”





I looked over to him, “No,
I don’t. I’m not even certain if me or Denise will come
back if we do. That’s why you, as the tank, will get their
attention.”





He paled a bit as I
mentioned that I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to respawn,
and gulped. “Okay.. but be careful. No wonder you picked a
ranged class…” He drew his sword, holding it in both
hands and screaming as he charged forward.





“Why… is he
screaming?” Denise looked to me, and I shrugged. 






“No idea, but it got
their attention. You want to pick off the rest, or should I?” I
looked at her as the entire pack began charging to the lone samurai.





“You do it. We
haven’t tested your damage yet.” She smiled, offering me
first shot. By now, Kevin and the wolves were in a melee, with him
frantically swinging his sword at them, inflicting small wounds while
trying to dodge their attacks.





“Alright…”
I pulled my bow off my back, and created an arrow using my Spell Shot
skill, etching the runes for Shock Bolt onto it. Nocking the arrow, I
pulled it back and took aim. “Warriors of the thunderstorm,
bestow upon me your spear.” Lightning began swirling at the
arrow just as I released it, shooting out in a bolt that tore through
two of the large wolves in an instant while I grabbed another arrow.
Kev had already managed to take out one, so I decided to change it to
a Nature’s Grip arrow.
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“Ah… good. I
wonder…” I decided to experiment. “Crimson light
which burns all things, come forth from my hand.” This time,
despite being a Nature’s Grip arrow, it was shrouded in fire
and tore through another dire wolf before striking the ground.
Immediately, flaming vines rose up around the arrow and snared three
of the remaining wolves, strangling them and burning them.





With Kevin having killed
two wolves, and me killing six, there were only about six left. Not
to mention, those six looked like they were ready to run after seeing
their pack fall one by one. “Denise, why don’t you show
him how a sword works?”





She grinned, pulling out
her scimitar and leaning towards the wolves. In a single motion, she
vanished, appearing next to one of the wolves just as blood began
pouring from a wound that wasn’t there a second ago. In the
next instant, she seemed to split into three people, striking three
wolves simultaneously and moving in a blur to kill the last two.





Body Flicker, Lightning
Dash, and Shiva Arms, right? I had studied
her skills before hand, so I knew about her ability to attack three
times in the same moment. Kev was at a total loss though. He was
struggling to take out two, yet she took out six in the blink of an
eye.





“How… how did
you move like that?” He looked to Denise, seeming more than a
little scared of her strength.





I walked up behind him,
glancing over the wolves. “You know there’s a skill
window too, right? Whenever your talents hit certain levels, you’ll
gain a skill based on how you use the talent. Denise has speed and
evasion high enough to get skills that let her move like that.





Kev’s hand raised to
the air quickly, apparently going through the menus manually. “Wow…
there really is. How come I never noticed it before?”





“I didn’t
either at first. Though, you should change it so that the windows can
open automatically. It’s too distracting to do it by hand,
isn’t it?”





“Automatically, you
mean?”





“Yeah, you just have
to think about it. It’s a lot more useful.”





“Heh.. I was
wondering what that option was. I was just worried I wouldn’t
be able to figure out how to open it again and left it alone.”
I saw him making the movements to go to his settings and change it.





Denise walked over to us,
barely a drop of blood on her. “Kevlar, you really need to work
on your swordsmanship. You leave too many openings. I know you
foreigners get strong easily and all, but still you have to have a
good foundation.”





“Uh.. right…
where’d you learn?” He glanced to Denise, having seen her
fighting just now.





“Oh, I had a trainer
back the way we came from.” She smiled sincerely to him, having
learned quickly to tell only a half truth.





“Ah, right.. so I
need to find a trainer? Aren’t they expensive?”





I shook my head. “How
much do you have right now?”





“About four silver?”





…





“Say again?”





“Four silver, why?”





“How… how did
you make it this far with so little?”





“The ride across the
ocean was expensive, okay? And nobody’s been giving me any
quests.”





“Okay.. while we’re
getting a ship, your job will be to run around the city and help
out.. everyone. If someone needs something, help. And put your mind
to the roleplay, will you? You know they jailed someone in Rosenheim
for just running around asking for quests.”





Kev’s eyes went
wide. “Oh.. fine… yeah.. How much do you have?”





“A few platinum?”





“Platinum? I thought
it only went up to gold?”





“Ah, you know how
the currency works right?”





“Yeah. Copper,
silver, and gold are all called Gild. Copper coins are one gild,
silver are ten, and gold are a hundred.”





“And platinum coins
are ten thousand.”





“....One platinum is
not ten, but a hundred gold?”





“Right. We did some
quest lines on the way to Coatin. We were able to make a great deal.”





“I can tell.. fine,
I’ll play errand boy.”





“Good. Your goal is
to earn at least two hundred gild.”





“Why two hundred?”





“That’s how
much it cost for a week in the Mages’ College. Figure Fighters’
Halls have a similar price.”





“...Really? That’s
expensive. How’d you manage to pay for it?”





“Easily. I earned
the friendship of one of the natives and did work to earn my
tuition.” I cast a glance to a smirking Denise.





“I got it, I got it.
Okay. But those arrows were awesome. Any idea how much they sell
for?”





“Can’t sell
them. The bow makes them. And before you ask, the bow is bound to me,
so you can’t sell it.”





“Damn, they have
bound items even here?” He glances to Denise. “Would say
she should have gotten it, but she seems a bit overpowered even with
just a sword.”





“Her Swordsmanship
rank is actually lower than yours, if I remember right.”





“No way, it can’t
be less than thirty.”





“Only fifteen.
That’s the difference when you have skills and technique. Right
now, you might as well be swinging a wooden stick.”





“So, if I get a good
trainer and learn properly, I’d be better than that?”





“Yeah, those wolves
were not really that tough. By the way, from what I’ve
gathered, rank thirty is the beginning of master rank. So your
movements should be no worse than a true samurai if you had the
training.”





“Really? What’s
your highest?”





“Me? What do you
think? I’m a nerd, so obviously my highest will be my Magical
Knowledge, which is only in the lower twenties.”





Denise tilted her head,
looking to me. “What’s a nerd?”





“Ah, sorry.
Expression from our world. It’s someone that enjoys studying.”





“Ah, so a scholar. I
see.” She nodded to confirm that it made sense to her.





Kev smiled to me. “You
really are teaching her, huh?”





“Of course. But
you’ve got to go do some jobs. We’ll go get a ship that
me and Denise can crew. You’ll just be popping in and out
whenever you’re around, so no sense in having it require more
than just the two of us.”





“Right. Well, I
guess I’ll be off. By the way, how do I use these skills?”





“You have the speed
talent, right? What skills do you have in it?”





“Lightning Dash,
Speed Clone, and Tunnel Vision.”





“Heh, figures you’d
get something like Tunnel Vision. Well, this should mean your rank is
around eleven. Denise has Lightning Dash, and we’ve found out
that if you focus on trying what the skill describes, you can do it.
It’ll get easier as the skill levels up though.”





He nodded to me. “Alright,
I’ll give it a shot.” He began running towards the
village, every now and then getting a brief boost of speed.





“You sure you want
to leave him alone? He is your friend from home, right?” Denise
looked to me with a hint of concern in her eye.





“It’s alright.
He’s the same idiot as ever. Besides that, let’s actually
find a ship. Even if I might be able to make one myself, it’d
probably vanish if I slept and that would be bad.”





“...Agreed.”





“Also, I need to
save my mana for in case a sea monster really does appear.” She
nodded and we began walking towards town at a more casual pace. It’ll
take him a while to earn a full two gold pieces, so we weren’t
in any hurry.












Chapter
18









When we got back to town,
we went off to find the harbormaster. Who we met was an overweight
balding man wearing a shirt two sizes too small. Is
this guy really the one in charge?





“So, what can I do
for the two uv’ya?” The man looked to us with narrow
eyes.





“We’d like to
buy a ship, and a book on sailing.”





“Eh? A ship, for
just you two? Where ya planning on sailing?”





“We plan to explore
the Shattered Realm. That said, if you have a ship available with
defenses, it would be preferable.”





“Ya realize what
you’re asking for is awfully expensive, right?”





“I’m confident
that I can meet your price, sir. I need a ship that can be crewed by
me and my friend, with some level of defenses. I also need a book on
how to sail.”





The man’s eye
twitched visibly. “Asking for all of this, and ya don’t
even know how to sail…”





“I can navigate
fine, but I’ve yet to have experience sailing.”





He let out a deep sight.
“Fine.. I don’t have a ship like what you’re
wanting on hand. But give me a few days and I can get one together.
But you better pay in advance.”





“I can do that. How
much do you want for it?”





“Hmm.. how big of a
ship?”





“As big as you can
manage and still be crewed by just the two of us. I’ve got
someone that may be joining us at times, and there’s a chance
we will have passengers.”





“Fine, I got it.
Let’s see. I can get you something. Custom job, about..
sixty-eight thousand gild.”





My turn for an eye twitch.
“A bit much. But very well. I suppose there’s nobody else
that we can entrust with this.” I reached into my coinpurse and
pulled out seven platinum coins, handing them over to him. “I’d
like to purchase the sailing book with the remainder. That shouldn’t
be a problem, right?”





The man’s eyes
seemed to glow as he looked at the coins. “N-n-not a problem
sir… I’ll be right back.” He pocketed the coins
and quickly ran inside his shack, coming back with a thick book.
Definitely not the basics I was looking for. He
probably thinks I’m some noble since I met his extreme price.







“Thank you very
much. When can I expect it finished?”





“Ah, about that... 
I’ll get my men on it, but to meet your specifications it will
take roughly a week if we focus on it.”





“I see. Is there
anything I can do to help expedite the process?”





“Well, I notice that
both you and your companion carry weapons. If you’re suitable
adventurers to really sail the seas, then maybe you can help. To make
your ship, we’ll need plenty of wood.”





“You want us to
guard your men from the beasts in the forest so that they can gather
the wood more quickly, yes?”





The fat man smiled. “You
catch on fast. Can you do it?”
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“We’ll do it.
When do we leave?” I glanced over to Denise with a smile.
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“Let me call up the
men. They’ve been bored without a project for a while!”
The harbormaster shouted out a laugh and walks off. Quickly we saw
people running about, gathering saws, wagons, and ropes. After only a
few minutes, there was a small caravan waiting for us.





“Alright. This
should do it. With this many people, it should only take two trips to
get all the wood we need.” The harbormaster nods proudly. “My
cousin Godrick will be in charge of the workers in the forest.”
He pointed a fat thumb to the person sitting at the reins of the
leading wagon. “You just make sure they all get back safe.
There are some bad things in these woods.”





“I’ll hear it
on the way. After this, it should cut a couple days off the time for
construction.”





“Aye. Half the time
for the building was just going to be going to the woods for a piece
at a time. The wood you’re needing isn’t found at the
outer edge. Ya need the wood of the Mana Trees, deep in the forest.
Best wood for any magical makings.”





I nodded, and headed over
towards Godrick’s wagon. “Let’s go.”





He smirked, and we started
off towards the woods. On the way, I had him describe for me the type
of creatures found in the forest. Mostly, they were just dire wolves
like we fought earlier with Kev. But there were also armored bears,
lightning foxes, and vine snakes. Some of the animals can even use
magic. But what caught my eye was the so-called boss of the forest.





“Yeah, there’s
this one creature living in these woods that nobody wants to mess
with. And we’re awfully glad there’s just one of him,
too.”





“What kind of
creature?”





“Well, we suppose it
musta been one of them dire wolves what ate too much from the mana
trees. Now it’s walking about on two legs, with fur as black as
night. Can hear it howling if ya leave town at night sometimes. Call
it the king of the forest.”





“Interesting…”
I glanced over to Denise, and she nodded. It sounded suspiciously
like my Wolfman fusion summon. Which means an actual boss monster, so
there was a chance we’d have to get serious to take it down.
“Well, hopefully we won’t run into it.”





“Shouldn’t.
But can never be too careful, right? That’s why these magic
ships like what you’re wanting are so pricey. The Mana Wood
ain’t exactly hard to come by, but with the king guarding the
woods we’re risking our necks every time we head in.”





“Just what kind of
magic does the ship have?”





“Well, I reckon
you’ll need to discuss that with my cousin. Some people want
different things, so we try to get a feel for the customer, ya know?
But enough of that, we’re almost there. Looks like someone took
care of the first group of wolves too.” He said with a nod as
he looked over to a rather familiar scene.





“Oh, me and my
friend were here earlier to see how strong the monsters around here
were.”





“And ya took out the
pack without gettin’ hit? Impressive, I’d say. We may
just survive this yet.”





“Don’t worry
too much about it.” I looked back to Denise. “I’ll
stay up here. You make sure the back is defended. If danger comes up…
don’t hesitate.” She nodded, understanding my words, and
jumped back to one of the rear wagons quickly, drawing her bow and an
arrow and keeping an eye out for enemies.





“Just the two of ya,
think ya can guard us all?”





“We just need to
take out anything that approaches, right?”





“Well, yeah…”





“Good.” I
pulled out my bow and nocked an Ice Lance arrow. Activating my Scan
spell, I quickly found a snake that was moving just a bit too
unnaturally near one of the wagons, and shot into it with my arrow.
The ‘vine’ let out a loud hiss before it froze over and
shattered. “Then this shouldn’t be a problem.”





I could hear the sounds of
Denise firing her bow behind me, and knew that she likely spotted a
couple of vine snakes like I did. Godrick was just blinking a bit as
he drove. “Uh… yeah. I guess not..”





Soon after, I noticed an
armored bear, and smiled, testing my damage output with a Stone Spear
arrow. The arrow cleanly hit the bear, and then it was immediately
skewered by three spears that rose up out of the ground. “Just
what kind of archer are you? You seem like you’re shooting
spells, not arrows.”





“That’s
because I’m doing both. Studying two fields can yield
interesting results, you know? Just a second.” The next arrow
was a Gust arrow. I wasn’t exactly sure what effect this would
have when I shot it, but I felt like something was waiting up ahead.
As soon as I fired, a strong wind followed the arrow traveling
through the air, blowing aside leaves and fallen branches. What it
revealed was a pair of yellow foxes with sparking tails. “Lightning
foxes, huh?”





“Damn.. we must be
getting pretty close to the center if these guys are coming out..”





“I said before, you
worry too much.” I pulled out an Earth Spear arrow like I used
on the bear. “Guardians of the frozen north,  come to my aid
and show your fury.” When I shot the arrow, it impacted between
the two foxes who deftly dodged to the side. A thin sheet of ice
formed on the ground, and spears of ice shot up in all directions,
striking both creatures. I just threw a weak fireball to get rid of
the ice so we could pass through, and we continued on.





“Huh… well..
we should be able to harvest the trees here.” He looked to some
large nearby trees that had bark with a blue tint. “Just keep
an eye out while we get to work.”





The rest of the wagons
pulled up alongside, several workers grabbing saws and heading to the
Mana Trees. Though they were spread out now, between Denise and I
using our detection abilities we were able to keep the monsters at
bay long enough for them to cut down a pair of large trees, chopping
them up into logs small enough to fit on the wagon. I did get some
good pop up messages during this time, though.






	
	
			
			
			Arcane Marksman has increased to 6

			
			

			

			
			Arcane Marksman has increased to 7

			
			

			

			
			Your Level has reached 100! You may now awaken to
			your Hidden Power.

			
			

			

			
			Hidden Power is an exclusive ability that can not be
			learned through conventional means, and must be obtained through
			such methods as level benchmarks. The Talent you receive as your
			Hidden Power is based on your current Talents and your method of
			playing.

			
			

			

			
			You have unlocked the Hidden Power: Magus Wrath

			
			As one who wields the magical powers of destruction,
			you can sacrifice your entire mana pool to create a massive area
			spell that deals damage to all caught within the blinding light.

			
			

			

			
			Magus Wrath has been added to your Spell List.

			
			

			

			
			Nature Magic has increased to 3

			
			

			

			
			Nature Magic has increased to 4

			
			

			

			
			Nature Magic has increased to 5

			
			

			

			
			Nature Magic has increased to 6

		
	







Nice! Not only did my
Nature Magic finally start rising, but I got a new ability. It even
sounds like the Grand Magic that Lilith told me about.
Since I kept firing arrows with Nature spells, it seemed like it was
leveling two talents at once. Furthermore, my new skill that Lilith
taught me seems to have greatly increased how fast it grows.





By the time I was done
looking over my new bonuses, the first wagon was already loaded up
and tied down. It was a fairly quiet trip back to the town, before we
immediately turned around and came back after unloading. “It’ll
be troublesome if we don’t get it all now.”





The second trip went just
as well as the first until we were ready to leave, the sun nearly
set. The workers were all getting anxious as well now, having all
heard the stories of the King appearing after dark. Denise kept her
eyes peeled for danger, and would track even the smallest rustling of
a bush. That’s likely how she caught the glowing yellow dots
staring at us from several meters away in a shrub. “Jin!”
She called out to me while nocking an arrow, getting my attention.





“There you are...
Let’s see who the King is now, shall we?” I grinned to
him, tilting my head to the side and popping my neck. I’ve
always wanted to do that. Since I had seen his speed firsthand
before, assuming this is the same type of monster, I didn’t
waste any time in preparing a spell. “Darkened wings which mark
the end, grant aid to this weary traveler. Summon Dariel!”





A white light appeared
next to me, like a doorway in the air. Definitely different from the
Calling spell. Stepping through was a beautiful elven maiden carrying
a bow on her back. “I was beginning to think you’d never
call, you know?” She turned to pout to me, and I smiled.





“Sorry, never had
the chance. Been busy. Anyways, got a big bad wolf, and could use
your help.” I nodded to the bush with the yellow eyes still
watching us. Guess it didn’t expect our
new arrival.





“Big bad wolf, huh?
Alright. I’ll be your sword and your shield.” Dariel
steps forward, extending a hand towards the bush. “Sacred
grove, hidden vine, uproot and upturn, and show this rose’s
thorn.” The wolf seems to sense danger, jumping straight
upwards like a blur, followed quickly by dark vines extending from
the shrub.





“Denise!” I
took aim at the wolf myself while Denise fired at it with her arrows.
“Grasping Darkness!” The shadows of the tree the wolf was
jumping past jumped up and snagged him, throwing him to the ground
with a loud crash while the thorny vines from Dariel’s spell
caught up and latched on. “Consuming shadows, twisting
nightmares, may the dreams of man fuel your gluttony. Hungry
Shadows.”





The wolf let out a howl as
shadows, vines, and arrows all assaulted it at once. It could rip off
the vines with brute strength, it could dodge the arrows if it could
move, but it didn’t seem to realize how to deal with the
shadows slowly eroding its flesh. Dariel gave me a curious look after
seeing the spells I just used. She probably knows where they came
from, but I’ll fill her in later. 






I held up my hand,
channeling intense amounts of mana for a single spell. “Warriors
of the thunderstorm… bestow upon me your spear. Shock Bolt!”
Unlike the usual Shock bolt which was a small burst of lightning,
this seemed to be an actual lightning bolt that shot from my hand and
crashed into the wolfman, vaporizing its lower body in a flash.
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Behind us, there was only
silence for a few moments, before the loud cheers could be heard. It
seemed the workers had resigned themselves to being dogfood when the
King showed up in front of them. 






“Denise. Mind
leading them back first? Got a few things to discuss with Dariel
before I head back.”





She nodded, turning to the
group of wagons and sitting next to Godrick, her bow out and ready.
The workers all left with their second load of wood, and I smiled to
Dariel. “Like I said, things have been busy.”





“Yeah, I figured.
Those spells. They aren’t normal darkness spells. Are they…?”





“Infernal. We spent
a brief bit of time in Hell to resolve an issue.”





Her eye was twitching a
bit as she sighed. “Please explain properly.”





“Okay, but mind if
we walk while we talk? I don’t want to get too far behind.”
When she nodded, we began walking after the caravan while I told her
about our trip into the dungeon, which turned out to be a gate to
Hell. I told her about the problems the demons were having, and that
they really aren’t bad people at all. After all, we spent over
a week there and didn’t see a single real fight. 






By the time I was done,
Dariel was smirking, and then let out a small giggle. “You
know… this sounds just like you. You’re not one to get
caught up in misunderstandings easily, are you?”





I shrugged to her
question, “I just like to hear the full story before I make a
judgement.”





“So, demons actually
being nice… then how did all the rumors start?”





“Well, the ones
actually caused by demons would be like escaped criminals. But, since
the angels are wanting them to look like the bad guys, they try to
only draw attention to the bad that is done. Really, the angels are
just jerks. Attacking innocent men and women because of a racial
dispute.”





“And.. you’re
sure you got it right? That it wasn’t all a trick?”





“Yeah. I saw the
contract myself. All of the changes I made applied equally to both
the demons and angels.”





“And so the demon
queen gave you infernal magic. But, you’re wearing a bow? Don’t
tell me that you gave up on just using magic?”





“Oh, actually I got
the demon race’s blessing for my grimoire while it was there.
It lets me create items from my mana. Since I’m trying to hide
that I’m currently the only foreigner that has passed the human
mage test, I’m pretending to be an archer that enhances arrows
with magic.”





“You’re a
cheat character.”





I laughed out loud to
that. “Exactly what Denise said. I actually got bigger spells
from the infernal magic than what I used back there, but I didn’t
want to make it obvious to everyone that I had magic from hell.”





“Have you managed to
hit the next benchmark with all of your gathered spells yet?”





“Oh, right. I got
the thirty spell bonus. It gave me a magical barrier that absorbs
damage based on how much mana I have.”





“I see. Well, it was
fun to talk to you. Maybe next time you can call me just to chat.”
She smirks to me, laughing a bit. “Maybe invite the demon queen
too? She sounds interesting.”





“I’ll do that.
I think the two of you would get along pretty well.”





She smiled, and I
dismissed the summoning, letting her walk into another doorway of
light that appeared just like the one she arrived in. From there, I
just jogged a bit to catch up with Denise, and we went back to town.





When we returned, Godrick
ran up to his cousin and they began talking among themselves. When
they were done, the large man looked over to us with a slightly pale
face as I walked over. “You… really killed that King..?”





“He was getting in
the way.” I shrugged casually, as if it was no big deal, and
Denise giggled next to me.





At my remark, the
harbormaster burst out laughing. “I can’t believe it. You
two probably just saved us a great deal of trouble in the future. Oh,
I’ll build ya a ship, by god!”
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I smiled, nodding. “Is
there anything else that we can help with to speed things along?”





“Not unless you also
happen to be a talented carpenter!”





“Can’t say
that I am, unfortunately. But your cousin said that I’d need to
speak with you about what I wanted the ship to be capable of, since
we were using Mana Wood to build it.”





“Aye. But it’s
getting late, let’s have that talk tomorrow.”





I nodded, turning to leave
with Denise. It didn’t take us long to find an inn, and when we
got there, I couldn’t help but laugh. Kev was standing behind
the counter, handing out keys to customers.





“Wow, really?”
I smirked to Denise, who saw it and laughed as well. “Brings
back some memories.”





“I’d say so.”
She smiled to me, putting a hand on my arm.





The two of us walked up to
the counter and nodded to Kev. “So, how goes the mission?”





“Well, uh… I
got about fifty gild from delivering stuff around town. Not sure how
much I’m making here. Seems to be going a bit slow. How’d
you find me?”





“Ah, we didn’t.
We came here for a room.”





At my comment, Kev’s
face lit up. “25 gild per room, per night.”





I smiled to Denise,
remembering her own prices. “Little bit more expensive than I
expected, but okay. We’ll be in town for about five days before
the ship is done.”





“Eh? You didn’t
just buy one?”





“They didn’t
have one like what we wanted, so we’re having them build it.”





“Damn you must
really be rich. But alright, five days… that gives me some
time to tell everyone that you’re alright. Uh.. I’ll be
at class for that day if my math’s right. Mind staying in town
an extra night so that we can all head off together?”





“Hmm, alright. But
we’ll be spending the last night in the ship. So still just
five nights for the inn.” I handed over 125 gild, and Kev gave
us a key. “You get any new talents while doing the odd jobs?”





“Actually, yeah.
Strangely enough I got Navigation after getting lost for about a half
hour, and chef after some guy asked for my help preparing meals for
his diner.”





“Good, that means
you should be able to survive a lot better in the wild now.”





“Yeah, yeah. You two
go off to your room. I got customers waiting.”





He said that, though there
was nobody lined up behind us. Either way, we went up to our room. I
took a glance at the sailing book, and saw that it would take two
hours to speed read. But then, that gave me an idea. “Hey
Denise, let’s take turns reading this, alright? You go first.
Don’t worry about finishing it all tonight, just get as far as
you can before time to sleep.”





She raised an eyebrow to
me, but nodded. “Alright. Mind if I ask why?”





“Well, you gain
talent ranks when I do, as we’ve discovered. But you gain them
based on what you’re working on when I get them. So, if you’re
not already studying the book, you’ll probably end up gaining
something else.”





“Ahh… that
sounds somewhat like a downside of this connection, doesn’t
it?”





“Maybe, but as far
as I can tell that’s how it works. So you can read the book
until bedtime, and then I’ll hold onto it overnight. I want to
see if my speed reading works while I’m asleep.”





“I’d like to
state for the record that this sounds like a terrible idea.”
She shook her head and took the book from me, going to the bed and
laying on one side while she read. Meanwhile, I laid on the other
side and relaxed.





When she started yawning
while reading the book, I patted her shoulder and took it from her,
and we laid together to sleep. Of course, I made sure to start the
Speed Reading skill before I did. The next morning, when I woke up,
there were a few messages waiting for me.
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			Sailing - After studying the terms and techniques
			located in ‘The Sailor’s Skills’, you are
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When I saw these messages,
I immediately opened up both my own and Denise’s character
windows to confirm that we did both gain ten ranks in Sailing. Also,
I could easily remember the contents of the book without opening it,
as if I had learned it all in a dream. When I patted Denise to wake
her up, I asked her to go through the book again. She grumbled
something about not wanting to study so early, but grabbed the book
from me.





When she opened it, she
looked through the first few pages, nodding to herself. Then she
seemed to realize something as she quickly got to the point where she
left off last night and was able to keep going at the same speed.
“Why do I already know all of this… I didn’t last
night, right?”





“Apparently…
sleeping with a book has bigger advantages than we ever thought.”





“No kidding. I…
feel like a cheat character now too..” Though she said it with
a pouting voice, she seemed proud of the fact, smiling to herself.





“Feels good, doesn’t
it?”





“A bit, yeah.”





I chuckled, patting her
side as I got out of the bed. “Well, we’ve got to go talk
to the harbormaster now.” I picked up the book to skim through
it as we walked, making sure I had everything memorized. Kev was
nowhere to be seen, which was no surprise since the job shouldn’t
have kept him overnight. Though, he might have just logged out.





“Message.” I
sent a quick shout to Rusty, but he wasn’t online right now.
“Huh, wanted to thank him for helping me out so far. Well, I’ll
just tell him later.”





Soon enough, we came up to
the harbormaster’s shack, and could hear the sounds of wood
being cut off in the distance. Seeing as how he wasn’t out here
to meet us, Denise and I went towards the sounds. What we found were
the trees that had just been cut yesterday, but now were almost
entirely sawed down into planks of various sizes. Directing the crew
was, as could be expected, the harbormaster.





“Hey, looks like
things are going along smoothly.”





“Aye. How are you
coming on that book?”





“Ah, yeah, I
finished it last night. So, what exactly are the options for a Magic
Ship? The book was pretty vague on that.”





“It ought to have
been. A Magic Ship can only have what abilities its creators can
grant it. We’ve got a dedicated enchanter for situations like
yours on staff. Ya said ya wanted defenses right?”





“Yeah. I heard that
there are some powerful sea monsters that require defenses to deal
with.”





“Well, we can load
ya up on some cannons, and have them enchanted to fire and reload on
your command. As you’re a caster yourself, we’ve got some
more room to work with. If you’d like, we can put more
enchantments onto the ship, at the cost of the mana storage. Meaning
you’d be powering the ship’s magics yourself.”





“That shouldn’t
be too much of a problem. The book said that storms can be quite the
problem on the seas out here. Is there anything you can give the ship
to prevent it from capsizing?”





“Aye, that’s a
common one for us. Don’t suppose you need any enchanted fishing
nets. So how about we go with this. The ship can be run entirely
manually, or you can take over by fueling it with your own magic.
We’ll add on a couple harpoon guns, and put a detection crystal
in the captain’s room. There’ll also be a barrier you can
call up when you need it.”





“I see, and how big
is it going to be?”





“The ship is going
to be a Galleon, thanks to all the wood you brought back, as well as
what we still had on hand. Should easily hold everything you want.
And with what you paid, we’ll stock the ship with ammunition
and some supplies as well.”





“That’s very
generous of you.” I smirked up to the harbormaster. Apparently
he was feeling bad about charging me so much at first, and is trying
to make up for it.





“Not at all. Thought
you were just some spoiled brat at first, but ya kept my cousin safe
in the forest, and even bested the King. You’ve certainly got
some skills to brag about.”





“Well, thank you. Is
there anything else I need to be aware of, or can help out with until
the ship is complete?”





“Aye, now that you
mention it. It’s a small matter, really. But every ship’s
gotta have a name, don’t it? Also, you’ll need to buy
whatever furnishings you want for it when it’s done.”





“I see. Well, I’ll
wait until the ship is completed, and then see what’s needed.
If you need funds to hire more workers, let me know. I’ve still
got a bit saved up.” Of course, I’ll
always have a bit saved up.





“That could be a
help. I’ll see what I can come up with, and let you know what
prices are needed.” The harbormaster nodded, and went back to
directing the workforce.





When Denise and I walked
off, she smirked to me. “So, you’re going to be a captain
after all.”





I grinned to her and
nodded. “Aye, and you’ll be my first mate!”





The two of us got a good
laugh out of that.












Chapter
19









The next few days passed
without much incident. Kev was finally getting the hang of treating
the villagers like people, and noticed an immediate increase in what
they would let him do when he did. As such, he was easily able to
earn the gild needed for the Fighters’ Hall training program.
Unfortunately, there was no Fighters’ Hall in Grazel.





We decided that after we
set out, we’d drop Kev off at one of the Shattered Realm
islands where he could train properly, while Denise and I began our
journey. Of course, he was against the idea of separating until I
mentioned that I can communicate with people I’ve met over any
distance with the Message spell, and could summon him if need be.
Something about being summoned with magic seemed to excite him,
because he agreed right away after that.





Before the ship was
completed, I went to the harbormaster and told him the name that
Denise and I had decided upon. Calling it Unity, the man seemed to
nod. Of course, it wasn’t so easy to make a figurehead for a
name like that. In the end, there were actually two, a man and a
woman side by side, with arms outstretched to join at the nose of the
ship.





The ship itself was very
impressive, looking far too large for just myself and Denise. Then
again, the funds I used for the ship could have purchased a small
castle.  Each side of the ship had thirty-six cannons, and there were
several large masts atop the ship. Denise and I held our breaths for
a moment when we saw the ship, newly crafted and docked at the port.





In the end, I did end up
needing to pay another two platinum coins to hire expert transmuters
that specialized in carpentry. Normally a ship like this would take
months of work to build with a crew of hundreds. But they managed in
just five days because they accelerated their work with magic. 






Around town, we became
quite popular for all the business we brought in, buying furniture
from various stores, as well as some food and supplies, basic repair
kits, or even just because of all of the people that had been hired
to work on our ship. In the end, we got a bed, dresser, and mirror
for every room--all nailed down, of course. There was also a
nightstand for the captain’s quarters, and a large table with
chairs for the galley.





I’ll admit, I felt
kind of bad for paying for all of this with coins that started out as
being worth less than one percent their current value, but it also
felt really nice to have something so big. I could even use this to
sail around the continent instead of doing a cross country journey.
The only reason I decided against that course of action was because
there are certain events that would only happen if we take the route
by land.









Kev hadn’t been
around for the last couple days, so it was no surprise the look on
his face when he appeared near the port and saw the fully constructed
Unity. Of course, Denise and I were waiting for him, not wanting to
sail off on the maiden voyage alone. Okay, that’s a lie. We
really wanted to sail off. But we decided to wait. After the
harbormaster informed me that the ship was completed, a message
appeared for me.






	
	
			
			
			You have been granted ownership of a seaworthy vessel

			
			

			

			
			The Unity has been completed!

			
			

			

			
			Class: Galleon

			
			Firepower: 36 cannons and 2 harpoon turrets on either
			side.

			
			Mobility: Four masts

			
			Crew capacity: 200 crew, 40 passengers

			
			Cargo capacity: 2200 tons

			
			Speed: 8 knots(10 mph)

			
			

			

			
			The Unity is a Magic Ship

			
			

			

			
			Enchantments

			
			

			

			
			Magical Steering: By will and mana of the captain,
			the ship can be steered without the need for additional crew. Mana
			cost: 5/second for steering, 50 mana to deploy or retract sails.

			
			

			

			
			Automated Artillery: Each of the Unity’s 76
			weapons can be fired and reloaded with mana, so long as ammunition
			is available. 10 mana per shot.

			
			

			

			
			Emergency Barrier: The captain can erect a barrier
			around the Unity at will, and the strength of that barrier depends
			on the amount of mana used to maintain the barrier.

			
			

			

			
			Detection Field: The captain’s quarters
			possesses a detection crystal able to see everything within a 1km
			radius of the Unity, and can be set to warn the captain of
			approaching ships or creatures, or nearing land masses.

			
			

			

			
			Balancing: Thanks to the enchantments placed on the
			ship, it will never capsize due to a natural event.

			
			

			

			
			Ghost Crew: The captain is able to determine a course
			and plot it on a map in the captain’s quarters. The ship
			will then follow that course for as long as the captain’s
			mana allows. Mana requirements are the same as Magical Steering.

		
	







Okay.. I recover 21
mana every second, so unless I get crazy with the cannons I should be
good on mana. I could just imagine a normal
mage trying to pilot this ship, collapsing from mana exhaustion
halfway through the voyage.





“Chr--uh, Jin…
this… this ship is really your’s?” 






“Well, only captain
can sail it with magic, so come aboard and let’s find out!”
I grinned to him and quickly got on board, standing at the nose of
the ship. I could almost feel the ship as an extension of my mana,
and nodded. “Awesome.”





“You are enjoying
this way too much, you know.” Denise was standing next to me,
grinning. Kev was just frantically running about the ship like it was
some great treasure he had to explore.





“Oh, I know.
Preparing to depart!” I flexed my control, and the anchor was
raised, ropes untying the ship from the port. Kev gasped when the
ship seemed to move all on its own. “Steering us out, lowering
the first sail.” I controlled both the sails and the steering,
and gradually the ship moved away from the port. “And full
speed ahead.”





All four masts opened up,
and the ship took off. It seemed my skill bonus didn’t give
that big of a bonus, because we weren’t going much faster than
ten miles an hour. Still, it was faster than walking. “I’ll
head to the captain’s quarters to plot out our course. Try to
keep him from falling overboard, will you?” I smiled to Denise,
and she nodded, looking to Kev.





“Kevlar, you really
shouldn’t be standing so close to the edge…” I
could hear her scolding him as I walked off to my cabin, smiling
inwardly at this ship. Of course, ten mana per shot isn’t much,
but if I get into a big fight, I’d have to fire at least thirty
cannons all at once. That’s over three hundred mana. It’s
possible that given a bad situation I could run out of mana, but I
could trust myself and Denise to not let that happen.





When I got to the cabin, I
walked over to a large map on the wall. The map itself was magical,
and updated with its owner’s knowledge of the area. Currently,
it held a rough map of the Shattered Realm. Thanks to some research
beforehand, I knew that the nearest island with a Fighters’
Hall was Thurgil. 






Since I had enough magic
to sail day and night continuously, we could make the trip in three
days. Only reason it will take that long is because we had to
navigate around a few other islands in the way. Carefully, I began
plotting out the course, linking the map to the ship while tracing a
finger through the route.





While I was here, I also
activated the detection crystal, and a window appeared in front of
me.






	
	
			
			
			Unity Detection Crystal now active. Please designate
			conditions for alarm.

		
	







In the end, I set it to
activate the alarm if another ship approached within the range of the
detection, or if any monsters capable of inflicting damage on the
ship approached within half that range. Five full football fields is
quite the buffer zone, and I only need to be warned if they actually
come that close without turning away. As for ships, the range of a
cannon could surpass even that warning range of a kilometer, though
the aim would not be as good.





Next on my to-do list, I
decided to check in with my allies from far away. Thanks to the
skills I gained with my Infernal Magic, I could use communication
magic to speak with a demon anywhere, regardless of range or
dimension. “Message, Lilith.”





“Huh? Who is this?”
The demon queen answered warily as the spell reached her.





“Ah, it’s me.
Jin.” 






Instantly, her tone
changed to a happier one. “Ah! Hey, I was wondering if you’d
call. So.. updates! Tell me everything.”





“Hey, are you just
trying to live vicariously through me?” I smirked a bit to my
question.





“Maybe~. The real
question is, would you mind if I was?”





“Not really. Just
wanted to get that cleared up first. So, I met up with my friend, and
we ended up heading for the seas. Just got a new magical ship, and
planned to sail around for a little while to see what I can find.”





“Ooh, sounds like
you’re going to have some fun. But, why don’t you just
use the Gates to travel? Surely, it would save you some time.”





“It would, but there
are reasons why it is better to travel under my own power. For
instance, if I had just been teleporting from place to place, I never
would have encountered the demons, would I?”





I heard Lilith let out a
brief giggle. “Fine, fine, fair enough.”





“I do have one
question, though.”





“Oh? Feel free to
ask.”





“Seeing as a lot of
my travels will be over land, I’d rather not leave my ship
unattended. Is there some kind of magic item that can be used to
store it or something when I need to?”





“Well, you could
convert it into a token with the right spell. But, it’d
probably be easier for you to just use a Gate to keep it in Hell, and
then retrieve it when you’re ready to set off again.”





“I thought the Gates
only connected to your throne room? I’d rather not drive a
galleon and half the seas right through your front door, you know.”





“Oh, that? You can
have it connect to different gates, really. But, when you summon a
Gate in the water, it will by default connect to a Gate that is in
water. Basically you’d be bringing it into our port.”





“I… didn’t
even realize you had a port. Does Hell have its own navy?”





“Of course we do!
One of my generals leads the Army of Cocytus, composed of ships and
sea monsters alike.”





“Huh.. and you don’t
mind me stashing my ship there?”





“Why would I? We
haven’t waged a sea war in centuries, so the place is not very
lively.”





“Alright. Oh, I had
another question, now that the subject has come up. It’s about
the Open Pit spell.”





“Sure, what can I
tell you?”





“According to my
information, I can summon demons through the spell to attack,
correct?” When she indicated I had it right I continued. “Am
I able to summon specific demons, or does it just pull something out
randomly?”





“Well, you can’t
summon any of my Knights. More as, you specify a type of demon to
call, and it will appear. Take this example, you could place the pit
in the sea and call a Kraken. If it was big enough, maybe even a
Leviathan Demon. Of course, the bigger the demon you summon, the less
you can call. You could summon a thousand imps just as easily as a
single Kraken.”





“I see.. So
basically, giving me these spells lets you give your army more
exercise now and then than it has had in years, right?”





I could hear her laughing
for a little while before she agreed. “Yeah, I guess so! You’re
our only military contact in the human world, and nobody else has
really wanted to piss us off lately.”





“Well, I’ll be
sure to give your people plenty of exercise eventually. For now, I’m
still hiding my ability. I want to wait until I’m at least sure
of how strong I am compared to the others. If they find out I am the
only foreigner to pass the human mage exam, they may come to
challenge me.”





“That’s true.
On that note, though, a rumor came in recently. It turns out, there
has been another human foreigner that passed the test, out in the
country Eastal. There have also been a few elf mages step forward,
but their criteria for graduation seems to be different from the
humans.”





“Ah? So I’m
not the only one anymore.”





“Nope! Still, you
were the first. And the one from Eastal was a more public face.
Apparently, once he announced he passed the final test, he was
swarmed by foreigners to demand they tell him how he did it, or to
join their group. After that, he went into hiding as well to avoid
them. The elf mages don’t seem to be causing as big of a scene,
though.”





“Hmm.. the human
mage, can you give me his name?”





“I don’t know
it right now, but I can find it out. You want to get in touch with
him, I take it?”





“Yeah. If I contact
him with magic, he should realize that I’m the other one like
him and be more willing to talk.”





“Alright, I’ll
get a couple of my spies right on it. Heheh, it’s been years
since I had work for them!”





“Thanks. If you can
have them find out his general location, that should help me to
contact him as well.”





“I’ll make
sure they know. You sure you don’t want us to just invite him
here and let you meet face to face?”





“Sorry, but that
probably wouldn’t work. Remember, demons in my world are seen
just as badly as demons here are. He probably wouldn’t trust
you without some proof.”





“..I understand.
Anything else?”





“Yeah, one more
thing. Here in a few days, once my friend is off the ship, I was
thinking about summoning you and my friend from the elves so that you
could meet. No fighting, just a nice chat. Sound okay with you?”





“Sure! Just
remember, I can only hear you in the darkness. I might be paying
special attention, but if you aren’t somewhere dark enough I
won’t be able to answer your call.”





“Alright, I’ll
have the meeting at night. I recently got a new spell that I want to
consult both of you on.”





“Ooh, the suspense!
Well, I’ll be waiting. By that time I should have the
information you want, too.”





“Good. If you don’t
mind, once I get acquainted with him, I might have him visit Hell to
earn your blessing. No idea if the power he gets would be the same,
but if he is a mage he has one of the Deific Dictum.”





“Alright, but it
probably won’t be my blessing directly he gets. That was a
special occasion. But he can get the blessing of one of my court if
he helps us enough.”





“I understand.”
And with that, we said our farewells. Once the spell ended, I
received a new popup that I hadn’t gotten before, but was
rather excited about.






	
	
			
			
			You have fully mastered the Message spell! You may
			now bring out it’s full potential. Whenever you perform the
			chant with the spell, you may now choose to perform an
			Announcement, or contact someone regardless of distance, or even
			dimensional boundaries.

			
			

			

			
			Announce- This variation of the Message spell can be
			used to speak with multiple people at the same time. You may
			specify either a group of people, or an area. If speaking with an
			area, two way communication is impossible. However, speaking with
			a specific group allows all of them to share in the spell.

		
	







This…
dimensional boundaries… wait… I
was stunned for a moment as the possible implication of this hit me.
I was going to tour the ship, but that could wait until later. I
immediately ran out to the deck of the ship and found Kevin, goofing
off behind the ship’s wheel. “Kev!”





He must have thought I was
angry or something. “I didn’t do anything, I swear!”





“No, not that. I
don’t care. Come here!”





He was curious, but this
was an urgent matter that I had to test. Eventually, he did manage to
come down to the deck. I saw Denise at the nose of the ship glancing
to me curiously as well. “Okay.. what is it?”





“I need you to log
off.”





“What?”





“Log off. After ten
minutes, come back. Trust me on this.”





“I won’t spawn
in the middle of the sea or anything?”





“I’ll stop the
ship if that makes you feel better, alright?” At my words, the
sails retracted, and the ship’s anchor dropped.





“Okay… I’ve
got no idea what this is about, but sure.” A few moments of
navigating the system windows later, Kevin vanished in front of me.
Denise looked a bit worried, and came over next to me. 






“Is everything
okay..?”





“Huh? Yeah. I just
need to test something..” I took a deep breath and pulled up my
spell list. I hadn’t needed the chant for this for a while.
“Wings of light, signs of beginning, may my voice reach the
farthest corner. Message, Kevlar.” It was… also the
first time I had used his game name. But, nothing happened. I
grimaced, and repeated the spell again. This time, I called him
Kevin. Immediately, I heard a sound I wasn’t sure I’d
ever be hearing again.





I heard a phone ringing.
And ringing… and ringing… Finally, there was an answer.
“Hello? Who is this? Do you have any idea what time it is?”





“No, Kevin, I do
not.”





“....Chris? Holy
shit… how are you calling me? Did you get out of the game?”





“No, my
communication spell reached the level to cross dimensions. And, since
where we are from is treated as another dimension..”





“E.T. can phone home
now.”





“Never miss a chance
for a reference, do you?”





“I try my best. So,
this is what you were in such a rush about?”





“Yeah. I had to know
if I had a way to call out now.”





“Well, looks like
you do. There’s no displayed name or number, though. It lists
you as an unknown caller.”





“That’s fine.
You can come back now.”





“Alright, let me
just get a drink first.” And with that, he hung up on me,
appearing on the ship about ten minutes later. “So, apparently
you can now connect to the phone network?”





“I guess so. Sorry
about having you test it so suddenly. I wasn’t even sure if it
would work.”





“No, you had a
point. I would have done the same thing, probably.”





“Okay, well, I set
the ship to take us to Thurgil. You should be able to find a sword
trainer there. Your skill probably won’t gain any ranks, but
the training will help you use it better. I’ll keep in touch
with that spell every few days to check on you.”





Gradually, the anchor
began raising up, and the sails unfolded again as the ship went back
to sailing. “Alright, I understand.”





“Good. Keep in mind,
you won’t be able to contact me from your end unless you get a
magical item. I’m going to try to make you a coin that will let
you use the Message spell once to contact me. I haven’t had the
chance to experiment with enchanting much yet, so I may not get it to
work right.”





“So, I can use the
coin to call you if an emergency pops up?”





“Right. Once we drop
you off, Denise and I are going to go exploring. There’s a lot
of uncharted land in these seas that hasn’t been explored
properly since the continent split.”





“Hah… going
off on another adventure by yourself? Oh well, guess it can’t
be helped.”





I nodded to him. “Also,
just to confirm, there still hasn’t been any information posted
online, right?”





“Nothing yet. I
tried making something myself, and it was gone as soon as I posted
it. But, there are offline methods that can be used.”





“Oh? You came up
with something?”





“Yeah, it’s
not as comprehensive as the net, but I put in some calls to friends
that play. Since it was word of mouth that started this, it’s
word of mouth that can get around it!”





Denise had no clue what we
were talking about, but I suppose that was natural. “Okay, so
you guys set up an off-the-grid exchange? I won’t ask for any
details, but it was a good idea. I take it you warned them that a
situation like mine could occur?” In truth, I didn’t ask
for details because there was the chance that whatever was behind me
being stuck here might strike out at someone finding a way around
their plan to suppress information.





“Yeah, it was one of
the first things I told them. Some of them still don’t believe
it could really happen.”





“Okay, well, can you
get in contact with them later? It would be nice to have a source of
information on the other side. Also, any chance that the fabled mage
is among them?”





“Not that I’ve
heard. That’s why I thought it might be you. There are a few
that said they became mages as elves, though.”





“Did they share any
information on how they did that?”





“Well, they didn’t
really seem to do anything special, just study the magic and train
until they were recognized.”





So, the elves don’t
have a final test, then? “I understand.
It looks like the elves do their magic training a bit differently
than the humans.”





“Oh? How far did you
get in the human college?”





I decided, once again to
tell a famous half-truth. “I made it to the final exam. But, to
graduate as a human mage, you have to make something in magic that
has never been accomplished before. You can understand how difficult
it would be to do something that nobody in over a thousand years has
done before with the same options, right? And you only get the chance
to take the test once.”





“Yeah… no
wonder there’s only been one person to pass. Just finding out
everything that could get you disqualified from the test could take a
lifetime of studying.”





“Exactly. You’d
have to research every single spell ever created, and then make
something completely new.”





“I wonder why it’s
so different between the races…”





“Probably to weed
out the people who don’t have what it takes, and only allow the
truly gifted to graduate. Though, anyone can stop before the final
exam and take what they know to become a caster in their own way.
Like using spells through a bow.” I patted the bow on my back.





“Right. Well, that
seems to be new information. I should be able to spread that with the
group, and they’ll understand why it’s so troublesome.
Maybe we can even recommend that new players looking to be mages
start out as elves.”





“Well, that’s
only if they’re looking for the title. Like I said, anyone can
get the ability.”





“That’s true.
Sucks that you have to do all that homework, though.” Kev made
a face, and I smirked at him.





“Oh? You mean like
having to study swordsmanship in order to use your sword well?”





“Ha ha, yeah I get
it. I guess that explains the four week restriction. Supposed to give
you time to learn how to use your skills.”





“Yup. And you
probably just grabbed a random sword from a store after running a
couple errands, and spent all day chopping logs or something.”





“...Maybe… I
did at least do enough to get the armor, though.”





“Uh huh, and you
didn’t practice a single survival skill. I guess that explains
how you were able to raise your swordsmanship to nearly a master
level before leaving the town, though.”





“Yeah, I know. I’m
going to head off again. Call me if something comes up.”
Without waiting for my reply, Kev logged out.





Denise walked up and put a
hand on my shoulder, smiling to me after having let us talk for so
long. “I didn’t really get all of that, but you have a
way to call your own world now, right?”





“Yeah, but I don’t
plan to use it much.” I smiled to her and patted her hand.





“Why not? Surely
there are people that you want to contact.”





“Most of them
wouldn’t believe it was really me if I did. Since I’ve
convinced Kev, I’ll use him to stay in touch with people. Oh,
also, I almost forgot. I received some news from Lilith before I came
out.” Denise looked interested, so I went on. “It turns
out that another human has passed the final test. Someone from
Eastal. I’m having her investigate it, and then I plan to reach
out to him.”





“Oh? Mind if I ask
why?”





“Well, he fell for
the trap I’ve been avoiding.”





“What trap..?”





“He let it be known
publicly that he was a graduate, so all of the foreigners nearby
swarmed to him for information. Eventually, it got to be too much, so
he went into hiding.”





“I see, the reason
you are hiding what you can do. But, what could you gain by getting
in touch with him?”





“Well, I can give
him some information that I wasn’t able to gain easily, and can
have him be an ally. If we work together, we can identify more races
that respond to the grimoire without arousing suspicions.”





Denise nodded, and smiled.
“In the end, you just want to help your junior, huh?”





“It’s not like
I don’t get anything out of it, you know..”





“Sure, sure.
Alright. Anything else?”





“Yeah, one more
thing. After we drop Kev off, I want to summon Lilith and Dariel to
finally have the two of them meet.”





“Maiden of the elves
meets Queen of the demons? Sure you want to put the two of them in
the same room?”





“Dariel actually
requested to meet her, after I summoned her for the fight with the
wolfman.”





Denise nodded to accept
that. “I understand. Then you’ll have all your women in
one place.”





I tilted my head back and
laughed. “Totally not what I had in mind. It’d be nice if
they could join us for a dungeon hunt, but it’s understandable
because they both have responsibilities to their people.”





“Thinking about
expanding our group again?”





“A bit, yeah.
Recently, we hit another benchmark in power. I haven’t had the
chance to fill you in on it yet, but you got quite the interesting
ability yourself.”





“Oh? Please, do
tell!”





“Alright. Well, it
looks like both of us received something called a Hidden Power. Mine
is a large area spell that can deal immense damage. Your’s on
the other hand, is a further enhancement to your speed. According to
the window, you can focus your inner power to temporarily achieve
such insane speed that the world seems to freeze around you. You’ll
need to be careful though, it seems it will wear you out quickly.”





“Ooh, that sounds
lovely. I take it your power is a cheat like with the rest of you,
and has a low cost?”





“Actually, it
consumes every ounce of magic I have, and requires a long chant to
activate.”





“Ah… that
does sound bad.”





“Of course, I
recover my magic really quickly. A good ten seconds after the spell
and I should be good to use my normal combat magic again.”





“... Such a cheat.”





“Maybe. But you can
tell from the two of us that we’re lacking something as a
team.”





“What do you mean?”





“Well, we have a
mage and an archer, but really both of us are easy to take down if we
get hit. It would be nice if we found a warrior that could accompany
us.”





“Do.. do you need me
to learn that role?” Denise asked, looking down to the floor. I
smiled and shook my head, bringing a hand up to pat the top of her
head.





“Remember, I said
when we were deciding what role you would play that you don’t
have the build for that kind of warrior. The issue is that we’ll
need to get someone from this side. A foreigner wouldn’t be
able to match our schedule and would end up slowing us down too
much.”





“Right. So, why is
that a problem?”





“Well, look at it
this way. You remember how I told Kev that rank thirty was the
equivalent of a master rank?”





“Yeah?”





“Well, the two of us
are in total over level one hundred. In order to find someone on par
with us, we’d need a master of several fields, or someone with
a lot of different skills like you have.”





“I understand. So,
we can’t ask just anyone, right?”





“Exactly. I don’t
know if they’d get a sudden boost of power for joining up with
us, but there’s a chance that if we take on someone weaker than
us they’ll always stay weaker.”





“Right, I get it.”





“Speaking of,
where’s Midnight?”





Denise smiled to me. “I
let him rest on one of the lower decks. He said that he didn’t
like the sea very much.”





“That’s fine.
It might have freaked Kev out that we could talk to a horse anyways.”
I smiled back to her. “I’m going to finish touring the
ship. I haven’t had the chance to look around since they
installed the equipment, and I want to see if I can use my special
magic on the cannonballs.”





As I turned to walk off,
Denise started laughing. “Cheat character, making this into a
cheat ship!”





I couldn’t help but
grin. That’s exactly what I planned to do, basically. I had
already confirmed a few things about this ship in regards to my
ability. First, the entire ship was treated as a single object.
Second, I couldn’t adjust the speed of the ship, as that relies
entirely on its structure. Since my Customize spell doesn’t
allow me to change more than the most general of shapes, there’s
nothing I can do about that. The only thing I really can change is
the color of the ship. But, turning my ship blue in front of everyone
would be a bad idea.





Finally, I learned that
the enchanted objects on the ship, such as the cannons and detection
crystals, are all treated as separate objects. So, even though I
can’t make my ship go faster, there is no reason why I can’t
make it stronger. With that thought in mind, I began my tour of the
ship’s artillery.





The cannons of the ship
were lined up on two decks. Each deck had twelve cannons on each
side. Out of all of that, there were 24-pounder long guns. On the
main deck of the ship were another twelve cannons on each side. These
were shorter barrel cannons, identified as a carronade 24-pounder.
Unlike the cannons on the lower decks that were tied to the wall with
ropes and mounted on a carriage, these were mounted on a slide that
allowed them to be turned inwards when they weren’t in use.





Finally, the ammunition.
Next to each of the long guns was a box of 24-pound black balls.
Hence, the cannons being classified as 24-pounders. The carronades
had similar storage units, but they were kept nearer to the center of
the ship, next to the entrance to the lower decks in a large crate.





The range of the long guns
was just over one kilometer, but at that range the penetration power
would be significantly reduced under normal circumstances. I’m
not much for normal circumstances, though. With a grin, I set about
changing roughly half of the cannonballs. Most of them I turned into
Lightning Shots, covering them in the runes for Shock Bolt. That
should increase their range and penetration power. Others, I changed
into Flame Shots, using the Fireball runes. That should make a good
explosive shell.





Thankfully, I was able to
use my Customize spell for this, because I don’t think I would
have been able to carve the runes into the iron balls by hand. If all
works out like I imagined, I should be able to aim the cannons like I
aimed the bow, and fire the spelled shots the same way. Of course,
there was no way to test this without getting in an actual battle.





Is it sad that I was now
hoping to run into pirates or a sea monster? Come
on out, bad guys! I have a new toy, and I want to play!












Chapter
20





After confirming and
modifying the artillery, I went to work on what I promised Kev.
That’s right, it was finally time to get started on my
enchanting. About time, if you ask me. I pulled out a few copper
coins to use as my test dummies, and then opened up my skill window
to figure out just how the enchanting process worked. 






First, the rune
inscription. This was commonly used because it allowed people to
easily identify an enchanted item. Second was aura inscription.
Essentially, this would let you capture a spell as you cast it, and
trap it in the item you want to enchant.





Typically, enchanted items
were only usable once. The exception to this rule were items that
contained materials especially good at storing mana. Such as my
staff, which I suspected to be made of Mana Wood, and likely had a
core of granite or something that would help store energy. Items like
that were able to recharge by absorbing the ambient mana around them.





Well, it’s not like
I want him to be calling me all the time, so I won’t bother
working on a storage unit for recharging mana. Next, after you
enchant an item, you designate a method of activating it. You could
consider this an entirely separate enchantment in a way. First you
place the magic in the object, then you make something that lets you
access it.





When designating the
activation method, you could use either a command word or action, or
require that mana be applied to the item. The latter method also
allows for inscription enchantments to be used repeatedly, as they
wouldn’t fade like an aura after use. Kev can’t use mana,
though. That means that I’ll go with an aura inscription and a
command word.





Another thing required for
enchanting was a diagram. This was needed to create any enchantments
aside from basic inscriptions, so it was also needed in order to
apply the activation method. Thankfully, the tutorial showed a basic
enchanting diagram that I quickly copied onto a piece of paper.





Okay, so, do I need the
incantation or not? I’ll assume not for now, because he isn’t
going to be using the announce or dimensional features of the spell.
I put one of the copper coins onto the paper, and my hand over the
coin. Focusing, I concentrated on the individual runes for the
Message spell, as if I was going to cast it. Then, I let my mana pour
down into the diagram on the paper and fill the coin.





“Okay… step
one complete, I think…” I looked down to the paper, and
the diagram was glowing steadily. “Now, for the activation
conditions.” I put my index finger on the coin and closed my
eyes. Using my mana to paint the picture, I imagined myself picking
up the coin and reciting the word ‘Message’. Then, it was
as if I folded up the entire scene into a ball and threw it into the
coin. When I opened my eyes this time, the diagram was no longer
glowing. But now, the coin itself had a faint glow to it.
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I sent a quick Message to
Denise to call her down, and when she arrived I tossed the coin to
her. “Mind testing that out for me? Won’t do any good if
I try it myself.”





“Uhm.. okay…
what is it and how?” Denise looked curiously down to the
glowing coin in her hand.





“I call it a Call
Token. Basically, just hold the coin up and say Message, followed by
who you want to call. It should activate the spell in the coin like
when I cast the spell myself.”





“Huh, neat. Alright…
uh… let’s see.” She held the coin up, and closed
her eyes. “Message, Dariel.” She waited for a few moments
and the light from the coin faded away. I was just about to assume
that it had failed when she suddenly jumped in surprise. “Huh?
Woah.. weird. Uh, sorry. Denise here. Jin gave me this coin and said
to call someone… guess he’s finally figured out
enchanting. Yeah, I’ll tell him.” 






Suddenly, she was looking
to me and smirking. Why did I feel like I was back in my world
watching someone talk on a cell phone? “Thanks, you too. Talk
to you later. Yeah, he told me. Bye.” Denise giggled slightly
and looked at me. “She said to tell you it’s about time.”





“Of course she did.
But at least we know the coins work. I can make a couple to send with
Kev, and see about making some more complicated items for our own
use.”





“Saving the best for
us, huh?”





I smiled to her. “Of
course. Once I get good at this, I should be able to make some pretty
interesting items.”





“I’ll look
forward to it.” She smiled and went to lay down on the bed. I
made sure the ship was firmly on auto-pilot and joined her.





The next day, Kev returned
to check on our progress, and I gave him two of the completed Call
Tokens. Since we still had over a full day of sailing yet, he didn’t
really feel the need to stick around the entire time. Unlike with the
merchant caravan he had traveled with, he had neither the need nor
ability to protect us if something bad happened.





Well, that’s all
the better, I suppose. Won’t have to hold back with him gone.
It would be troublesome if he found out about our true abilities,
with his connections to that information network. Surely people would
be swarming just like they had the other mage. He did, however, tell
us that he passed along the information about what was required to
graduate from the Mages’ College.





As a result, several
people apparently quit their attempts to graduate immediately, and
were instead determined to just learn the bare necessity to make
their own magic classes. Can they really call
themselves mages if they settle for the bare necessity?
I shook my head at the thought.





It wasn’t until
later, a few hours after Kev logged back out, that we had our first
encounter on the high seas. Off in the horizon, I could see two large
ships ahead of us. They were still too far to register on the
detection crystal, but once I activated my Scan spell, it was clear
what their purpose was.





“Denise!” I
called out to her, as she was sitting in the cabin after having been
on watch for a while.





“Huh? What?”
She slowly came out and looked to me.





“Black sails and
cross bones. You’re about to tell me that they mean the same
thing here as they do in my world, right?” I pointed to the two
ships in the distance. Their sails looked little more than specks in
the distance to normal eyes, but I knew that Denise would be able to
make something out.





“Pirates. We got
bloody pirates on our maiden voyage.” Denise shook her head and
sighed.





“Thought so. Shall
we give them a warning?” I grinned a bit, thinking that this
was the perfect chance to test a few things.





“They probably
wouldn’t be so generous, but sure.”





“Alright.
Disengaging the skeleton crew.” I exerted my control over the
ship, raising the sails and turning so that our broadside was facing
the pirates. “Loading first gundeck cannons with Lightning
Shots.” Sure, speaking wasn’t necessary, but verbally
stating your objective is a common method to focus your thoughts.





“Finally, the
warning… Wings of light, signs of beginning, may my voice
reach the farthest corner. Announce!” I focused on both pirate
ships, and spoke. My voice carried unnaturally far, though I wouldn’t
be able to see any immediate reactions. “This is Captain Jin of
the Unity. If you break off now and alter course, you will be left
alone. If you fail to comply, this ship will open fire. We will not
be harassed by pirates or anyone else. You have one minute.”





With the message
delivered, I raised the ship’s barrier, feeding just a bit of
mana into it to start. It was just a precaution in case they
attacked, so that I could quickly increase the output. Sure enough,
they seemed to think they had the advantage in terms of numbers,
because a minute passed and they kept their course. As if to prove
themselves, they waited until the minute was over before starting to
turn to reveal their own broadsides.





“Not likely. Scan!”
I focused my eyes as far as I could, using both my magic and my
discovery talent to spot their ships. “Ten cannons each? Okay.
First five cannons, fire!” Despite my shout, my voice was
drowned out by the roar of the cannons, five lightning bolts shooting
out at the first ship. They were well over a kilometer away still,
but the shots landed in an instant, shredding through their ship and
leaving massive holes.





“Hmm… power
seems a bit much.” I chuckled as I studied the result. I then
felt a thwack on the back of my head, and turned to see that Denise
had smacked me.





“A bit?!” She
glared, and then looked to the ship. “You call that a bit!?
Cheat!” She sighed, but ended up smiling to me. Given that I
had been looking away, the only warning I had that the second ship
had fired its cannons was a dull roar in the distance. 






Immediately, I increased
the power in the barrier and turned around, focusing my mind on my
objective. “Sorry, sorry. I’ll only use one cannon this
time, okay?” I smiled again, and the cannonballs of the other
ship impacted the barrier, causing cracks to run along it. Of course,
I was able to fix those cracks by just putting a bit more mana into
it. Then, I shot a single Lightning Shot at the remaining ship.
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As before, a bolt of
lightning sprang out from the Unity and tore into the distant ship,
shattering a large section at the bottom. “Now, let’s try
this again. Wings of light, signs of beginning, may my voice reach
the farthest corners. Announce.” Once more, I focused the spell
on the sinking ships, knowing that there would be those fortunate
enough to get off before it was too late.





“I gave you a
chance. And now, for those of you that survived, remember this. I
will not always be so lenient.” I raised the sails again, and
resumed our course. Though, I made a detour to give the pirates a
wide berth, circling around them until I could put the auto-pilot
back on.





When I felt safe enough to
turn the barrier off, I sighed and took in the results. The Lightning
Shots far exceeded my predictions for their damage output.
Conversely, the barrier fell short of what I hoped it would be
capable of, since even attacks from that distance managed to crack it
after I put so much mana into it. Likewise, the detection crystal
would need to be improved with a larger radius. But with my current
ability, there wasn’t anything I could do about this.





“Denise, I’ve
got some things to take care of. Mind keeping a watch again for a
bit? You can rest up in the crow’s nest.” I pointed up to
the small platform just above the sails.





“For someone that
just won with overwhelming firepower… you sound pretty
depressed.” Denise walked up to me, her face showing concern.





“Ah, sorry. There
are areas that are really lacking in this ship, and the sooner it’s
taken care of the safer we’ll be. We would have been in trouble
if we hadn’t spotted those guys by chance, since they never
came in range of the crystal.”





She nodded. “Alright,
but take it easy, okay? I know that this ship is a constant drain on
you, but you’re allowed to rest too.”





I smiled to her. “I
will. But first I’ve got to take care of this. I should also
see if there were any problems with the cannons..” I sighed,
shaking my head. “And this is why normally over a hundred
people pilot a ship this big.”





She smirked to me at that.
“You’re doing the work of a hundred. It won’t take
me any time to check the cannons. So I’ll do that, and you just
take care of what you need to do.”





I was going to tell her
what to look for, and then remembered that we essentially had the
same skills when it came to sailing. In the end I could only agree.
“Okay, but let me know if there were any problems with them.”





“Aye aye, captain!”
She gave me a silly salute and ran off towards the gundeck. I smiled
while watching her go, and then went into the cabin.





“First, I should see
if what I want to do is possible.. Message, Lilith.”





“Hey Jin~.” I
heard her voice calling out immediately through the message, and
chuckled.





“Sounds like I
didn’t surprise you this time.”





“Nope, I was paying
attention so I caught you getting ready. What do you need?”





“I’ve just got
a magic question for you. Would consult a library, but there’s
not exactly one available right now.”





“Alright, well, if I
can answer you I will.”





“Thanks. I just want
to know if it is possible to strengthen an existing enchantment on an
item?”





“Usually, that
depends on the enchantment. Give me an example.”





“Okay, well my ship
has a detection crystal with a range of one kilometer. But we were
just in a battle where the enemy never entered that range. If we
hadn’t spotted them with our eyes, it would have been bad.”





“I see, so you want
to increase the range of the crystal?”





“Exactly. Can it be
done?”





“By normal people,
it’d be easier just to buy a better crystal. But, given your
stubbornness, yes it’s possible. But it’s a skill that
only advanced enchanters use.”





“Thanks. I’ll
work more on my enchanting then until I can do that. Mind bringing me
some items to practice on when you come to visit?”





“Well, I suppose~.
It would be a good ship-warming present after all.” She laughed
at that, and I joined her.





“Thanks. Also, if
you have any more advanced books on enchanting that would help. I’ve
only been able to read the basics.”





“Hmm… about
that, I’ll make you a deal.”





“Oh? Well, this is
new.” I grinned a bit, and she giggled.





“New? Honey, I
invented deals.”
I had a feeling she meant that literally. “After I visit when
you drop your friend off, I’ll come again in a week. Until
then, I want you to try to work out the enchanting techniques on your
own and show me what you came up with.”





“Uh.. okay…
mind if I ask why?” So basically, you’ll
give me the book, but only after you have me try to figure it out on
my own.





“I’m
interested in seeing how you will grow using your own knowledge. I
know you want to hide your infernal powers for now. Don’t
worry, I’m not upset. Okay, maybe a little bit of a pout. But I
understand. The point is that you won’t be able to get my help
like this when you are around other people without being discovered.”





“I get it. And
thanks, for understanding and helping me get this done on my own.
Once things change on this end, I won’t need to hide it
anymore.”





“What kind of change
are you looking for, really?”





“Same thing as you,
I guess. I want to wait until the other foreigners settle down so
that I’ll be accepted as a full mage without them coming after
me.”





“Okay, I’ll
hold you to it. I’ll also have my people check how things are
coming with that now and then. But the demons already know of your
involvement and abilities. I’ve instructed them to keep the
secret, but if there are any issues they will probably ask for your
help.”





“That’s fine.
I’m happy to help whoever I can. Besides, most of your demons
on the surface are in disguise, so there won’t be any problems
if they ask for my help.”





“True. Is there a
way that we can make sure you know when I’m sending you
someone, without it being too obvious?”





“Hmm…
something unique to the demons, but unknown to everyone else? What if
you gave them a brooch with one of the runes I gave you? Aside from
the demons, nobody but I will know what it means. And as long as the
fact that it is a rune is kept secret, nobody will learn the
associated magic.”





“Good idea. You
could have just asked that I avoid letting them contact you for a
while. But you still want to help us, even when keeping your secret.
Really, thank you.”





“You don’t
have to thank me. Something like this is already natural, right?”
I smiled a bit, sitting down in a chair.





“Maybe, but I don’t
want to feel like I am taking advantage of you.”





“Really, now? A
succubus, not wanting to take advantage of someone?”





I heard her laughing
through the call. “Sexy
demons, not sex
demons! I swear I’ll never live that down.”





“Not at all.”





Once her laugh settled
down, she sounded much happier. “I needed that. See you in a
couple days?”





“You bet.”





“Fair winds and
following seas.”





“Totally not fair, I
don’t have a retort for that for Hell. So, good luck.” I
could hear Lilith laughing again as I ended the call. “Okay,
now to get to work.”





I pulled out my coinpurse,
emptying a large supply of copper coins onto the table. “Hello,
my precious.” Glancing over to a stack of papers, I used my
Customize spell to increase the number of papers I had available.
“She wants me to learn this through trial and error? By god, I
will learn this through trial and error!”





Part of me was just a bit
too happy to feel like I was back in class, stumbling blindly through
magical lessons. I sent a quick message to Denise that I’d be
busy for a while, and she seemed alright with it. She simply reminded
me to get some rest myself when I could. Rest
is for those with nothing better to do!





First, I pulled out the
paper with the diagram I had been using until now. Thanks to
memorizing the pattern I was able to recreate it on any of the other
papers with my magic, but this time I was looking at it from a
different aspect. “I name thee homework.” I set the sheet
down and looked at it, taking in every rune, shape, and pattern
present.





For what I wanted to do,
it wasn’t enough to just know this diagram. I had to know what
each individual component did, and more importantly why it did it.
Did the circle act as a barrier to contain magical energies and
prevent them from leaking out during the enchanting? Did the shapes
in the center funnel the energy into the item? Even the runes all had
a deeper meaning, though at least they were written in a language I
could understand.





And even if I could fully
understand this one diagram, I will then have to figure out what
methods will achieve better results for an advanced one. To put it
simply, I was studying addition to learn calculus. Not only that, but
I was consulting my skills as little as possible, trying to earnestly
solve this puzzle by my own effort.





Just then, I heard the
familiar tone of someone contacting me with a Message spell. What…
who could.. I paused in my work, trying to
figure out who could possibly be calling me. But nonetheless I
answered. “Hello..?”





“Holy shit it
worked.” An all-too familiar voice came in from the other side,
slightly muffled.





“Wait… Kev?
But… when did you log back in?” Well, that explained it
if he was using one of my coins to call me. A bit of a waste though
since he’s on the ship.





“I didn’t…”





“Come again?”
I misheard that, right?





“I said, I didn’t
log back in. I’m in my kitchen right now, man. I was getting
ready to call someone, and saw that a new contact named The
Dive had been added into my phone. When I
called it, a voice asked me who I was calling for..”





“But… I’m
in a coma in the hospital. How is it physically possible for you to
be calling my--” A thought struck me as I was getting ready to
ask that. “Kev, it’s the coins. I gave you two. Log back
in and check them.”





“You know, that
sounds entirely crazy. About as crazy as you getting stuck inside a
video game. Which is precisely why I’m going to take your word
for it and not ask until after I’ve had my what the fuck
moment.”





“I’ll join you
for that moment. This shouldn’t be possible.”





With that, he hung up,
appearing in the game a few minutes later. And sure enough, when he
checked the coins I had given him -- he had them in a separate pouch
so that he wouldn’t spend them-- one of the coins had stopped
glowing. “So… as long as I have one of these… I
can call you even from out there… This is such a cheat, you
know?”





“Is it really? I
hadn’t noticed.” I sighed a bit. “Well, this solves
one complication of being stuck here. Most foreigners can use their
capsules as phones from this side too, so I guess these coins are my
way to even the playing field.”





“Yeah, maybe.. There
wasn’t really a number with that contact. It was really
suspicious, and I almost deleted it. Heh, maybe deleting the contact
would be like throwing the coins away.”





This could get bad.
There’s only one way that my contact information would suddenly
appear in his phone like this. If he figures out that the game has
this degree of control, it might trap him here too.





Thankfully, my worries
seemed entirely unfounded, but I still erred on the side of caution.
“Mind keeping this between us? It’s not really something
that others need to know since they don’t need things like
this.”





“Right, right, no
problem. Well, unless another case comes up where someone gets stuck
in here like you did. If that happens, it’d be best to let
their family have the call, right?”





“Yeah…
right..” I had the sinking feeling that if anyone but Kevin had
held the phone, the contact wouldn’t have appeared. That
can’t be possible, right? Even if the game controls the phones,
there shouldn’t be any way of telling who is using the phone.
At least, not without access to.. you know what, I would not be
surprised at all if this thing used cameras for stuff like that.





“Anyways, I’m
going to head back now. Did I miss anything so far?”





I thought about it for a
second. “Nothing of interest.” The pirate fight really
hadn’t been all that interesting after all. “I’ll
get you another coin to replace that one. I had been looking for
stuff to make anyways.”





Kev nodded, and then
logged off again. Seeing that he was gone, I went back to work.
First, I made another Call Token to replace the one he used like I
said. Then, I began experimenting by changing certain aspects of the
diagram, such as rotating the interior shapes to line up with
different runes.





I didn’t really feel
like calling a bunch of random people if I fail an enchantment, so I
was working on using the Light spell instead. And, almost every
experiment simply ended with me making a ball of light above a coin.
But, I had to use this method of elimination to get what I wanted.
Simply staring at the diagram wouldn’t give me the answers.





My next experiment was to
remove certain aspects. I started with the outer circle. Well,
perhaps it’s best if I more accurately describe the components
to the diagram. First, there is the outer circle, which as far as I
can tell serves as a boundary to prevent magical energies from
escaping during the process. When I removed it, the enchantment
almost completed, but a wave of light erupted at the end.





Next is the rune circle, a
layer of runes just inside the outer circle. Most of them are focused
on containing and channeling mana, as well as a few that seem to
relate to imagination. I didn’t feel comfortable changing any
of those yet. Within the rune circle is the inner circle, which
separates the runes from the interior shapes of the diagram. From my
understanding, once the runes capture the mana, the inner circle
passes it along to the interior shapes where it is evenly dispersed. 






Whenever I tried rotating
the first interior shape, a hexagon, the enchantment completely
failed. One time it even set the paper I was using on fire. Learning
from the results, I examined the relation between the runes and the
hexagon. Each of the six points corresponded to an identical rune.
The rune itself was the one for directing the flow of mana, so that
was understandable.





Going deeper, the hexagon
was cleanly divided into six segments, I line going from each point
to the center. Again, when I removed these lines the enchantment
failed entirely. Finally, around the very center of the diagram,
there is yet another circle, encompassing the point where the lines
connect. Inside the circle is a single rune, meaning ‘to
bestow’.





So, to summarize, the
beginner’s diagram I had worked as follows. After the
user--me-- focuses the mana of a spell into the diagram, the energy
is captured by the rune circle, kept from leaking in either direction
by the inner and outer circles. Then, when the activation method is
installed, the conditions are met to advance the process. The
modified mana is directed through the interior shapes towards the
furthest circle, where it gathers and triggers the final rune. That
rune then installs the magic directly into an item placed above it.





I had an idea for another
experiment, so made a few modifications to the circle. First, I
changed the rune at the center from meaning ‘to bestow’,
to a new rune meaning ‘to remove’. Next, I removed the
outer circle. Finally, I placed one of the completed Light coins on
the center of the diagram and activated it.






	
	
			
			
			Enchanting has increased to 3

		
	







Once my mana had triggered
the process, the innermost rune absorbed the glow from the coin,
sending dim lights along the lines of the diagram. As they reached
the inner circle, the lights spread into the runes. For a moment I
was afraid that the light would just go back to the coin, but then it
spread out from the diagram and faded away.





“Okay, it’s a
success… but I can make it better…” I removed
most of the runes, leaving only the six runes at the points of the
hexagon. Then, I changed those six runes from ‘channel’
to ‘disperse’. After that, the process went much
smoother, the light leaving the runes in a fine spray after reaching
it. Good… the other way might have
caused a problem if the energy was allowed to loop and build up
before it exploded outwards.





“Well, I’ve
managed to create a dispelling diagram, but that is not at all what I
want to do. Feel like I’m going backwards here. Okay…
theories… what do I need to make a more advanced method.. If I
layered the one large diagram outside a smaller one… no, that
wouldn’t do anything more than making it look more complicated.
Maybe making a break between the runes, so that each section channels
a different spell?” I shook my head at that idea, because that
would just weaken the individual effects.












Chapter
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While I was trying to
figure out how to create an advanced enchanting formula, the next day
and night passed by without incident. For the most part, I hadn’t
made any progress on my goal. I ended up combining an enchantment and
disenchantment formula into one diagram to make a formula for
transferring enchantments, but nothing to allow for more complex
enchantments or even multiple enchantments.





 I did end up leveling my
enchanting talent another four times, for a total of level seven.
Magical Knowledge also leveled up once, and I gained a few points to
intelligence from my studies. All in all, even without getting the
advanced formula ready I was getting good returns for my studying.





The ship’s detection
crystal began warning me that there were other ships within the one
kilometer radius now, one after another, like a silent pulse in my
head. Thinking that the pirates came back with friends, I immediately
moved to the crystal to take a look at the situation. What I found
was not what I had expected.





We had arrived at Thurgil
while I was focused on my studies, and the alert was for other ships
that were coming into port ahead of us. Letting out a sigh of relief,
I sent a message to Kev’s phone that we were here so he could
log in. Seems like he wasn’t really interested in just sticking
around while we were sailing. One of the reasons we can’t take
him with us for our travels, since he isn’t around enough.





While I was heading out to
the main deck, I retracted the sails and lowered speed to bring the
ship in. Apparently, several people were surprised when they saw the
ship seemingly piloting itself with nobody at the helm. Denise was up
on the crow’s nest, but came down to join me as soon as I came
out of the cabin.





“My, my, this must
be the first bit of daylight you’ve seen since the pirate
attack.” She grinned, teasing me.





“Sorry, sorry. Been
busy. Make it up to you?”





“Yeah, you will.
Next time, you’ll be the one that has to relax while I’m
hard at work.”





“...Sure, that
sounds fair.” I chuckled a bit, and then Kev appeared behind
us. “We’re here. Don’t forget the stuff you’ve
learned lately, and really put yourself into your training. If you
don’t take it seriously it won’t mean anything.”





“This coming from
the guy who spends days at a time studying magic.” Denise
giggled next to me, shaking her head.





“Yeah, yeah, I get
it mom.” Kev sighed and casually jumped off the deck of the
ship, landing on one of the wooden planks of the port. “Don’t
be a stranger.”





“Can’t help
it. The world is too normal.” I smiled, and began taking the
ship back out. No sense staying here any longer than I needed to.
“Alright, Denise. Finally, nobody else around. Now, can I
finally see those special weapons you got?”





Denise laughed, tugging on
her bracelet as if she had forgotten it was even there. “I
hadn’t even thought about that in days. But sure.” She
extended her right hand, and a red flame shot out from her bracelet,
forming a line extending above and below her palm. When the flame
cleared, she was holding a sinister black scimitar, the hilt curved
at the bottom and embedded with two rubies.





“This is Omen, the
demon sword. According to Krath, it has the ability to anticipate
attacks and help parry them. It can also cover the blade in fire when
I strike, adding a small explosive effect.” The sword was
wrapped in flame again, and then vanished into the bracelet. Next,
Denise held out her left hand. A ball of dark energy shot out of the
bracelet and formed the shape of a bow, looking to be made from solid
shadows.





“And this is
Nightshade, the demon bow. It doesn’t need arrows, and fires
condensed shadow magic. Again, according to Krath it drains an enemy
of their life force directly, without the need to inflict wounds.
Also, its attacks are stronger in the darkness.” After her
explanation, the bow faded away into the bracelet as well.





“Very nice. You
called them demon sword and demon bow. Does that mean they are
actually possessed by a demon, or just crafted by them?”





“As far as I know,
just crafted. Demons have some interesting forging methods with their
magic that create unique effects. Whenever a weapon with power is
created, they almost always give it a name.”





“It makes sense. If
you have a special weapon, it needs a special name.” I smirked
a bit. “Speaking of which, I suppose I can finally get out of
this armor.” Closing my eyes, I dispelled the leather armor and
bow I had been manifesting for the last week and a half. Instead, I
covered myself with blue robes. Then, I pulled my staff and grimoire
from my own storage bracelet.





“Gotta admit, you
made a damn fine archer, though.” Denise winked playfully to
me.





“Only because I’m
a cheat character.”





“Too true! He
finally admits it.”





“I’ve known it
ever since we hit Hell.” I smiled to her and moved inside.
“Come on, let’s see where we’re going next.”





Denise followed me into
the cabin, and we stopped at the map. There were several islands in
the Shattered Realm that were little more than outlines, with the
islands themselves unexplored. We had decided before that we’d
pick one of these to check out.





“Okay, which one we
going to, captain?” She said, looking over the different
choices. There was one small island just a half day’s journey
from where we are, but that wasn’t the one I was most
interested in.





“This one is what I
had in mind.” I pointed to a larger island about two full days
away, nearly as big as one of the inhabited islands. “I’d
rather not make us too easy to find, and this one is big enough to
have something interesting on it.”





“Another dungeon,
you think?”





“Most of these
islands could have dungeons. But this one definitely has the biggest
chance to be exciting.”





“Aye, aye, cap. Plot
us a course!” She grinned to me, and I began tracing out a
careful course, making sure to avoid any of the smaller islands along
the way. “You going to be a recluse again until we get there?”





“Nah, I was thinking
about summoning Dariel a bit early if that’s alright. And then
I’ll call Lilith once it gets dark.”





“She still demanding
a flashy entrance?”





“Yup.”





Denise sighed and shook
her head. “Of course she is. Well, at least that is your
embarrassment to put up with.”





“Hey!” I
laughed, and we moved out to the main deck. “Well, let’s
do this. Summon Dariel.” Extending my hand towards the center
of the ship, the white portal appeared as it had in the forest
before. Then, wearing a flowing green dress, Dariel stepped through
with a smile.





“Had a feeling you’d
be calling soon.” She laughed when I was about to ask why she
was all dressed up.





“You’ve been
scrying on me, haven’t you?”





“Maybe just a bit?”





I chuckled, shaking my
head. “I got the demon queen listening in on me, and you
scrying on me. Really, what about my life is that interesting?”





“You know, ever
since you visited and helped us, we’ve had a few other
foreigners show up. None of them were as polite or helpful as you. I
daresay that itself is pretty interesting.”





“Yeah, yeah. Well,
Lilith will be joining us tonight. I take it you are free for a
while?”





“Indeed. As long as
I am not gone from my people for too long, I can return at my
leisure.”





“Cool. Well, welcome
aboard the Unity. I take it you have seen a bit about it already.”





“If you are
referring to your encounter with the pirates, yes. That was quite a
fearsome display of power.” She smiled to me, and then took a
glance at the various cannons. “You really operate this ship by
yourself, huh?”





“Yeah, it has an
enchantment that lets it run on my mana. You’d probably be able
to do the same thing.”





“Maybe, but I don’t
know the first thing about sailing. Aside from my scrying, this is
the first time I have seen such a large amount of water.”





“Really? Well, we’ve
got a few hours left until dark, and the ship doesn’t need any
attention to run. So, feel free to relax for a while. Unless another
pirate shows up. Or a sea monster. Apparently that’s not too
rare out here.”





“Ooh, really?”
Dariel brightens up at the mention of this. “That sounds
exciting!”





“You are very bored
back at the village, aren’t you?”





“That obvious, huh?”





“Just a bit.”
I smirked to her, taking a look around.





“So, I hear you have
a new project you’re working on?”





“Oh, right. I’m
trying to figure out advanced enchanting on my own. Lilith’s
idea, since I am usually hiding my full power she wants me to be able
to figure this stuff out without help.”





“Sounds like a good
idea. I’d offer to help anyways if I was good at enchanting.”





I shook my head and
laughed. “Thanks, but I really want to figure this out for
myself. It feels a bit good to work out the information the hard
way.”





“True. Besides, this
is like inventing it yourself. You might even make some new methods
nobody else has before.”





“Maybe. So far all
I’ve figured out is how to drain an enchantment and transfer it
to another item. My current formula won’t allow me to put two
enchantments on the same object, or even one complicated
enchantment.”





“Well, that’s
progress at least! And you’ve only been at it a couple days,
right? You’re already moving pretty quickly.”





“Yeah, but I need to
figure this out. Oh, by the way, have you heard that I’m not
the only foreigner mage among the humans anymore?”





“There was a rumor,
but I thought it might have just been you at a different part of your
travels.”





Nodding, I decided to see
what she knew about it. “So, what’d you hear?”





“Just that there was
someone among the humans who graduated the mage college and began to
call himself the Frozen Flame.”





“Huh…
probably refers to the spell he used to pass. I had thought about
doing something like that, but at the time I only knew earth element
magic.”





Dariel nodded, “I
haven’t heard anything else about him since then. And that
rumor came by just over a week ago, when some foreigners were talking
about it as they passed through.”





“I see, so it’s
already spread that far. Thanks for letting me know.”





“Is it important?”
Dariel tilted her head curiously when she asked.





“Maybe. I’m
having Lilith investigate the matter so that I can talk to him. Since
I’m not the only one anymore, might be nice.”





“I see. Well, I
still look forward to meeting her. If you trust her, then surely she
is not as bad as demons are typically understood.”





“Right. Though I’ll
warn you ahead of time… she’s a succubus.” I
grinned a bit, and Dariel laughed.





“Is that so? Well,
that’s a shock. Who would have imagined a demon of lust would
rule over them.”





I chuckled, knowing that
this would be a good way to tease Lilith. “I know, right?”





We continued talking like
this for a few hours, the ship maintaining its course until the sun
went down. Dariel, Denise, and I all gathered on the main deck to
call the demon queen. Once again, I warned her that I had to do a
flashy entrance for Lilith or else she wouldn’t appear. Dariel
smiles like it was an inside joke, and Denise just shakes her head
resignedly.





As I began calling her, I
felt the mental ping from the detection crystal, and figured that she
was coming early to watch her ‘summoning’. “Queen
in the darkness, may my words reach your ears. Hear my call and come
forth, display your awesome might. Arise, Demon Queen Lilith!”
I tried to sound as enthusiastic as I could, but knowing that she was
already around and still making me put on this show for her was a tad
embarrassing.





“Hmm, I’ll
give it an eight for the call, but only a three for spirit. Put more
feeling into it next time~!” A web of shadows broke out in
front of me, spiraling into the air and then coalescing into the form
of a beautiful woman with small horns and blood red eyes, a thin tail
swishing back and forth behind her. As when she first appeared, she
was wearing  her black armor that hid only the bare minimum of her
body.





At the same time, beside
the boat was a giant waterspout, and a massive monster emerged when
it cleared, causing the boat to shake a bit. The monster easily
towered over the ship despite only its head and neck emerging from
the water. It had two columns of three blue eyes, and various
tentacles sprouting from its head and neck like a mane of hair.
According to my Worldlore, the creature was called a Turisas.





Noticing the boat shake,
Lilith looked behind her and let out a happy sound. “I take it
back, ten on the spirit! Really, the sea monster is a great touch!”
She claps her hands like applauding a grand performance, while I just
stare at her.





“So… he’s
not with you?”





“What are you
talking about? It’s obvious that thing isn’t a demon.”
She turned to look at least a hundred meters long rose up from the
sea, rising directly above the ship. Going purely on instinct, I
activated the ship’s barrier and put as much power into it as I
could manage. “Seriously, all that time you spent in Hell, and
you can’t even tell when something isn’t one of us?”
Lilith, apparently oblivious to all of this, just kept talking
casually.





I had expected the barrier
to at least provide some resistance to the tentacle, but it shattered
on impact, sending a recoil into my mind that seemed like a sudden
headache. Forced to close my eyes from the pain of the barrier being
crushed, I half expected to hear the crash of the ship being
destroyed next. When that didn’t happen, I slowly opened my
eyes to see why not.





“You okay, Jin?”
Lilith asked me, still talking as if nothing was the matter. However,
now she held a flaming red chain in her hand that ran straight into
the Turisas’s head. It didn’t seem to be doing any
damage, but its movement had completely frozen. “Sorry, looks
like this guy responded to my presence. I’ll take care of him
for you.” She smiled, and then suddenly disappeared.





The only way I was able to
follow her movement was by watching the chain that went with her, and
saw that it now led up to the crow’s nest, which was just a few
meters away from the previously attacking tentacle. “Now, now.
Big boys like you should know when it’s best to turn around and
leave. Don’t you know that being too rough is unpopular?”
She hopped into the air and smacked the tentacle aside with an open
palm, causing it to whip around and fall into the sea again.





“That’s
better. Don’t worry, I don’t hate guys like you, so I
won’t kill you this time. But those humans down there are with
me. I suppose the elf too, now.” Lilith smiled down to Dariel,
who shuddered a bit after the massive display of strength. “However,
I do have to punish you.” She gripped the chain again and
raised it up. “How about I send you flying for now?”





As if responding to her
will, the sea monster rose further above the water. What I thought
was the neck was really just its body, with it having a dozen of
those giant tentacles extending from the base of it. And it didn’t
stop rising until the entire creature was hovering above the sea,
dangled on that thin chain coming out of its head like a fish caught
on a hook. But still, it didn’t-- or couldn’t-- offer any
resistance.





Finally, Lilith jumped at
it, almost vanishing from sight again. When she reached the creature,
she did a spinning kick in midair, striking the Turisas on the head
with the flat of her foot. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for
the poor sea monster as it was literally sent flying beyond the
horizon from that one attack. So… she
really is the queen of all demons…





Beside me, Denise was
wide-eyed with awe and respect after witnessing the display of
strength. Dariel, on the other hand, was pale as she looked at me as
if to say ‘She’s the succubus right?’. Then Lilith
landed back on the deck and sighed dramatically. 






“Sorry, guys like
him tend to show up when I’m around. Hope I didn’t cause
you any trouble.” She smiled to the three of us, unable to read
the atmosphere.





“It’s…
alright. I guess that kind of strength is to be expected from you,
huh?”





“Right! I keep
telling you I’m really the queen, but no, you don’t
believe me!” Lilith laughed a bit, shaking off some water that
had fallen on her from her brief melee with the monster. “So,
are you going to introduce me to your elf lady friend?”





Dariel coughed a bit, and
began speaking. “Oh, uh, my apologies. I am Dariel Vinehaven,
high priestess of the Vinehaven clan of elves.” She curtsies in
her dress, and Lilith repeats the motion. Though, it doesn’t
look the same when you do it in armored underwear.





“Pleasure to meet
you. I am the Demon Queen Lilith. I take it we’re both friends
of Jin here?” She smiled towards me, and Dariel confirmed it.
“Then let’s get along, okay? I already had to do
something rather brutish in front of you all, so please forgive me.”





Denise shook her head
rapidly at that statement. “That was awesome! I thought for
sure we were done for! I’ve never seen anyone that strong!”
Lilith blushed a bit from Denise’s compliments, but didn’t
retort.





“Out of curiosity,
what was that spell you used on it just now?” I decided to ask,
since the tense atmosphere had been mostly cleared.





“Oh, that? I don’t
think you’d want to learn it. It’s the enslavement spell,
Infernal Chains. It can bind anyone to your will, as long as they are
weaker than you. You don’t seem like the type to enjoy that
kind of thing so I never bothered to show you.”





“No, that’s
alright, I understand. Thank you for answering my question. Did you
bring the items I asked for?”





“You mean stuff to
practice enchanting on? Yeah, I brought some rings, a couple swords,
and a few necklaces. Also mixed in some magic items since you seem to
be working on removing magic from items as well~.” Lilith
grinned to me, shamelessly confirming that she has been listening to
anything I say when I’m in a dark area.





“I swear, both of
you like to spy on me…”





“Oh, Jin, with your
personality there will be a lot of people watching you eventually.”
Dariel nodded after Lilith said this. It seemed that they found a
point in common after all.





“I get it. And,
about that other matter?”





“The mage? I
actually found him right away, but figured I’d wait until I
visited to tell you.” Lilith laughed lightly as she continued.
“He goes by Xiao, the Frozen Flame of Eastal. Well, lately he’s
just been calling himself Xiao to reduce attention. That guy didn’t
have your foresight and immediately announced himself after
graduating. Even claimed that he was the first one, though some of
the established mages refuted that.”





“They didn’t
mention me, did they…?”





“No, they just said
that there was another mage among the foreigners that had graduated
from Rosenheim a while before he did. Xiao said that was impossible,
he refused to believe it, blah blah blah. In the end, a bunch of
foreigners that were studying at the college began to swarm around
him, and he was forced to go into hiding. He’s still a glory
seeker, though, so finding him was easy.”





“I see, well it’s
good that my name wasn’t made public. Did you learn any details
on his Frozen Flame? I assume that’s what he used to graduate
from the college.”





“Ah, yeah. It wasn’t
really that impressive. All he did was give a high level ice spell a
more fluid form, letting it appear to be fire. Then, whenever the
‘fire’ hits something, it freezes over as if all heat had
been drained from it.”





“Really…?
That’s it? I had been hoping for something better. But, I
suppose it does fill the conditions. What about his tome? He
shouldn’t have any objects that were able to hide it like I
do.”





“He doesn’t.
But he doesn’t really use it either. If anything, he sees it as
a nuisance to carry around the book. My spy actually had to sneak
into an inn to get a look at it and confirm he really was a mage.”





“Did they get a look
at the book’s runes to figure out what type it was?”





“Yeah, there were
attack runes on the book instead of the protection ones on yours. So
he likely has one of the Assailant Tomes. It’s a good match for
yours really, if he takes the time to develop it.”





“Well.. I can’t
deny that I’m a bit disappointed, now that you have told me all
of this. I thought someone else who went through the trials of
becoming a true mage would work harder to fit in with this world.”





Lilith smiled, patting my
shoulder. “It’s alright. Not everyone can be as obsessive
as you are.”





“....Aren’t
you supposed to try to cheer me up?”





She smirked, winking at
me. “Maybe later. You had a spell you wanted to show us,
right?”





Dariel glanced to me at
Lilith’s comment, and I nodded. “Yeah. It should be fine
to use it out here when nobody else is around.” I walked over
towards the edge of the boat and retrieved my book, flipping through
the pages until it came to the spell I wanted. Holding my staff up
with my spare hand, I began the incantation.





“Ancient laws which
bind this world, rules set down from god to man. Twist, unbind,
destroy the world with my fury.” I thought I heard Lilith gasp
behind me, and in the air a good distance from the boat a magic
circle of light appeared, spinning slightly above the water. As I
spoke the next line, a second and third one appeared above and below
it. “Let he who walks before me and all among them burn to ash
at my will.”





The clouds above the magic
circle began to part, a bright light shining from above. “Let
the sky itself be overturned and forsaken, and shatter the world
below. Magus Wrath!” Suddenly, it was as if a storm broke out
in the area around us, a strong gust of wind blowing towards the
magic circles. Then, the bright light from above shot down, piercing
each of the three circles at once to strike into the water.





The wide beam, which I
estimated to be half a kilometer thick, didn’t disappear right
away. It persisted while my mana was plummeting, lasting a full ten
seconds before both the beam and my mana were entirely gone. For
those ten seconds though, the seas parted. The spell was vaporizing
the water faster than it could fill the hole left behind, causing a
whirlpool that began to drag us towards it.





Standing near the edge of
the water, I almost fell overboard, but Denise and Dariel were there
to catch me. The Unity was being rocked back and forth, refusing to
be overturned by using what little mana I had left until the spell
was done. The sky, which for a few moments had been as bright as
daylight, returned to its normal darkness. The sea took a bit longer
to settle, waves pouring in and out from the spot I had targeted.





Denise and Dariel were
stunned by the display. Even I hadn’t expected that kind of
effect. But, the strongest reaction came from Lilith, who hadn’t
moved a single step even when I was about to fall off the ship. Her
arm seemed to be slightly trembling until finally she came up and
asked in a quiet voice. “Jin… where did you get that
spell..”





“I just got it…
after I reached a certain level of power, it just appeared…
Sorry… was it too much like an angel spell?” I asked
because it did seem to be a light smiting down from heaven.





She shook her head to my
question, but then added. “It’s not possible that you got
it because you reached that level of power… that power is way
beyond you… even if it is you..”





“Uh.. sorry…
dumb mage here, mind explaining that spell a bit? You seem to know
more about it than I do.” I glanced to Lilith, who nodded
slightly, keeping her eyes down.





“Magus Wrath, one of
the two Grand Magics of the first Archmage. Do you know about the
Archmages?” When I shook my head she continued. “Among
the mages, there are specialists. Elementalists, enchanters,
diviners, and so on. There are those who even master two fields in
their life. Very rarely, not since five hundred years ago, there is
one who masters every form of magic. They are known as an Archmage,
the highest form of existence among magic users.”





After this talk, I
remembered my quest I had received in Rosenheim, the Path of the
Archmage. “I’m no Archmage. I haven’t even mastered
one field of magic let alone all of them.”





“I know that..
that’s why that spell is beyond you. The first Archmage
possessed two Grand spells that were unique to him. They were the
magics of creation and destruction. Magus Mercy, and Magus Wrath.”
She looked up at me, and I saw that her eyes were extremely sad.





“You knew the first
Archmage?”





She nodded to my question.
“I knew there was something special about you. But to be
connected to that guy, really…” She let out a small
smile.





“You know…
I’m not from this world, right? There’s no way that I
could really be related to him..”





“I know that,
idiot..” She said in her small voice again. “But your
magic can be. You even act like that jerk.”





“Jerk? Hey, I
thought I was a nice guy?” I looked down to her, and then to
the other women. “I’m a nice guy, right?”





“No, you’re
definitely a nice guy.” Dariel nodded firmly, and Lilith
laughed.





“That’s right,
you’re both nice guys. Sorry, let myself get carried away with
the past there.”





“It’s alright.
I should probably tell you something too.” She looked at me
oddly, but I continued. “Well, Denise already knows most of
this. But when a foreigner like me receives a request, something like
a floating page appears in front of us that only we can see. I got
one of those before graduating, telling me to master three different
fields of magic. It was called the Path of the Archmage.”





Lilith smiled a bit again.
“Knew it.”





I turned to look at her
again. “But I’m not that guy, so please don’t hold
whatever grudge you had with him against me, please?” I smiled
and held out a hand for her, but she just blinked to me for a bit
before letting out a big laugh, like she had never laughed before.





“Grudge? Oh.. you
though.. no, no… of course not.” It took over a minute
before she calmed down enough to use a full sentence. “I don’t
have a grudge or anything like that… Like I said, he was a
nice guy. He was also my husband.” And on that note, she
grinned wryly to me.












Chapter
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“...” The
three of us just stood in shock for a moment before I broke the
silence. “You.. had a husband? A human husband?”





“Eh? How is that
possible? He was a demon, of course!” Lilith laughed again
after declaring this. “You thought an Archmage had to be human?
No, any race can become one. It’s about magical talent more
than anything, and demons have a lot of time to practice.”





“Ah… so
that’s why me using one of his signature spells was such a
shock to you. I’m sorry, that was my misunderstanding.”
Now that my mana had recovered enough, I turned the auto-pilot for
the ship back on. Seems that when I ran out of mana, everything shut
down. Strangely, I still had my manifested robes on, though. Maybe it
wasn’t considered a part of my mana when I used it like this?





“No, I probably gave
that kind of impression, huh? Now, tell me more about how you got
that spell.”





“Alright, fine.
Well, with a foreigner, all of our abilities are called talents…”
I began explaining like I had with Denise, about Talents, skills, and
levels. Dariel and Lilith both listened attentively, accepting this
as just another facet of being a foreigner. 






“When a foreigner
reaches level one hundred, they unlock something called a Hidden
Power. Denise got the ability to move extremely fast. Maybe even
faster than you did in that fight a bit ago. And me, I got the Magus
Wrath.”





“Hmm… it
would have been more fitting if you had gotten Mercy instead of
Wrath. It’s more like you to be the savior than the destroyer.”
Lilith nodded to herself. “But it is harder to create than
destroy, so maybe if you unlock another Hidden Power, it will be
that?”





“Maybe, that or a
signature spell of another Archmage.”





The demon queen firmly
shook her head. “No, it’ll be Mercy. You are too much
like him to get something from one of the others.”





“...You are enjoying
the fact that my magic is so close to your old husband, aren’t
you?”





Lilith blushed a bit,
looking away. “Am not.. I just think it would be kind of nice
for you to be like him is all..”





“Did he have a
Guardian Tome like I do?” I asked, more out of curiosity than
anything.





“No.. the Dictum
wasn’t created until after his time. Even demons aren’t
immortal..”





“I’m sorry…
what happened?”





Lilith smiled bitterly up
to me. “I should be happy, really. It was because of him that
the treaty was created. He was the last casualty of the war.”





I smirked, patting her
head. “So that’s why he was a jerk. To go off and leave a
girl like you by herself.”





Lilith jerked her head
into a nod, keeping her eyes closed. “Right? Totally a big
jerk. The worst..”





I could swear that she was
just barely holding back tears, but she managed to pull herself
together after a bit. “Anyways… you wanted to contact
Xiao, right? I checked just before coming here, and he hasn’t
left for your world yet.”





It took me a second to
register my world to
mean the real world. Seems I got a bit caught up myself. “Yeah,
sure. Just need something to scry with…”





Lilith smirks a bit to me,
all of her former sorrow gone from her features. “Well, we just
happen  to be in the middle of the sea, don’t we.”





“... This is true.
Dariel, give me a hand for a second?” I created a wide bowl
just a couple inches deep in front of me and set it on the ground.
Dariel then brought up a small thread of water and fed it into the
bowl until it was full. “Thanks. Now, let’s see if this
will work.”





Referencing my grimoire
again, I recited the spell I used to find the gate to hell beneath
the oasis. “Eyes that transcend space, search for the one I
seek.” I made sure to feed more mana into the spell to further
increase its power. “Show me the one who wields the frozen
fire, the mage of Eastal, Xiao.”
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Ripples formed from the
center of the water, and then a picture formed of a young man, no
older than eighteen. He was tall and slim, with short blonde hair.
His outfit was a simple traveler’s cloak, trying to conceal his
face from onlookers, but his expression changed slightly into a smile
whenever people were looking.





“You’re right…
a total glory seeker. I’m going to send him a message. Want me
to include you guys in it, or just let you listen through the bowl?”





Lilith shrugged. “Might
as well just have us listen through that. He doesn’t need to
know about me yet.”





“Right, I
understand. Message, Xiao.” Suddenly, the man in the pool of
water jerked his head to the side, having received the tone of the
message spell. “Hello. You may want to duck into that alley
before replying. People tend to think you’re crazy when you
talk to yourself.”





Xiao’s eye twitched
a bit at my joke, but it was an honest statement. I couldn’t
count how many looks I got while talking to Denise in Rosenheim with
the message spell. But, eventually he did walk into the alley. “Who
are you? And how did you find me?”





“I had an
acquaintance locate you after learning about your graduation. As for
who I am… if you are the Frozen Flame, then you can call me…
the Wordsmith.” The three women around me giggled at my
reference to the runes I crafted, looking to each other with a smile.





“I guess that makes
you the other one, huh? Fuck… I thought those bastards were
making it up.”





“No, I am real. I’ve
just been doing my best to stay out of the spotlight. It would seem
you learned the hard way why.”





“Yeah, I get it.
Those greedy shits all wanted me to teach them the secret to pass.
None of them bothered to work it out themselves.” I winced a
bit at his vulgar language, and considered not helping him after all.
In the end, I did just assert I was a nice guy.





“Listen. You got a
book when you graduated, right? It should have been called something
like Xiao’s Grimoire?”





“Guess you got one
too. They said it was the proof of passing, but it doesn’t look
like more than a normal spellbook.”





“It’s actually
a lot more than that. Let me ask you, what abilities does your book
give you?”





“What? Just a bonus
to some stats, an increase in magic talents if I study it daily, and
it lets me use a spell I write in it as if I said that lame chant.
Yours should be the same, right?”





I shook my head, and then
realized he couldn’t see me. “No. Each book is different.
Yours is from the Assailant series, while mine is the Guardian
series. But give me a second to explain, it took me a while to gather
this information.”





“Just keep it brief,
will you? I’ve got somewhere to be.”





This guy is seriously
ungrateful… don’t you realize how much I am going out of
my way to help you? “Make time. This is
important information that you won’t learn easily. The
grimoires are really artifacts belonging to a set called the Deific
Dictum.”





“This shoddy book?
How is that anything so special..”





“Just trust me. How
many spells have you written in it so far?”





He pulled out a book that
looked almost identical to my own grimoire, and counted through the
pages. “Just five, I only write the useful ones down for the
bonus. Why?”





“When you get to
thirty spells, it unlocks another ability. Yours will probably be
some kind of attack, since mine was a defensive power. Also, you can
unlock more powers by receiving the blessings of different
magically-inclined races.”





“Is that true? This
thing actually becomes useful?”





Lilith pursed her lips,
and then looked at me. “Please don’t send him to the
demons… I can’t trust someone like that…”
Dariel nodded in agreement, as did Denise. Seems it was unanimous.





“Yeah. If you
perform some deed for them, they will give your book a racial
blessing that unlocks another power.” I made sure to leave out
any mention of the elves or demons in this summary.





“So troublesome…
I take it you won’t be getting in my way?” He asked in a
somewhat aggressive tone, like he planned to take me out if I did.





“No need to. We’re
on different sides of the continent. I’ll help out whoever I
can on my end regardless of what happens. Besides, from what I can
tell you are going down the elementalist’s path, and that
doesn’t interest me.”





“Oh, and just what
is the Wordsmith’s path?” I could see a grin forming on
his face, and he likely didn’t realize I could see him.





“You’ll have
to find that out for yourself, Frozen Flame. We’ll talk again
later.” I waved my hand over the pool and ended the message
spell at the same time, cancelling both and looking up to the others.
“I don’t like him.”





Dariel smiled a bit. “I
don’t think any of us do.”





Lilith nodded, a somewhat
wicked smile on her face. “Want me to make trouble for him~?”





“No, no, we aren’t
the bad guys. Just keep an eye on him and let me know if he causes
trouble himself. Also, there’s a chance he could have a run-in
with the angels, so watch out for that too.”





Lilith laughed at my
warning, “Oh, I’d love to see those bastards try to get
along with him. He’d probably start attacking them as soon as
they showed the stick up their ass.”





I nodded, smiling. “Maybe,
but you can never be too sure. And he didn’t have any traveling
companions, so I don’t really feel like he’s a threat
yet. His unique magic is essentially just a modified ice spell.
That’s nowhere near the real potential of a frozen flame.”
I actually had given that spell a fair bit of thought when Dariel
told me his alias.





“Oh? And what would
you have done with it?”





“Hmm, I would have
mixed fire and ice magic. Do you know what happens when you quickly
freeze and then heat up an object?”





“It breaks, right?”





“Exactly. If you can
create a spell that rapidly changes its element from fire to ice fast
enough that the flame itself looks made of ice, it will destroy
anything in its path. That would be my ideal.”





“Yeah.. but for
that, you’d need the ability to change the nature of the fire
itself..” Dariel starts talking, and then immediately shuts up
and looks at me wide-eyed.





“Exactly. Unheard
of, right?” I grinned to her, and she laughed. I had the
feeling she just got a new pet project. Denise was smiling as well,
being aware of the rune I gave to the Vinehaven elves.





Lilith, of course, didn’t
know that rune so she was looking between us, realizing that she was
the only one left out. “What is it? What’s so funny?”
She started pouting to get our attention.





“Oh, nothing.”
I smiled, patting Lilith’s head playfully.





“Hey, stop that~!”
She laughed, swatting at my hand. “You know how to make that
kind of spell, don’t you?”





“If I wanted to,
sure. But like I told him, being an elementalist isn’t my goal.
Being an Archmage is. I’ll let someone else figure out the
Frostfire spell.” That seemed to settle her down, and Dariel
gave the faintest nod.





Denise finally walked up
next to me, smiling slightly. “So, the Wordsmith, huh?”





“Yeah, I thought it
fit. Why, you don’t like it?”





“No, I think it
suits you just fine. Between your tendency to craft new runes to
overcome challenges and your silver tongue to overcome the ladies.”
She winked teasingly to me, and both Dariel and Lilith blushed,
looking away. Incidentally, they ended up looking at each other,
seeing each other’s blush, and worsening their own.





“You make it sound
like I’m just a big flirt.” I laughed, seeing the
reaction of the other two women.





“Not at all. You
don’t need to flirt. That’s just the kind of personality
you have. It’s not a bad thing, really.”





“Sure, sure. Don’t
forget, we’re still looking to add someone else to our group
once we find a good warrior.”





Seeing a change of topic,
the others took it as the lifeline it was to get back into the
conversation, asking almost in unison, “You’re looking
for a warrior?”





I nodded to them, smiling
slightly. “Yeah. Eventually I want to make friends with a
strong warrior that can help fill in the gap Denise and I have in our
formation. Right now, neither of us can take a hit well. We’ve
only lasted this long because we haven’t run into any enemies
that were on us fast enough to get a hit in.”





Dariel nodded, thinking
something over. “What about your friend? The one you left at
the port city?”





“No, he won’t
be good for them.” Surprisingly, it was Lilith who interjected.
“Even if he was strong enough, it can’t be a foreigner,
not with both of them fully in this world. They’d have to slow
down to half their regular speed. And even then, there aren’t
that many foreigners that make the effort to blend in.”





“I see. So he
doesn’t just need a strong warrior, but one native to this
world. And one that isn’t after fame or anything like that.
Most warriors at that level are only after the glory.”





“Right, right?”
Lilith turned to look at me. “Does it have to be a strong one?
You can’t train them up yourself?”





“Well, I might be
able to. I honestly don’t know. Denise was at the same level as
I was when we joined together, and we have grown at the same rate
since. I figure that, if I team up with someone weaker than I am,
they’ll either experience a faster growth to reach my level
quickly, or else always stay weaker than I am.”





Dariel nodded to my
explanation. Denise was just happily standing beside me. We’ve
had this conversation before, so she was enjoying watching them work
through it. “It’d be good to test it. Do you know the
conditions to have someone join you like Denise did?”





“It’s not
really something that can be easily tested… Denise joined me
when she was determined to accompany me on my adventures and help me
out no matter what. Our horse, Midnight, joined after Denise tamed
him and he wanted to travel with her. The kind of resolution needed
to join up would make it really bad if the person had to be dropped
because they were too weak.”





“Yeah, that’s
a good point…” Dariel sighed, accepting my explanation.





Lilith, on the other hand,
seemed to have an idea, smiling suddenly. “What if you had one
of my demons join you? There are several around your level of power,
and your position as my Emissary would let you command them to join
you or leave. That way we could at least test it out and find what
method would be best.”





Dariel brightened up at
the suggestion, nodding quickly. “That could work. But oh.. he
can’t travel with a demon in broad daylight, can he? That would
make it impossible to keep a low profile..”





“True.. But we can
just test it in Hell at least with a weaker demon. If it goes well,
then the demon will become stronger. If not, there is no loss. He’ll
just be able to come back and resume his adventure without the demon
either way.”





“Yeah, I see.. that
might do it. It’d be good to know either way. Just think, if
foreigners have the ability to extend their training potential to
others, they could become great generals in various armies.”





“I know, right? But
only if they devote themselves enough to receive the respect to have
their soldiers follow him. Jin easily did that with the demons when
he helped us out.”





“Sadly, the warriors
of my clan weren’t as impressed when he came in and declared
that an act of war was a misunderstanding. There wouldn’t be
any other elves from Vinehaven that would follow him like that.”





Lilith puffs her chest
out, as if that had been a declaration of victory for her. “Alright!
It’s settled, we’ll have him train a lesser demon in
hell, and see how it goes.”





“Right, there’s
no helping it.”





At this point, I decided
it would be best to step into the conversation. “Uh.. hello? Do
I get a say in this? You guys know I’m still here, right?”





The two of them smirked
and looked at me. Lilith nodded her head slowly, her tail flicking
back and forth behind her. “We know. We were just trying to
come up with a good solution. You don’t mind, right..?”
She lowered her head, pouting and making wide sad eyes at me.





“....You know I’m
weak against that look.. That is cheating.”





Dariel smiled to Lilith,
patting her back. “You must teach me to do that.”





Lilith laughed, looking to
the elf. “Men, they’re so easy to read.”





“Still here.”
I added when they went on like this again. It looked like I wasn’t
going to get my say in this after all though, because they continued
without me again.





“How long should we
have the training be?”





“Well, they started
in Rosenheim, right? That’s only a day or two from Vinehaven,
and they arrived there almost a month ago. So their adventure
shouldn’t have started very long ago.”





“I see. Then, if we
pair him up with a lesser demon, we should be able to see the results
in a matter of days.” Lilith nodded, smiling happily as they
made their plans for me. Denise was just laughing uncontrollably
beside me, the little traitor.





“...I’m not
getting out of this, am I?”





In response to my
question, all three women shook their heads firmly. No, it appears I
was not. “Fine.. alright, I give up. But we can’t let it
take too long, right? I still want to get back to the trip I had
planned.”





Lilith nodded, once again
displaying her tendency to eavesdrop on me. “The island you
picked is about two days away. Well, I’ll have you train one of
my demons for three days, and then take you directly to the island
myself. That way you’ll only be one day late.”





“I get it. So, how
am I going to train a demon anyways? I’ve never trained anyone
before. At anything.”





“Hmm.. you want it
to be a warrior, but you can’t do that yourself. Oh! What if
you had Denise train them for you?” At Lilith’s
suggestion, I turned and grinned at the previously quiet Denise, who
suddenly looked like a deer caught in the headlights.





“Uh.. m-me? Why? I’m
barely any good with a sword myself..”





“Krath praised you
rather highly, you know. Fastest learner he ever saw. He even gave
you two demon weapons, if I remember correctly?” Lilith smiled
brightly to Denise.





“Well.. yeah, but
that was only because I gained abilities while Jin did! I can’t
take any credit for that…”





“How about we just
stick with something I do know? I can teach about some magic. If
whoever I teach advances quickly, we’ll know that I can extend
the training potential. Otherwise, even if it fails it gives me an
excuse to brush up on my studies.”





Denise nodded frantically
to that, pointing to me at the first chance to get out of being an
instructor. “Yeah, that!”





Lilith and Dariel thought
it over for a bit, before nodding. Lilith said that it would have
been best to test it on a warrior, but the answers should be close
enough anyways. Meanwhile Dariel’s main concern was that I’d
have a hard time teaching a subject that I’ve only spent two
months learning myself. Both perfectly valid concerns, especially
that last one. I had my doubts about it as well, but they had made up
their minds.





...Women…












Chapter
23









When Lilith walked to the
ship’s bow, she casually snapped her fingers. Beneath the
water, those of us on the Unity could hear a dull roar, and then a
black shape rose up. The water flowed from atop the black gate, which
was easily taller and wider than the Unity itself. Etched in the
black stone were images depicting various demons, two of which were
larger than the others by far. 






Occupying over half of
each side of the gate, two massive figures stood at attention, their
arms stretched across to the handles of the gate. With the ship
approaching, the muscled demons depicted seemed to flex their arms,
grasping the handle and pulling it from within the gate itself. At
the same time, the gate began opening away from us, a small current
carrying us into a vast cavern.





This was obviously Hell’s
port, with the pitch black and blood red ships, the sea monsters
swimming beneath the surface, and the various demons walking along
the harbor. Lilith turned to smile to all of us. “Welcome to
Hell. Please enjoy your stay again~.”





Dariel shook her head with
a smile. “I should be heading back. Jin, you mind?” I
nodded, and cancelled the summoning spell so that she could walk back
through the white portal.





“So, this is your
port, huh? Well, we might as well not waste any time. Going by your
enthusiasm to get this underway, you already thought of someone for
me to teach, right?”





Lilith nodded happily.
“Yup! Well, not someone specific. I was going to grab one of
the new applicants to our training program. I think they’d
rather enjoy getting the chance to do thirty years worth of training
in just two days~.”





“Thirty…
years… just how high of expectations do you have for me,
woman!?” I shouted out despite myself, hanging my head from
helplessness. Nevermind thirty, just ten years
of training would be too much to ask of me in this short amount of
time.





“No, no, you
misunderstand. At times of leisure like this, we train our members
particularly slow so that they can spend a lot of their time enjoying
themselves. It’s not a problem given our lifespan, so typically
it takes at least fifty years to get to where you are now for us. Of
course, if we were at war it would be different, but with the treaty
and nobody else wanting to bother us we don’t have to worry so
much.”





“I see.. well, that
does make me feel a bit better. Just make sure they know what they’re
in for, okay?” Lilith nodded to me and jumped off the front of
the ship with enough force to rock the entire deck, taking a few
seconds to settle down. “Seriously… that woman…”





“I think she’s
fun.” Denise giggled next to me. 






“Yeah, fun. But
she’s also completely crazy.”





“Oh, without a
doubt!” That got my companion laughing a bit, holding her sides
as I made a rope spring from the ship to tie it to the harbor. Then
the two of us disembarked as well, taking our time heading back to
the city proper.





On the way we came across
many varieties of demons that greeted us happily, ranging from the
childlike imps to the towering draco-demons with red scales and giant
wings. Oddly, there weren’t really any children around, the
closest thing being the imps. That had me wondering on the life cycle
of a demon. Maybe they just grew up very quickly? I’d have to
ask Lilith about that another time.





When we finally arrived
inside the city after being greeted by over a dozen demons
personally, including General Krath, I heard the ping of the message
spell being cast. Naturally, there were only two possibilities.
Either Kevin used one of my coins already
or it was Lilith.





“Yes?” I asked
as the message connected.





“Where did you guys
go? I thought you were right behind me!” Lilith pouted into the
call, obviously not having realized just how fast she had moved. 






“Nevermind right
behind you, we couldn’t even see which direction you ran off
to!”





“Oops.. I guess I
was a bit excited, huh?” She went from pouting to giggling in
just a few short seconds, causing me to shake my head and ask myself
what I did to deserve this.





“Nevermind that,
where are you?”





“I’m right
past the seventh spire of torment in the district of wrath. Oh,
nevermind, I’ll just grab you. Hang on!”





“Wait, wha--!”
I never got to finish what I was saying because it felt like my body
was on fire, being torn apart and put back together time and again
within the span of a single moment. So this is
what Hell is really like. Or is it just this insane queen!?





When the pain finally
lessened to something akin to a dull roar, I opened my eyes to find
Lilith standing in front of me, smiling innocently. “Never…
again… please…”





Her face immediately
showed a frown, looking down to me. “What’s wrong? I
didn’t mess it up, did I? Oh.. maybe that spell doesn’t
quite work the same for non-demons… it’s been too long
since anyone else was here so I didn’t know. I’m sorry!”
She bowed down pitifully in front of me, and I sighed, having no
choice but to forgive her. Regardless of her position as the queen of
an entire realm, she was a beautiful woman prostrating herself before
me to apologize. You just can’t stay mad at that.





“..It’s
alright… just don’t do it again, okay? That hurt like…
well, like Hell.”





“I’m sorry! It
doesn’t really feel bad for demons, so I thought, with your
position, it might work for you too? I won’t do it again,
promise.”





“I understand. So,
where’s this aspiring young mind I am going to torment for the
next three days?” I asked, looking around. Besides, myself,
Denise--who was still panting for breath on the floor--, and Lilith,
the only one in the immediate area was a small imp standing behind
Lilith. Getting a better look at him, he was even thinner than most
of the usual imps I had seen so far, the wings on his back barely
formed, and he was clinging to Lilith’s leg while trembling a
bit.





“Oh, right here!”
She smiled, pointing down to the frail looking imp. “I thought,
it’d be best to start from the very bottom, that way we could
really see the growth rate.”





“Alright.. well…
is this guy even willing? He looks scared of me.” I tried to
smile down to the imp, but he just hid himself behind Lilith.





“Oh, don’t
worry about that, he’ll be fine once he gets to know you~. Or…
oh, oops, silly me.” She spoke something in a near-guttural
language, and I vaguely remembered it from the first time we met her.
“Sorry, he doesn’t speak human yet.”





“Ahh, I see. Also,
there is one more matter. Not so much important, but it might help a
bit.” Lilith nodded for me to continue, so I did so. “Do
you possess a spell that lets you share the sight of another?
Basically to let you see what I see?”





“Well, sure. That’s
not something too advanced, so I could use it.”





“Would you mind
doing so real quick? I want to test something.”





“Alright. Just hold
on, this may sting a bit.” I braced myself for more
mind-shattering pain, going by her typical habit of understating
things. To my pleasant surprise, all I felt was a minor irritation
from my right eye that cleared up after a second. “Wow this
feels weird. Okay, go ahead.”





I looked up to her, and
saw that her right eye looked a lot like mine. Also, I saw through
her eyes that my right eye looked like hers. Nodding, I pulled up my
character information window. “Can you see this?”
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Lilith didn’t
respond for a second, so I thought maybe she hadn’t seen it
after all. But my worries were dispelled when I heard an “oooh”
from her. “So that’s what you meant! Wow, your strength
is pretty low. And your luck! It’s a wonder you can walk in a
straight line!” She grinned broadly, and I shook my head,
dismissing the window. “You had pretty good intelligence
though, as I expected from you!”





“Yeah, yeah. I just
wanted to make sure this would work. We can use this so that the two
of us can check the progress as he gains power. If something
unexpected happens, this will also help us deal with it.”





“I get it.”
Lilith nods happily, while Denise finally manages to work herself to
her feet. Looking down to the imp at her feet she smiles. “Levy,
say hello to Jin. He’ll be the one training you for the next
few days.”





Levy, a surprisingly cute
name for a demon, nodded shyly. “H-hi… I’m Levy.
Please take care of me..”





“Nice to meet you
Levy. I’m going to try to teach you some magic. Is that
alright?” When she nodded quickly, another window popped up.
Since Lilith hadn’t dismissed the spell, she saw it as well.
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Lilith let out a short
gasp, and smiled broadly. “It worked!” She jumped up into
the air and clapped her hands happily. “Okay, just head inside,
and you can find everything you need. Good luck!”





Finally I had the chance
to take in my surroundings as Lilith ran off. Apparently the fact
that we already knew it worked didn’t get me out of finding out
how well it worked. We were indeed standing next to a massive spire
that looked like it reached all the way up to the stone ceiling above
the city. “Must be the seventh spire of torment, huh?” In
the distance I could see half a dozen similar towers, and small homes
lining makeshift streets. Though, many of the homes look like they
had taken damage. Did she drop us off in the
ghetto? The ghetto of Hell!? 






Some of the houses had
scorch marks along their side, others having holes in the roofs.
Either demon powers going haywire, or a demon gang war. Either way, I
nodded to Levy and the three of us made our way inside the spire,
where we found several well equipped classrooms. Each one had scrolls
and textbooks lining entire shelves, likely even more than the
library of the Rosenheim college!





“So, Levy? Would you
mind having a seat please?” I asked with a smile, and he moved
to one of the desks appropriately sized for an imp. There were many
that size, while others were too big for even a full grown human to
sit in. “How much do you know about magic?”





I figured I knew the
answer already, but I had to ask first to be polite. “W-well..
not much. It can do some amazing things… and apparently I have
a talent for it?”





In a literal way, you
have three. I should work on getting Mana Pool and Mana Recovery
talents… “That’s right,
you do. I noticed it earlier when you agreed to let me teach you. But
first, let me begin with the basics.” I closed my eyes,
dispelling my normal mage robes and equipping myself with more of a
scholar’s outfit, including a squared hat, a vest, and well
made pants. Part of this was for the aesthetic look, but the other
part was to pour all but a hundred of my mana into it. Maybe
I can get one of them by training my mana like a muscle. I haven’t
really done that much.





Levy just stared in awe at
my transformation, before I continued casually. “Magic is a
manifestation of your willpower. Once you learn to control it, then
you can do amazing
things with it. By itself, magic doesn’t do anything. It as to
be focused in order to work. But that’s not the only thing
needed in magic. Sure, having the will to use it is important, but
there is an ancient language of magic called runes. With these runes,
you can change the essence of the magic into a spell.”





Levy nodded to me
patiently as I searched through the books to find a beginner textbook
on runes. Once I had it, I took it over to him. “This book
contains the basic runes that are used in most general spells. Take a
moment to look it over, and properly study a few of the runes. After
today, I’ll regularly quiz you on their meaning so I expect you
to take it seriously.”





He hesitantly grabbed the
book from me and nodded. “I understand… I’ll do my
best, sir..” As soon as he opened the book, I received a pop
up. Thankfully, by now Lilith’s spell had worn off. It was
weird watching her run away from her perspective.






	
	
			
			
			Levy has received the talent Magical Knowledge 1

		
	







The fact that he learned
that talent after such a short speech and barely opening the book
surprised me. I had to study a ‘magic for beginners’ book
for over an hour to get both that and Magical Talent. Maybe he will
get pretty far with his training after all.





As he read through the
book, I received another message indicating his knowledge level had
increased. Once I got that message, I noticed he was suddenly reading
faster, flipping through each page after less than a minute of
studying. If it weren’t for the fact that his level was rising
I would think he was only skimming.





Less than half an hour
later, and two more levels, he closed the book and nodded to me. “I
think I understand sir. I’ll study it more later.”





“That’s
alright. This much is fine. It’s already late, so head home.”
I went to where I grabbed the book from, and picked out the next
advanced rune book. “Take this one too. Once you have the first
set of runes memorized, move on to this. Tomorrow, we’ll cover
creating and casting spells.”





He nodded again, taking
the books and walking to the door. Did he get
taller? No, it’s probably just that he isn’t as shy now.
I nodded to myself as I went out to meet Denise.





“So, how’d it
go being a teacher~?” She was grinning as she asked me, waiting
just outside the spire.





“Oh hush you. I
could have let them stick you with the job.”





“I know, I know. I’m
thankful you took the responsibility yourself, I really am. I can
still tease you about it though.”





“Anyways, that guy’s
learning speed is insane. In about a half hour, he got the same
results I received in a full day at the College. And even I had an
accelerate growth as a foreigner.”





“Wow, nice. So,
what’s with the clothes?” She looked to my uniform. “Not
really complaining, but I swear you were wearing a robe before.”





“Ah, sorry. Yeah.”
I switched back to my robe, and paused. That’s
why it won’t give me those talents. Manifesting items don’t
actually spend mana unless I get rid of them like an arrow. I’d
have to make a super-mana intensive projectile to actually give me
mana a work out. “When I saw Levy’s
abilities earlier, I noticed that she had talents that increased her
mana limit and mana recovery. I had an idea to try to get something
similar, but went about it all wrong.”





“What do you mean?”
She tilted her head, not really understanding the whole magic thing.





“When I materialize
an object like this, I’m not really spending any magic. I’m
just borrowing it. That’s why my magic doesn’t recover
while I’m using it. The only exception is something like an
arrow, where I remove the object from my person. So basically, I have
to use magic to such a degree that I exhaust my mana and keep it low
for a while...  This would have been so much easier when I was still
new to this.”





“So… like
with that summoning from a while ago, you want to make yourself pass
out from using too much magic..? That doesn’t sound at all bad
to you?”





“Well, if I do it in
a controlled environment like Hell, then there’s no worry about
being attacked. And there are plenty of people nearby that can help
me if something goes wrong.”





“How about we talk
with Lilith about this first..? Demons use a lot of magic, right? So
maybe they have a training area made for something like this. It’d
have to be better than just firing your magic off at random at
least.”





I thought about her
proposal for a moment as we walked towards the court. “Alright.
I’ll ask her in the morning. It’s been a long day, and
right now I just want to rest.” As if to prove my point, I let
out a long yawn.





“Now that’s an
idea I can accept. Onwards, to the bed!” Denise smiled and we
picked up the pace, going to our usual sleeping chambers when staying
in Hell. Of course, those were Lilith’s quarters. Since she
hadn’t mentioned arranging anywhere else for us to stay it
should be alright. Much closer than heading all the way back to the
port, anyways.





On our way, we passed
through the heart of the District of Wrath. Every now and again, we’d
see a fight going on behind a house, or even in the middle of a
street. There were times that we considered stepping in to help, or
using my authority to order them to stop. However, it turns out that
none of these fights were serious, and they just performed sparring
as a way to relieve stress. The loser would typically be seen handing
over a few coins to the winner, but only when there was property
damage involved. 






So, the loser pays for
repairs? I guess that’s one way to do it, though I think it’d
be better to make the winner pay so that they aren’t encouraged
to do unnecessary damage.





When we passed through the
District of Gluttony, there were food stands lining the road at every
opportunity, and large restaurants advertising exquisite food at low
prices. A lot of the establishments had outdoor seating so that
passing viewers could see the quality of food being served. 






At the sight of this, my
stomach rumbled loudly, causing Denise to laugh and pull us into one
of the fancier restaurants. It’s not like we really had a
budget to worry about, and I had never been to any of the places here
before. The last time we were in Hell, the food I ate was typically
brought to me by Lilith while I was working for the first few days,
and then Denise would get me something to eat the rest of the time. I
guess she went to places like this during our stay, though.





“Come on, Jin, I’ve
heard this place is great!” Denise smiled as we entered the
large greeting room. It was clearly designed to be suitable for even
the larger demons, with the ceiling a full seven meters high. The red
velvet carpeting looked extremely extravagant, but somehow seemed to
fit with the red walls. Likewise, at the four corners of the room
there were black columns with a single strand of gold spiraling up
them like a vine. Through an arch to the side of a wooden counter at
the far end of the room, the sight of multiple demons happily
enjoying their meals could be seen.





A smiling female demon
with four arms and dark blue skin stood behind the counter. Atop her
head were three small horns that shot straight up a few inches as if
to decorate her long purple hair. She was wearing a long red dress
with golden flower designs along it. “Ah, well this is quite
the surprise. Our two human guests came to pay us a visit.” Her
smile broadened as she saw us. “I take it that it will just be
the two of you dining tonight?”





“That’s
right.” Denise answered for us, nodding happily.





“Excellent. I hope
you enjoy our service and come again. It’s an honor to have
such distinguished patrons as yourselves.”





“If the food is half
as good as Krath told me, I’m sure we’ll be back!”
Denise laughed again, and the hostess nodded.





“Well, that is
certainly high praise to have one of the generals recommend us. I do
hope that we live up to your expectations.” She grabbed a pair
of menus from behind the counter and then stepped out, revealing her
long legs that could be seen through the high cut of her dress as
well as her taloned feet. “Please, follow me. I hope you don’t
mind, but we’ll be placing you in our VIP section this
evening.”





I shook my head, not
really understanding her concern. “I don’t know why we’d
object to that. It should be fine, right?”





Denise nodded next to me,
and the hostess led us up a pair of stairs at the back of the
restaurant, giving us plenty of time to look at the surroundings.
Even if the entrance had seemed overdone, the style of the building
matched throughout. Again in the dining area was red carpeting and
walls, with a hanging chandelier that appeared to be decorated with
glowing jewels in the center of the room. 






In one corner at the back
was a stage, with a pair of succubi performing a duet. Their looks
may not be up to Lilith’s level, but either of them could
easily play the part of a pop star in my world, one having long black
hair and a matching dress that accentuated her curves while the other
had white hair and a matching dress. Her curves weren’t as
pronounced as her partner’s.  Even though they weren’t
speaking the human language, the normally guttural tongue they sang
in still sounded beautiful. Enough so that I was tempted to cast my
translation spell to understand their lyrics.





In the VIP section, there
were several closed off rooms, each allowing the guests to maintain
their privacy. I guessed that it would become an issue if we sat in
the general area, since we’d draw enough attention to be
labeled a disturbance. The blue demon guiding us led us past a few
doors, grasping the golden handle of the one she stopped at. “Please
be seated. One of our servers will be with you shortly.” As she
says this, she sets the menus on a large round table with elegantly
carved chairs, each one having a soft red velvet seat.





“Thank you very
much.” I smiled to the hostess before she left, silently
closing the door behind her. The interior of the room was well
decorated, with mounted candles along the wall burning a deep red. At
the wall to our left after we sat down there was a painting hanging
from the wall that seemed to display a different famous demon every
time I looked at it. Well, I assumed they were famous. Among the
assorted glances I noticed that Lilith and Krath were in the painting
at some point.





Denise opened up the menu
and stared at it for a second before smiling and flipping through it.
I followed her action, picking it up and immediately noticing that
none of it was written in a language I could understand! She must
have noticed my apparent distress, because Denise giggled softly.
“Just give it a second.”





I figured I might as well
trust her, and looked at the menu again. Slowly, the words were
shifting on the page to become what looked like english to me. Now
that I could read the menu, I saw that there were quite a number of
delicious sounding dishes offered. And the price really wasn’t
all that bad. If I didn’t know this was hell, I’d have
thoughtt I died and went to cuisine heaven!





“Figure out what you
want yet?” Denise smiled to me as she closed her menu, setting
it down in front of herself.





“Not in the
slightest.” I continued skimming through the various dishes.
The problem wasn’t trying to figure out what sounded good. The
problem was trying to decided between everything on the menu, because
it all sounded good!





I heard the door opening
to our room, so I hastily picked something that looked good at
random. The server that appeared to take our order took me rather by
surprise. It seemed to be the black haired succubus from the
performance downstairs. “Good afternoon~. My name is Kroa, and
I’ll be attending you today.”





“Weren’t you
doing a performance just a minute ago?” I asked, a bit
confused. Surely, they didn’t pull her off the stage just to
attend us? Even if we were VIPs, that was excessive.





“Oh? You saw that?”
She blushed a bit, and then nodded. “The serving staff does a
rotating performance. My turn just ended, so I’m back to
work~.”





“Really? You two
were great. Even if I couldn’t understand the words, it sounded
lovely.” I smiled to her, readily praising her for her singing.
“I was certain that you were a professional singer.”





“Well, thank you!
That’s really nice to say. Maybe some time, my sister and I can
do a private show for you~?” She winked to me at the tease, and
laughed. “Sorry, old habit. But if you would like, we offer
several different forms of service here for our distinguished guests.
Anything from private performances, massages, or of course more
intimate entertainment. If we don’t offer it, we can help you
find someone that does!” She puffed out her chest proudly,
shamelessly advertising her workplace.





“Sounds like this is
a pretty good place to work.” Denise added in next to me,
smiling. “We haven’t really had much chance to talk with
regular demons yet. Wow, never thought I’d be saying ‘regular
demons’ before. But, think conversation could be one of the
services?”





Kroa smiled happily,
nodding. “Of course! Won’t even charge you for it, since
you two seem nice. Let me just take your order real quick and run it
down, then I can sit down and join you. Just, I’m still on the
clock and I already had my dinner break.”





I chuckled, looking
between the two women. “That’s fine. She’s right,
it would be nice to talk with you. I don’t know about Denise,
but the only demons I’ve really talked to are Lilith and the
one I am teaching.” I glanced at my menu again, taking the
chance to order a large pasta dish that sounded surprisingly close to
spaghetti and meatballs. Denise ordered a dish that I had noticed was
a burrito. I didn’t even realize this world had such things.





“Alright, and would
you like a side order of tormented souls to go with that~?”
Kroa asked with a grin, and as soon as we looked at her she laughed.
“I’m kidding! Sorry, never served a human, so I couldn’t
resist.” She smirked and then walked out of the VIP room,
closing the door on her way out.





After Kroa returned, she
sat between Denise and I, and we started talking about whatever
topics came to mind until our food arrived. She seemed quite happy to
be one of the first demons that we had a real conversation with, and
was open about anything we wanted to know. Of course, my first
question was about the seven Sin Districts.





“Oh, that? When we
heard what humans were calling the ‘Seven Deadly Sins’,
it gave Queen Lilith an idea. Each district represents one of the
sins. You have the brothels in Lust, restaurants in Gluttony, resorts
in Sloth, academies in Pride, mock battles in Wrath, shopping in
Envy, and gambling in Greed. At first people weren’t sure about
dividing everything up like that, but it turned out to work wonders!”





“But, I came here
today to train a demon in magic, and Lilith had me do so in the
District of Wrath. Wouldn’t that be better in Pride, from what
you said?”





“Hmm.. maybe she’s
expecting there to be some property damage if your student’s
growth gets to be too much? The residents of Pride would throw a
royal fit, but the people living in Wrath actually enjoy the
excitement, as long as you pay for the damages.”





“I see, that would
make a bit of sense. There were other classrooms there as well, so I
guess it’s not uncommon for advanced magic lessons to take
place there. Alright, this has been bugging me for a while. I’ve
been in Hell twice now, and I haven’t seen any children. What’s
up with that?”





Denise smirked a bit, but
Kroa giggled lightly. “Oh, we age differently from other races.
All demons are born as an imp, and as they gain strength and
experience in life they evolve into other forms.”





“So… all
demons are originally male..”





“Yup! Our genders
aren’t set until the first evolution, and then it’s
whatever we identify ourselves as.”





“But wait.. first
evolution? That means that if you get stronger you’ll evolve
again. Wouldn’t that put you on the same rank of evolutions as
Lilith?”





That made our waitress
laugh brightly. “Oh, good hells no. Queen Lilith’s actual
species is Succubus Queen. It’s an extremely rare variant with
incredible power. Though we are both in our final stage, you can’t
compare a regular succubus with that.”





“Alright, well how
many evolutions does a demon tend to have?”





“Normally between
three and five, depending on the path they take. I had four; Imp,
Mephit, Reborn, and finally Succubus.”





“What’s a
Reborn?” This time it was Denise’s time to ask a
question. Which was good, because I was running out of them.





“A Reborn is
actually only about as strong as an Imp, so it’s usually seen
as taking a step backwards in evolution. They look almost exactly
like humans, with only two or three demon traits. I, for instance,
kept my horns and claws. But Reborn also have the greatest potential
for a final evolution. I might not be on the Queen’s level, but
I’m no pushover, either~.” She smiled to us at that.





“That’s
actually pretty interesting. So, maybe the real test of this training
is to see if I can get Levy to evolve. And if so, what she becomes.”





“Well, you shouldn’t
expect too much from an imp’s first evolution. Their type may
change, but they don’t gain all that much power.”





“I see..” I
nodded to myself, and then the food arrived. As if that was her cue,
Kroa bid us goodbye and asked us to visit again if we had the chance.
I definitely planned to come back, because the spaghetti--and I found
out it really was a massive helping a spaghetti with meatballs-- was
amazing!












Chapter
24













The next day, I opted to
simply teleport straight to the classroom, and was back in my normal
robes. Though, I had colored them red instead of blue to match the
setting. What I found waiting for me there nearly made my heart
break. Levy was sitting at his desk, almost in tears. In front of him
were both books that I had handed to him last night, and they were
undamaged, so I couldn’t understand why he was so sad. His
black shirt and pants looked crumpled as if he was grabbing them
again and again out of some nervous habit.





“What’s the
matter..?”





“I… I’m
sorry… I.. couldn’t finish your assignment. When I got
home… the books were suddenly so hard to read! I was only able
to make a little progress… I couldn’t get to the
advanced book at all…”





I see.. so that’s
the problem. “No, don’t worry.
This isn’t your fault. You honestly don’t have anything
to be upset about. I forgot that the increased learning rate would
only work when you were in my presence, and gave you such a difficult
task. For that, I’m the one that’s sorry.”





“You… you
mean it?” He looked up at me with wet eyes, and I had the
distinct feeling I knew what gender Levy was going to grow into.





“Yeah. Now that I’m
here, try reading the advanced book again. Don’t worry if you
can’t understand it, just give it a shot.” Levy nodded,
picking up the thicker book and opening it up. He must have thought
I’d beat him as an unworthy student or something with that
reaction he had given.





“I.. I can read it!”
He suddenly smiled brightly, and I received messages indicating his
level was steadily rising again. It was almost scary how fast he was
learning. Once his Magical Knowledge had hit 12, I decided to have
him stop.





“Okay, now like I
said yesterday, today we will practice actual magic usage. You should
have figured out quite a lot of it on your own already, just from
reading these two books. But first, I’ll have you do the same
spell I practiced on my first try.” I brought my hand out and
cast the Light spell, forming a simple ball of light in my hand. “Do
you need help with the incantation?”





Levy nodded, so I repeated
the incantation from memory. “Northern stars, grant this
traveler safety in the darkness. While saying this incantation, focus
on the rune of Light in your mind, and then let that image flow into
your mana. Give it a try.”





He nodded again, holding
his small clawed hands out. “Okay.. Northern stars… uh…
grant this traveler safety.. in the darkness.” His eyes closed
tight, likely focusing on the rune. With his level of Magical
Knowledge, though, the rune should come to him by pure instinct. And
sure enough, a small glowing orb appeared above his outstretched
hand. When he opened his eyes to check his progress, he let out a
happy smile. “I did it! I did-- where’d it go?”
With his concentration broken, the light flickered out of existence.





“Don’t worry,
that’s normal. Once you stop focusing on a spell like Light, it
will stop working. Try it again, this time without the chant. Same
procedure as before.” When Levy listened to my words, he
immediately followed, and I received a message showing that his
Magical Talent leveled up. 






“Okay, good. Now for
my personally most used spell, Message. This will let you talk with
people even if they are far away. Also, this is a two-rune spell. You
have to picture both in your mind at the same time to get it to work.
The runes associated with it are Speak and Friend. The incantation is
‘wings of light, signs of beginning, may my voice reach the
farthest corner.’ Now you try.”





Levy nodded again, happy
to be learning spells so quickly. “Wings of light, signs of
beginning, may my voice reach the farthest corner! Message.. uh…
Queen Lilith!” He lowered his head a bit as he chose the target
for his spell, but soon perked up. “It’s me, Your
Highness! Yes, he’s already teaching me spells! I know!”
He laughed a bit as they held a brief conversation. “You’re
welcome. I’ll let you get back to work now!” 






When the spell ended, his
smile radiated in the room. It was clear he was eager to keep
learning. “Okay, next is… hmm.. Ah! How about a spell to
let you see everything at once, down to the smallest detail? After
that, we should be able to skip straight into infernal magic.”
Given that his talents were raising nearly every time he cast a spell
so far, he’d hit at least level fifty by the end of the day.





“Okay!” Levy
didn’t really seem to care what spell he learned, as long as he
was learning something.





“Alright, the runes
for this are Awareness and Area. While using those, focus your mana
into your eyes. The chant for this one is really easy. In my eyes,
all things are as one.” Levy nodded to me, repeating the
incantation I told him. Once he was done, his black eyes lit up
green, glowing with a faint light. Huh, so
that’s how it looks from the outside. Wonder why Denise never
commented on it.





“Wow.. I really can
see everything!” Since this was a maintained spell, his Magical
Talent was leveling up just by keeping the spell on. This was way too
scary. Compared to this, I really can’t be called a cheat at
all! Then, I noticed that both his Mana Pool and Mana Recovery
talents both increased a level as well.





“Alright. Now, let’s
move on to the demon specialty, infernal magic. These spells are
infinitely more complicated to utilize than the three you’ve
just learned. With infernal magic, the simplest spell I know is
Hellfire Bolt, a four rune spell. After that, you can’t count
the spells by their runes, because they use a different focus
method.”





“A different
method?” He looked to me, suddenly confused as his eyes went
back to black.





“That’s right.
When spells reach a certain degree of difficulty, you stop simply
visualizing runes. Each of these spells have a pattern, like a
diagram, associated with them. This diagram’s formation is what
issues the instructions to your mana to perform the necessary spell.
If it’s your current growth, no doubt you’ll be able to
cast these spells by the end of the day.”





“Is that true? Am I
really growing that fast?” He looked down to himself, and
seemed to notice for the first time that his shirt was actually
stretched somewhat as he had gained another few inches in height in
just over an hour. His face registered pure awe at his own results,
and I figured he must be approaching his evolution. Levy was already
one of the biggest imps I had seen in Hell, compared to being among
the smallest just twenty-four hours ago.





“Yeah, you are. Now,
for the Hellfire Bolt spell, we’ll need to go outside. It’d
suck royally if we set fire to all of these teaching materials.”
Hence being why we were in this district in the first place. 






Once we were outside, I
sat down on the ground, cross legged. Oddly enough, this put me eye
to eye with Levy. Raising one hand, I manifested a sheet of paper
with my creation skill. Then, using the fine tuning I had practiced
when making my gun that I am still peeved
about never getting the chance to use, I formed four runes on the
sheet of paper. 






“Hellfire is a
somewhat difficult concept for magic, as there is not currently a
single rune to define it. It is a combination of Darkness, Flame, and
Soul. These runes together and in the proper order form the
foundation of hellfire. When you add on the Blast rune at the end, it
becomes a Hellfire Blast spell. The chant is also a bit longer.
Spirits of the pit, fires from the world beyond, fuel my wrath and
sever the living.” As I spoke, in smaller letters I had the
chant written on the paper as well.





Levy studied it for a
couple minutes, mouthing the words while staring at the rune. “Okay..
I think I got it.”





“Not yet, there’s
one other thing. This won’t be as severe to you most likely,
since you’re a demon, but special schools of magic like
Infernal require one last step.” I laid the piece of paper down
in front of me as I began my explanation. 






“When I was learning
earth magic, I had to learn to understand the stone. When I was
learning nature magic, I had to understand the world around me.
Likewise, to use infernal magic, I had to come to understand Hell
itself. Before you can cast an infernal spell, think carefully. What
is Hell? What are demons? If you can answer those questions, the
magic will come naturally to you.”





Though saying all of this
to a demon may seem ridiculous, Levy nodded patiently, taking in
every bit of information I was willing to give him. “Okay, I’ll
give it a try.” When he turned around, he aimed his hand at one
of the stone fences around the houses of the nearby street. “Spirits
of the pit, fires from the world beyond, fuel my wrath and sever the
living.” 






Black and red flame rose
up from Levy’s shoulder, traveling along his arm to form a
small orb in front of his hand. At the spell’s completion, the
orb launched out, impacting the fence and creating a large scorch
mark. Even after the spell ended, the black flames clung to the fence
for several long moments before finally dissipating. Happy that it
worked, Levy fired another two blasts in rapid succession at the same
spot, until a small hole was formed in the stone fence.





So that’s the
power of Hellfire… Since I had been
holding back my demon magic, I had never gotten the chance to use
most of my infernal spells. However, with Levy’s limited mana
pool, after the third shot he was breathing heavily. “Alright,
rest here for a bit until your magic recovers. Otherwise you’ll
just pass out and lessons will end here for the day.”





He nodded to my
suggestion, sitting down as his mana slowly restored itself. Just
recovering from being so depleted, his Mana Pool and Mana Recovery
levels each went up by two. Once his breathing had evened out, I
began the explanation for the next step. “Okay, your progress
is great so far. I think we can safely move on to the next spell,
Hellfire Aura.”





Figuring that he had until
my explanation was over to finish recovering magic, I manifested
another piece of paper. “After explaining the spell, I’m
going to demonstrate it for you.” A runed circle, more
complicated than the one I used for enchanting, appeared on the now
blank piece of paper in front of me. “Study this carefully.
Getting the pattern wrong could cause the spell to fail, or even
worse to backfire.”





He began moving to pick up
the paper, but I stopped him with a motion of my hand. “Sorry,
but anything I manifest by my magic can’t be directly used by
anyone else. You’ll have to look at it where it is.” He
nodded to me as I stood up, stepping by and closing my eyes. Though I
went through all of this explanation about runes and diagrams, there
appeared to be an auto-assist feature that helped foreigners perform
their known spells. All I personally needed at this point was the
chant and the spell’s name.





“Spirits of the pit,
fires from the world beyond, become the shield that holds your fury.”
Starting from my feet, I could feel a heat rising. When I opened my
eyes, my legs were already shrouded in black and red flames. Those
flames kept traveling up my body, covering my torso, arms, and
finally my head. Holding out my hand, I opened my palm and noticed
that the aura formed claw-like shapes from my fingers. I’m sure
that if I saw myself from an outside perspective there would be other
changes as well.

Levy was watching with
wide-eyed amazement as the spell activated. Surprisingly, its mana
drain was actually higher than my natural recovery, though not by
much. I’d have to keep the spell on for nearly a half hour to
deplete my reserves. After several minutes of studying the diagram,
and with it his Magical Knowledge rising two more levels, Levy backed
away from the paper and began his own chant.





When Levy finished, I saw
the change from an outside perspective. Though, it likely was
different between a beginner casting it and me, since my spell was
technically Advanced rank. Starting from his feet, he was covered in
the same black and red aura as I was. When it reached his tail, the
tail seemed to become longer. When it reached his horns or wings,
they seemed to grow slightly as well. By the time it was finished, he
looked like a splendid demon, really quite menacing.





“Did it.. did it
work?” He asked hesitantly, looking over himself while his
levels continued to rise again.





“It did. Go ahead
and cancel the spell.” I did so at the same time I said it, and
when Levy cancelled the spell a message appeared in front of me.






	
	
			
			
			Student Levy has reached level 50

			
			

			

			
			First evolution has been unlocked.

			
			

			

			
			Please choose the evolved form of Levy(imp).

			
			

			

			
			Restrictions: Gender locked to female. Magic races
			only.

			
			

			

			
			Special Conditions [Otherworldly Mentor] and
			[Extraordinary Growth] have unlocked hidden race Bonded Acolyte.

		
	







“I feel strange..”
I could hear Levy say from in front of me, wobbling slightly side to
side before falling to the floor.





Oh, unholy shity!
“Message, Lilith! Drop what you’re
doing and get down here. Share sight with me as soon as you can!”
This was enough to be considered an emergency, and she didn’t
hesitate to agree. In under ten seconds I felt the same irritation on
my eye as before, Lilith sharing my vision and seeing both the pop up
and Levy’s condition.





Just a moment later she
appeared next to Levy, cradling him in her arms. “The evolution
is being held back forcefully! You’ve got to hurry up and pick
one!” Given the current situation, Lilith was quite frantic as
well. The problem was that I didn’t know any magic specific
demon races!





“Okay, fine, sorry
if this goes wrong.” With no other option clearly visible, I
chose the Bonded Acolyte as the desired evolution. Immediately,
Levy’s body was bathed in another Hellfire Aura, except I
didn’t think this one was from any spell. First, Levy shifted
into the obvious appearance of a woman, with paler skin that almost
looked human. Then, her size rapidly increased until she was about
four and a half feet tall. All in all, she looked like a teenage
human girl, but with pitch black eyes, a tail flicking back and forth
behind her, and a black rune etched into her forehead.





Lilith blinked at the
change, but since Levy had stopped struggling and settled down, it 
was clear she wasn’t in any pain. “Is… she a
Reborn?” Given the change in size, all of Levy’s former
clothes were shredded, leaving her naked in Lilith’s embrace.






	
	
			
			
			Levy has successfully evolved into a Bonded Acolyte

			
			

			

			
			Bonded Acolytes are automatically bound to the
			[Otherworldly Mentor]  that helped them grow into their new power.
			This bond enables the Acolyte to appear at their master’s
			side from anywhere, as if summoned. They can also hear their
			master’s voice across any distance, so long as they are in
			the same dimension. Due to this magical connection, the Acolyte is
			treated for all purposes as constantly being in her master’s
			presence at all times. Finally, the Acolyte can sense the
			condition of their master at will, and if in the same dimension
			can sense his location as well.

			
			

			

			
			Acolyte bonuses: +5 all talents, +100 Intelligence,
			+50 Wisdom, +20 Endurance, Agility, and Strength

		
	








	
	
	
			
			Name: Levy

		
			
			Race: Demon(Bonded Acolyte)

		
	

	
			
			Title: Arcane Savant

		
	

	
			
			Fame: 50

		
	

	
			
			Gild: 30

		
			
			Level: 80

		
	

	
			
			Health: 50

		
			
			Mana: 2184

		
	

	
			
			Strength: 28

		
			
			Agility: 31

		
	

	
			
			Endurance: 25

		
			
			Wisdom: 214

		
	

	
			
			Intelligence: 390

		
			
			Luck: 4

		
	

	
			
			Attack: 10 + 14

		
			
			Defense: 10 + 21.75

		
	

	
			
			Talents: Magical Talent 17, Mana Recovery 9, Mana
			Pool 9, Infernal Magic 15, Magical Knowledge 20, Scholar 10

		
	







Lilith looked over to me
wide eyed as she saw the messages appearing through the shared sight.
“..Bonded Acolyte? And… master? Tell me you didn’t
know about that…”





“I swear to you I
had no idea what that race was. I didn’t know any other
options, so I just picked it.” I sighed, looking down. From the
corner of my eyes I saw Lilith nod.





“No, I believe you.
I didn’t tell you what to choose, so there was no way of
knowing. Typically, the next evolution for the magic path would be a
Scroll Fiend, but you haven’t met any yet so there was no way
for you to know that. Just.. promise me you won’t take
advantage of that bond?”





“I won’t. I’ll
even let her stay here in Hell so that there is no risk of something
happening because of it. I take it.. you’re related?”
Lilith nodded slightly, looking down to Levy.





“I guess you could
call her my daughter. Demons aren’t born through sex like other
races. When we gain enough power, we can crystallize some of our own
essence, which later develops into an imp. Family doesn’t have
the same meaning to us as other races, but they are still a part of
us. Perhaps more so than with others.”





“I see, I’m
sorry that this happened. I just thought she was learning really fast
and would evolve on her own. I never expected to have to choose what
she turned into.”





“I know. If there
was a warning like that in the message you received when you took her
as a student, I would have warned you in advance. But still, I can’t
help but feel proud of her, you know? I mean, just looking at the
growth she achieved. Some of her abilities are even close to your
level. Can you imagine if a foreigner trained a large group at once?”





“Thinking about it
objectively, I don’t think it would work out that well. I’m
pretty sure that if I took on two students at once, their growth rate
would be half of Levy’s.”





“Ahh, yes. That
would make sense too. So, a classroom wouldn’t train that much
faster than with a normal instructor. I wonder what her next
evolution will be? You know that we don’t just get one, right?”





“Yeah, I talked
about that last night with another demon. Levy should at least have
one more form, according to what I heard.”





“Exactly. But when
that time comes, hopefully you won’t be needed to dictate the
evolution. We might not be able to bring you back here in time before
the damage becomes irreversible.”





“I understand. I’ll
stop teaching her immediately. With her increase in skills, she
should be able to learn any of the spells I know simply by reading
about them in a book, so there is really nothing left to teach
anyways.”






	
	
			
			
			Ending Mentor mode. Confirm? All current students
			will be removed from mentorship.

		
	







I mentally confirmed it,
and the message disappeared. Lilith nodded again, smiling a bit.
“Thank you. A Bonded Acolyte huh?” She suddenly started
laughing. “Even I’ve never heard of such a ridiculous
thing.”





“It’s alright.
From what the message said, it seems to be entirely a one sided
relationship.” I smirked to her, and she looked at me,
confused. “She can hear my voice, know my condition and
location, and appear before me at will. However, if you remember it
didn’t really say that she had to listen to anything I said,
did it? I think the ‘master’ relationship is meant to be
one of trust, not a forced pact.”





Lilith blinked, and then
grinned, finally letting out a heavy laugh. “I see! Yes, that
would seem to be the case. Well, if it’s just that then it’s
fine. You should know, there is really only one law to be upheld
within Hell. Never remove a person’s ability to decide
something for themselves. Even if it was you, a forced pact like that
would have become a difficult situation. But if she can still make
all of her own decisions, then there is no problem.”





I nodded to her. “When
she wakes up, let’s test it. You tell her to absolutely not do
whatever I tell her, and then I tell her to do something like hop on
one foot or clap her hands. Naturally, you as the Demon Queen have
the greater authority between us. So as long as she doesn’t do
what I say it’ll be alright.”





“Hmm, that sounds
like a good idea. Alright, we’ll go with that. If the
connection does force her to obey, though, you’ll have to be
kept apart in order to uphold our law.”





“That shouldn’t
be a problem. After all, that rune on her forehead doesn’t seem
to say anything like Obey.” I smiled, pointing to Levi’s
forehead. Lilith, as if noticing for the first time, looked at the
rune for a few moments. Then, she grinned widely, a small giggle
turning into a long laugh.





“Freedom… oh
that is too perfect. You’re right, with this there shouldn’t
be a problem. If anything, the marking will protect her from forced
control.”





“Yeah. Maybe with
the angels it would be something like Order, where they were forced
to obey, but that’s not really how demons work is it?”





“No, it’s
definitely not. This training seems to have been a great idea. She
might be mistaken for a Reborn, but with the abilities being so close
to your own, she could easily defend herself if need be.”





Just then, Levy began to
wake up, stirring slightly in Lilith’s arms, and then looking
down to herself. “I.. what am I? Reborn..? But.. that’s a
third evolution..”





“No, sweetie, you
aren’t a reborn. You’re the only one of your kind, a
Bonded Acolyte. Is it alright if we check something real quick?”
When Levy nodded, Lilith smiled again. “Okay, Jin here is going
to tell you to do something. No matter what, you mustn’t do it.
Understand?”





“Not really.. but
okay…” She turned her head to look at me.





“Hmm… poke
Lilith’s nose.” I nodded to my random instruction,
causing Lilith to laugh again.





“Eh? Why?”
Levy looked up to Lilith, and for a moment I thought she’d
really do it. “I don’t get it..”





“It’s alright,
sweetie. We just had to check something. There’s a lot about
your race that we don’t know, and we were afraid that you would
be under a compulsion to obey.” Lilith hugged Levy close to her
chest, and nodded to me. “I guess you could consider your race
to be a powerful variant of the Reborn, that could only be reached
because you were taught by Jin. And, since he’s the one who
taught you, you were given special abilities that let you spy on him
any time you want.”





That must have been her
revenge on me for this sudden scare, so I just let it go. “Spy
on him..? Why would I..?” Levy seemed confused again, causing
both Lilith and myself to laugh.





“It’s okay,
Levy. What she means is that as a Bonded Acolyte, you’ll be
able to hear or find me from anywhere as long as we are in the same
world. Even when I’m gone, if you focus you should be able to
sense my condition. It might be a bit strange at first, so I
apologize. Also, after today I’ll no longer be teaching you.”





That last line seemed to
hit her like a punch, her face tightening up, her eyes watering. “Was
I a bad student? I did whatever you told me..”





I smiled to her, shaking
my head. “No, that’s not it at all. Honestly, I can’t
teach you anymore because you’re already almost as strong as I
am. All you have to do is learn the spells to match your new
strength.”





Levy blinked, the dampness
clearing from her eyes after a single tear fell. Then, she turned to
look at Lilith. “Is that true..? I’m almost as strong as
him?”





“That’s right,
sweetie. You did really good, and I’m proud of you. Jin said
that you should be able to learn most of the spells he has just by
reading about them. Isn’t that great?”





Levy smiled wide, nodding
her head. “Yeah!” She then turned to look at me again,her
former shyness gone. “Thank you. I can honestly say I never
would have gotten like this without your help.”





Quite literally.





She grinned again, looking
to me. “I heard that… you didn’t say anything…
but I heard it…”





...It lets her listen
to my inner voice, not just my outer one? So not fair.





Levy laughed at my
thought, sticking out her tongue. “Deal with it.” She
then turned to Lilith. “I can hear him thinking! It’s not
very loud, but I can!”





Lilith chuckled, “So,
what’s he thinking now?” She looked to me with a wicked
glance, but I have to admit I was trying to avert my eyes from the
two of them.





Levy’s blush almost
heated up the air around her. “He’s thinking I should get
some clothes on. Why didn’t you tell me I was naked! Gah, this
is embarrassing!” She covered her face with her hands, as if
she could disappear. Of course, her reaction just made Lilith laugh
even more.





“Fine, fine, let’s
get you home and into a proper dress! I never imagined your first
time evolving would turn out like this! None of the dresses I had
prepared will suit you.” At my confused appearance, Lilith
immediately clarified. “Scroll Fiends have four arms.”





“Ah. So you need a
two-armed dress sized for a human child.”





“Exactly. And who
knows if she’ll turn into an adult before her next evolution.
We must prepare!” Lilith stood up excitedly, picking Levy up
and cradling her in her arms. “To Envy!”





Before she had the chance
to vanish on me, I shouted out, “Hey, wait! I have a quick
question!”





Lilith, in the process of
getting ready to jump, paused to look at me before I continued. “Levy
has two abilities called Mana Recovery and Mana Pool. If you
remember, I didn’t have anything like that. I was hoping you
could tell me if there was somewhere to train it, or if it was
something I’d have to work out on my own.”





“Hmm… because
I’m in a good mood… I’ll tell you.” She
smiled wide. “We don’t have any facilities like that. Her
magic talent is something she was born with.” And with that,
Lilith hopped away at super-demon speed.












Chapter
25









Shaking my head at
Lilith’s departure, I decided that if I wanted to get the mana
talents, I’d have to do so on my own. Thankfully, with Levy’s
evolution my mentorship ended. That gave me the rest of today and
tomorrow in order to train myself. There were several methods I had
that could let me burn through my mana quickly, like firing a series
of extremely high powered mana-arrows, or casting Magus Wrath. But I
decided to go a different route.





Getting back to my
cross-legged sitting position, I closed my eyes. If
there’s one thing I learned from studying Enchanting, there are
rewards to doing things the normal way. As
such, I decided to work on practicing a certain spell without the
auto-assist feature. Basically, this meant I’d be using my
magic in Hard Mode, but given the concentration it takes to run a
spell like that I should get quite favorable returns.





Bringing my hands
together, I overlaid my palms and touched the tips of my thumbs
together above them to form a circle with my hands. It may seem silly
to strike a meditative pose in the middle of Hell, but if something
works, it works. Next, I focused on the very diagram I had made Levy
memorize before her evolution. Unlike before, this time I wasn’t
relying on any of my game skills to accomplish the task, and using
only my will, as if this were my first time casting the spell.





The image of the diagram
wavered in my mind for a few moments before I was able to lock it in,
and then I took a deep breath, channeling my mana around me like a
protective layer while feeding that image into it. Rather than the
progressively rising heat from before, this time I immediately felt
heat permeating my entire body. Likely, preparing my mana like this
made the spell activate instantly.





I made sure to keep the
spell’s image firmly in my mind, so as to not force my other
skills to take over. As I did, I opened my eyes to watch my mana. It
was indeed dropping, but barely, going at roughly one point per
second. This wouldn’t help me at all, not when I had nearly
three thousand mana to burn through. Instead, I tried a different
tactic.





Focusing again on the
diagram for the Hellfire Aura, I poured more and more of my magic
into it, causing the flames around me to burn larger and hotter. At
the same time, the mana consumption increased to fifteen points per
second. That’s much better, since at this rate I will run out
of mana in just over three minutes. All I had to do was maintain the
pressure and resist the heat enveloping my body.





Normally, my standard
Hellfire resistance would prevent my aura from causing me the least
bit of inconvenience. But now, it was more powerful than usual,
making sweat run down my face. Focusing on a detailed mental image,
exerting pressure on my magic to steadily drain it, all while feeling
like I was sitting in an oven was at times more than I could handle.
Every now and then, my concentration would break and the aura would
return to its normal consumption speed. Well,
this is fine as long as I keep the image. If the spell doesn’t
cancel, my mana won’t return.





Thanks to this unsteady
pace, the three and a half minute plan turned into well over six
minutes, the concentration getting harder and harder as my mana
dropped lower. Once I was below one quarter of my mana, I could feel
my control slipping as the exhaustion began to set in. When I dropped
below one tenth, it was all I could do to hold onto the spell in its
base form.





Once my mana hit five
percent and I felt like I was about to pass out, I finally released
the spell. On the one hand, my Infernal Magic and Magical Talent both
raised a level during this slow drain. But I wasn’t anywhere
near done yet. My mana recovered over a thousand points per minute,
so I only had a few seconds to rest.





As soon as I was back to
about a fifth of my maximum, I reactivated the Hellfire Aura. Though,
this time I kept it at its base output. Thankfully, that meant I was
no longer being bothered by the intense heat and constant pressure.
All I had to worry about was holding the image. At one point per
second, it would take me another five minutes to get back to the
point of exhaustion.





This cycle repeated for
over a half hour, me gaining another level of Infernal Magic while I
drained myself down to the bare minimum and then recovered for just a
few breaths. Eventually, though, my efforts were rewarded with a few
messages that appeared all at once.


























	
	
			
			
			New Talent Unlocked!

			
			

			

			
			Mana Recovery - By training your mana to its fullest
			extent, you have received this talent, which increases mana
			recovery speed by 1% of your maximum mana per level.

			
			

			

			
			New Talent Unlocked!

			
			

			

			
			Mana Pool - By pushing your mana to its limits, you
			have built it up like a fighter trains his muscles. This talent
			increases your mana by 1% per level.

			
			

			

			
			You have fully mastered the Hellfire Aura! You may
			now bring out this spell’s full potential. When using the
			chant for this spell, you are now capable of releasing the Demon’s
			Cloak feature.

			
			

			

			
			Demon’s Cloak - This use of Hellfire Aura
			permeates your entire body with infernal energies, inside and out.
			The result of this is you temporarily transforming into a demon.
			Your demon form will be chosen by your level and abilities. You
			may receive additional abilities while in your demon form.

		
	



I blinked at the message,
and then filled in my points from the levels I gained while training.
Even though I had been training Hellfire Aura to work on my mana, I
never considered mastering it. And for the master ability to be
something like turning into a demon myself was something I hadn’t
imagined.





“Levy, I know you
can hear this. Could you tell Lilith I’d like to talk to her
when she’s done shopping? I seemed to have gained something
rather interesting…” Though I knew she heard my message,
I wasn’t entirely sure that Levy would relay it. I could have
just used a spell to contact Lilith directly, but I didn’t want
to interrupt her moment with her daughter by making her ask questions
about what it was I wanted. This was her time, after all.





Well, that was my plan
anyways. The next instant, an exhausted Krath was running up to me.
“You.. have you seen Lilith around here…?”





I looked at him,
dumbfounded for a second, and then remembered that I had Lilith
abandon whatever she was doing to come attend to Levy. Suddenly, I
started laughing. “Sorry, yeah. She was here a little over a
half hour ago. There was an emergency with Levy, and I needed her
help right away.”





“Ah.. I see.. what
was the problem?” Krath looked to me as if thinking it had
better be something good.





“Levy was evolving,
but because I was the one that trained her something was forcing her
evolution to stop halfway and she was going into shock.”





“Levy…
evolved? Already… that’s not a joke, right?” Krath
raised his eyebrows suspiciously to me, and I shook my head. “You
know she’s Lilith’s daughter by now, I take it?”





“Yeah, she told me
after we got the situation sorted out.”





“I see. Did she turn
into a Mephit after her mother, or a Scroll Fiend?”





“Neither.
Apparently, when I train a demon mage one on one, they can evolve
into something new called a Bonded Acolyte. It looks sort of like a
Reborn, but with a black rune tattoo on their forehead.”





“A new species?
Well… I can understand the urgency in all of this then, my
apologies for being suspicious of you.”





“It’s no
problem. Since Levy turned into such a form looking like a human
child, Lilith took her shopping for new clothes. Judging by your
appearance, I must have pulled her away from something important. I
should be the one to say sorry.”





Krath smiles slightly,
shaking his head. “It wasn’t that important really. It’s
just the way she took off, we thought there would be an invasion or
something. I think she busted down any doors that didn’t open
fast enough for her.”





That caused me to laugh
again. “Yeah, that sounds like her. By the way, since you’re
here, is it alright if I ask you a question? I was going to ask
Lilith later, but I’d rather let her spend time with Levy if
there is someone else I can get the information from.”





“Very well, I
understand. Levy is the Queen’s only living offspring right
now, so it is best to give them time to themselves. What is it you
want to know?”





“Well, after
practicing the Hellfire Aura spell, I just now finished mastering it.
But when I did, it gave me a new aspect of the spell that turns me
into a demon I’ve never heard of. I was hoping you could
explain it to me, it’s called a Rune Devil.”





It was Krath’s turn
to laugh, sitting down with a small crash, his red face split in a
grin. “Lilith said you were like him, after all.”





“Ah… her
husband was a Rune Devil?”





“It wasn’t his
final form, but that was one of his evolutions. In the end, he became
a Rune Lord. You weren’t surprised when I mentioned Scroll
Fiends, so I assume you know about them. Well, with some evolutions
there are possible rare variants.” He began explaining to me,
and I nodded. 






“For instance, the
Queen is a variant of a normal Succubus. Well, Scroll Fiends have a
variant as well, called the Rune Fiends. The Rune Devil is the next
evolution after that. With a Scroll Fiend, they can easily memorize
spells just by studying them, but a Rune Fiend can memorize them by
seeing them cast. After their next evolution the difference becomes
more distinct, when a Scroll Fiend typically evolves into a Tome
Demon.





“A Tome Demon is
capable of instinctively knowing the incantations for any spells they
acquire. But the Rune Fiend’s evolution, a Rune Devil, doesn’t
get any power like that. Instead, they get the ability to directly
manipulate their own magic with runes even if they don’t know a
spell for it. Not only that, but a Rune Devil can negate magic cast
around them by striking it with an equal amount of power and opposing
runes.”





I nodded to his
explanation, thinking I wasn’t really missing much.
Essentially, I already had the abilities of the Scroll and Rune
Fiends, as well as the Tome Demon with my game skills. “Then,
may I ask what the further evolutions of a Rune Devil can do?”





“Hmm, well I don’t
see why not. There’s only been a few Rune Fiends before, and
the only one to reach Rune Lord was the late King. After Rune Devil,
there are two more evolutions, Adept and Lord. The main difference
between a Rune Devil and Rune Adept is the ease of which they
manipulate magic, and the range they can do so. But a Rune Lord is an
existence on another level. At that point, their ability is limited
purely by their imagination and magic reserves.”





“So… you’re
saying that a Rune Lord is essentially a master of every type of
magic? An Archmage race?”





“I suppose that’s
one way of looking at it, yes. Though he no longer needed things such
as spells under normal circumstances, since he could perform
considerable magic with just his demon powers.”





“And that’s
why he only had two signature spells…”





“Right! Now you’re
getting it. Mind showing me your demon form for a moment? With Lilith
off shopping it doesn’t seem like I’ll be needed much.”





“Yeah, just a
second.” I sighed, taking a deep breath. “Levy, you can
tell Lilith not to worry, Krath answered my questions.” At
Krath’s perplexed expression I explained the details of the
Bonded Acolyte race. He had the same concerns that Lilith had
expressed, but when I assured him that we tested the connection and
found that there was no compulsion to obey, he understood.





Next, I decided it would
be best to stand up, because Krath had conveniently neglected to
mention the Rune Devil’s anatomy. If I ended up with twisted
legs while sitting down like that I might break something! “Okay..
spirits of the pit, fires of the world beyond, become the shield that
holds your fury. Hellfire Aura, Demon’s Cloak.”





Wrapping my mana around
myself like I had practiced doing to train myself just a short while
ago, the black and red flames sprouted immediately. Then, they
curved, pouring back into my body. I would like to point out at this
juncture that having your limbs stretch while the flames of hell are
poured directly into your bones is not a comfortable process!






	
	
			
			You have activated the
			Demon’s Cloak, and transformed into a Rune Devil. All item
			effects are disabled while in this form, except demon items.

			

			

			+50 temporary
			Intelligence and Wisdom

			

			

			As a Rune Devil, you
			can empower runes directly with your mana, without the need for
			spells. To some degree, this allows you to freely manipulate your
			magic.

			

			

			Likewise, you can see the runes of any magic used
			around you, and effectively counter them with your own magic. The
			only requirement for this is spending the same amount of mana used
			in the spell’s casting.

		
	











When the transformation
had stopped, I stood nearly even with Krath, my elongated legs
bringing me just under seven feet tall. My arms had likewise
lengthened, but not to the same degree. The biggest changes were my
hair and skin. My hair was grown out, now pitch black and long enough
to reach my waist. My skin, though, turned deep red, with runes
tattooed across my entire body in black. When I brought my hand up to
feel my face, I noticed my pointed fingers, almost like claws, and
found two horns protruding from the sides of my temple, going
directly up.





Krath watched my
transformation, including the mind-wrenching agony, with just a small
nod. “Yes, you really have become a splendid Rune Devil. A
fresh one too, going by appearances.”





“So… this
is…. god it’s hard to talk with a forked tongue. So this
is how a Rune Devil looks right after evolving?”





“Exactly. As you get
closer to a Rune Adept, most of the runes on your skin will
disappear. Until then, they will light up as you use them. Let’s
see… hmm..” He was looking over my body for a few
moments until his eyes were drawn to the back of my hand. “Ah!
That one is good. I may be a swordsman, but I know a few of the basic
runes. Try using the Light rune without a spell.”





I nodded, glancing towards
my hand where his attention was drawn. Indeed, one of the runes
written there was Light. And just thinking about the rune made it
glow, before a sphere of light appeared in front of me.





“You see? Until you
evolve into a Rune Adept, each of the runes on your skin will light
up as they are used. This can be a fairly big weakness since it warns
your enemy what you are up to.”





I nodded again, and
finally noticed my mana dropping in the corner of my eye. Canceling
the light effect, the reduction didn’t go down at all. Twenty
five mana every second… that’s more than my maximum
output from the aura. And it’s not affected by using my magic?
Or is it like my creation, where it’s only not affected if my
magic remains near me. Either way.. at this rate… two minutes
is my limit in this form.





Realizing that, I canceled
the Demon’s Cloak, returning to my human form. Thankfully, the
shift back wasn’t as uncomfortable as before. That brief
demonstration lasted over a minute, so my mana was down below half.
“That spell uses quite a lot of power to maintain…”





“Is that so? Well,
it should be good for when you are in a tight situation, at least.”





“Yeah. Thank you for
your assistance, Krath. It was a lot of help.” I bowed politely
to the general, and he returned the gesture.





“It wasn’t a
problem. It will be nice to see the queen happy again. She’s
been getting lonely of late.” He smirked in my direction before
running off in a very Lilith fashion, disappearing before I can make
a retort.





Shaking my head, I sighed.
“Alright… so, for that spell… to maintain it, I
either need to increase my recovery rate, or else get demon items
that do just that. Since my current items double my recovery, I
should be regaining just over ten a second.”





I did some quick
calculations in my head, which had become surprisingly easy after
being trapped in this world despite my normal ineptitude with the
subject, and realized I’d need to triple my recovery rate to
have the spell active for any extended durations. The easiest way to
do that was obviously to raise my wisdom, but I wanted to invest a
bit more into intelligence before I did that.





Once I hit five hundred
intelligence I should be set on mana. I might even unlock another
ability like I did at two hundred! After that, I’ll invest in
wisdom. If every ten points gives one percent recovery, then I’ll
need to train both that and my new talents to their fullest. Also,
I’m sorry Levy if you can hear this, you probably don’t
care about any of this so please ignore it.





The next thing to do would
be to train my mana talents some more. But after leveling up, my
Hellfire Aura doesn’t drain me at all unless I push additional
mana into it. I guess I could lower my recovery rate by discarding my
magic items, but I was against letting my grimoire and staff out of
sight. They were sort of like my personal unique items at this point,
and I was rather attached to them.





Well, I could probably
train my magic with the Demon’s Cloak, but that would be pretty
inefficient since I’d have to completely recast the spell each
time. Maybe… I started grinning as an idea hit me. Okay,
first I have to get a spell for it!





Heading into the classroom
I trained Levy in, I quickly found a book I could use to search for
the spell I wanted. It wasn’t really that difficult, just a
two-rune spell, so I was able to grasp it almost immediately.






	
	
			
			
			Drain Magic has been added to your Spell List

		
	







If I don’t have any
good spells to take my magic down to the bottom, then I can get one!
Well, I wanted to say that, but this spell wouldn’t do anything
if I just targeted myself. I’ll have to enchant an item with it
that can run the effect constantly. And thus
we’re back to enchanting… Let’s see, I need an
item with a gem, and a circle that creates a storage unit within the
item. It’ll have to be powered by the mana it drains.





Pulling out some of the
blank papers, I set myself to work preparing a circle. In a way, this
would be a type of advanced enchanting circle as well, since it is
adding the storage feature and a constant spell. I made sure to
include the Continuing rune into the circle, and added a second rune
circle just outside the center of the diagram. With the Storage and
Cycle runes, it should allow for the creation of an item like what I
want.





But I can’t just
enchant an item with the spell I have right now. I’ve got to
level it up to at least Intermediate first, otherwise it probably
won’t be strong enough to have a visible effect. As such, I set
about casting Drain Magic on myself repeatedly. Sure, it had no real
effect on me, but it was good for accumulating experience on the
spell.





Once the Drain Magic hit
Intermediate, I needed a suitable item to enchant. Problem being..
none of the items Lilith brought me to practice on met the
requirements, that I can remember. And to be honest, I wouldn’t
even know where to begin on what was needed. My plan was foiled
before it began!





“Damn…”
I sighed, sitting down in a nearby chair and looking over the diagram
I hastily drew. Given that I was in a hurry, I hadn’t even
thought about what I was doing with it. Even so, it actually turned
out to be something that could work. Does that
mean that advanced enchanting diagrams have to be done on a
case-by-case basis?





With that thought, I
decided to try again. But this time what I wanted to write had no
chance of fitting on paper. Likewise, my Sculpt Earth spell wasn’t
high enough level for me to create the kind of detail I needed. Thus,
the only answer was to practice that spell. Walking outside, I closed
my eyes to think about what to draw in the stone floor surrounding
the tower.





I could draw a map…
but… I want to try doing something from my imagination, not
just copying it. It’ll be better practice if I don’t just
trace the picture. What if… I had an
idea on what I could draw, and pulled out my grimoire. I’ve
only ever used this spell once before, to create a false wall. So, of
course I needed to get a refresher on the incantation. 






Kneeling down, I faced the
wall of the tower and placed my hand on the ground, reading the spell
from the book while keeping the image of the runes in my mind. “I
have read and understood the origin, and command it to shape to my
desire.” Gradually, I stood up, raising my hand above the
surface of the ground. And with it, like a bubbling pool some stone
shifted to follow my hand, until it was about four feet high and
wide. “That should be a good place to start.”





I focused on the image I
wanted to draw in my head, able to see it as clearly as if it were in
front of me. And, with any luck soon enough it would be. First, I
started with the most basic shape, shaving off the top and narrowing
it with my mana. Thank god I can do it this
way, I suck at drawing by hand.





Once the top was done, I
began working my way down, not worrying too much about how long it
takes. If anything, the longer it took the more my spell would grow.
I wasn’t messing with any fine details yet, just keeping to
rough shapes. But even that took over a half hour to get the roughest
shapes done. In that time, my Sculpt Earth and Stone spell had
already risen in rank to a point I could use for what I wanted. But I
am nothing if not stubborn. Never start something you aren’t
willing to see through.





Slowly, I began shaving
off the finer details, rounding out the curves carefully and carving
what needed to be carved. Just the topmost part of the project took
another hour, and at times my mana actually dropped below the halfway
mark. I guess that this is a good way to train it too, huh?





At some point, Denise had
wandered over to the area, apparently curious what I was doing
instead of teaching Levy. When she saw the sculpting in progress she
let out a slight gasp and went silent. By now my hands were moving of
their own accord, striking the air like a composer for an orchestra.
And responding to those motions, more and more details emerged on the
sculpture. 






I must have spent half the
day working on it, not paying attention to any of the pop ups that
entered my vision. They can just wait until I was done, so I moved
them out of sight. Eventually, though, I had the shapes entirely
done, the fine details carved as much as I could perform. I debated
adding colors, and decided to experiment with it.





This was more difficult,
changing the composition of the stone I was working with to draw out
specific minerals. Thankfully, I only needed enough for a thin layer
covering the surface, not to change the entire sculpture itself into
the different minerals. This was likely the longest stage of the
process, since I not only had to find the minerals hidden in the
stone, but bring them out and experiment with them to get the colors
I wanted.





Just as the day was
ending, I let out a deep sigh and took a step back from the completed
work. It was a recreation of the scene from earlier, when Lilith was
embracing Levy after her change. Of course, I made a few alterations.
Firstly, rather than her revealing armor I put her in a flowing robe
that I coated in a thin layer of erythrite, giving it a lustrous pink
color. Along the robe were various flower designs, colored in an
additional layer of azurite, making them look lavender. For the black
eyes and hair of the demons, I used hematite. And finally, to give
their skin a more human tone, I coated it in an extremely thin layer
of vanadinite.





The result was a sculpture
of the demon queen kneeling down with a smiling face, a flowing robe
draped across the exposed body of her daughter below her. I nodded to
the work before turning around, noticing for the first time the group
that had appeared silently to watch me work. Every demon I could name
was there, even Kroa, and several I couldn’t. 






Krath stood at the back,
head and shoulders above everyone else, with an approving smile. To
the right, Denise was nodding happily as she looked at the statue.
Kroa was staring with wide eyes at the scene, wearing another black
dress that accentuated her features. Aside from that, there were
several demons that seemed like they were just passing by but stopped
to watch. And finally, Lilith was standing at the center of the
group, Levy in her arms again. Levy was smiling to the statue, but
looked to me with a nod. Little traitor told
her mom what I was up to… 






That thought got me a
smirk and another strong nod, but the strongest reaction was
Lilith’s. She was smiling wide, her eyes watering as she looked
at the scene of her embracing her daughter. When she saw that I had
turned around and was looking at her, she blushed a bit, the first of
her tears trailing down her cheek. “Really.. you… just
don’t know when to stop, do you..”





For a moment I thought
that she was upset, and that I might have gone a bit too far. “Uh..
sorry..? Do you not like it?”





Suddenly, Lilith lept
forward, pulling me into a hug. Levy, still in one of her arms,
chuckled and patted my head. “Silly.. how could that be…
It’s perfect. I was wondering what could be going on when
little Levy said I needed to come here. To think.. you were doing
something like this..”





I felt kind of embarrassed
getting praised so much when I had just been wanting to practice my
spell. Looking to Levy, I thought to her intentionally. You
knew I was just practicing right? When she
nodded, she gave me a small smile and brought a finger to her lips,
like I didn’t need to tell Lilith that. I suppose she had a
point.





“Well.. I’m
glad you like it.” I smiled to Lilith, finally bringing one of
my arms around to return her embrace. “Suppose that was a
pretty special moment to you, huh?”





“Definitely…
How could it not be? That was when I learned just how special my
little girl is.” Lilith laughed weakly, holding me close to
herself for several long moments. Finally, she let me go, and I could
tell that a few more happy tears had been shed, but she was still
smiling brightly. 






“Thanky you. This
means a lot to me, Jin. But really, do you have something against my
armor?” She asked with a teasing smile, making me laugh.





“Well, surely you
didn’t want me to put you in such a position where your
daughter would be seen exposed to everyone, right?”





“True… true.
Well, the robe looks nice, so I’ll let that change slide. I
didn’t even know you could do something like this.”





“Welcome to the
club.” Denise spoke up with a giggle from behind Lilith.





“To be fair, neither
did I. I planned to just make it a drawing, but then noticed that I
could do it this way instead.” I shrugged a bit, as if it was
nothing. Because really, it wasn’t. I had never meant for it to
get so much attention. But finally, I noticed all the messages that
had appeared while I was working.

















	
	
			
			
			Sculpt Earth and Stone has risen to Intermediate

			
			

			

			
			Nature Magic has risen to 8
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			Discovery has risen to 4

			
			

			

			
			Mana Recovery has risen to 2

			
			

			

			
			You have finished a sculpture! The statue Royal Line
			has been created in Hell, depicting the love that even a queen of
			demons can possess for her child. Due to the complicated magical
			processes involved in making this statue, Nature Magic has risen
			to 13. Fame +200

		
	







I blinked a bit as the
messages finally registered. Not just Intermediate, but the spell had
risen to Advanced. Even more, I received a full ten levels. Aside
from when I got my infernal magic, that was the largest gain I had
made at one time in.. ever. And the statue came with its own name? I
thought I’d be the one naming it. Oh
well, the name isn’t that bad.





Again, Levy nodded to me,
and I wondered if her link allowed her to see the messages I saw, or
if she picked the statue’s name up from my mind. She obviously
wasn’t planning to tell me. But at that time, Kroa walked up to
us, smiling slightly. She hesitated a bit before asking her question.





“Uhm.. do you
suppose you could do one for me too..? It doesn’t have to be as
good! And you can put it wherever you want..” I couldn’t
help laughing, causing her to blush, but I agreed. Looks like I got a
new job as Hell’s Sculptor. Well, for tomorrow anyways. 













Chapter
26





The next day, as promised,
I started working on a statue for Kroa. Well, in a way it was for
Kroa. But since I couldn’t decide where to put it, I ended up
asking the hostess of her restaurant-- the Gourmet Fiend-- if I could
make the statue as a form of advertisement. Given that I had received
the queen’s blessing for this, she didn’t see any
problems.





For the statue, I asked
Kroa if I could use her sister and her both as models, and she
happily agreed. Her sister, the succubus that was singing in the
white dress the other day, was named Japsen. She loved the idea of
getting a statue of the two of them in front of the Gourmet Fiend.
Though, she was suspicious at first, asking if I was just doing this
so I could get in their pants. Kroa assured her that she was the one
that asked for this.





Once they both agreed, I
got to work. My first action was to use my Wall of Clay to make a
giant wall in front of the restaurant, twelve meters high, twenty
wide and four thick. In order to not obstruct business for the day, I
sculpted a gate in the center so that customers could get in. If
anything, the fact that I was working like this was drawing in even
more business for them, pleasing Kroa’s boss to no end.





For the statue itself, the
size actually made it easier to get the details I wanted. It used a
ton more mana than the Royal Line, but in a sense that was a good
thing too. As I condensed each part to work the clay into a stronger
stone rather than scrape it away, I began working on the shapes. Kroa
and Japsen had the day off until I was done, so it was easy to use
them as a reference for the work.





Putting them in the same
dresses as I saw them in when they were performing their duet, I used
the thick foundation as support for the rest of the statue, so that
it wouldn’t topple over onto the restaurant. Next, I worked on
their basic shapes and pose. With Kroa on the left, and Japsen on the
right, their arms in the middle came down to grasp each other’s
hands near level with their waists. Each of them had their tail
encircling their other arm, which held a stone microphone up to their
open mouths.





Their expressions in the
sculpture were happy, their singing mouths bringing out dimples as
they smiled through their song. The biggest challenge for Japsen was
getting her face right, since that was her strongest feature. She was
quite happy to have me stare at it while I worked the details in. 






Kroa, similarly, said that
she’d be just fine if I played with her best assets to make
sure that I got them done properly. Though I know I would have been
way too distracted to work if I had been fondling her instead.
Regardless, I ended up doing them both justice. Since I couldn’t
include the cut along the leg of Kroa’s dress without hollowing
out the foundation, instead I lowered the neckline to display a good
deal of cleavage. She was more than content with this compromise,
even feeling her own chest like she was making sure it would compare.





As I did yesterday, I
ignored the pop up windows that appeared until I was entirely done,
and the image of the two singing succubi was on display in front of
the Gourmet Fiend. Once they saw I had stopped working, the people
around the area gave a short applause. I took the time to look over
the messages that had accumulated.
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			You have finished a sculpture! The statue Desire Duet
			has been placed in Hell, advertising the sensational performances
			given by the restaurant Gourmet Fiend. Fame + 50

		
	







Well, I can’t
expect to get so many levels twice in a row. Especially since this
one was so much easier. I should be happy I got both mana talents
this time. Either way, just three or four more levels and I will hit
my goal for Intelligence. Turning towards the
hostess, who came out to look at the finished work when she heard the
applause, I bowed my head. “Apologies, but there aren’t
enough minerals around to color this one. It will have to be done
with regular paint.”





The blue woman laughed
softly, shaking her head. “No, don’t worry about it. Even
this is fine. We’ll take over now. Girls!” She called out
to the two succubi who had been dumbly staring at their larger
counterparts. “The job’s done, so how about you go show
these people why we had such a thing made?”





At her call, the two women
nodded quickly, smiling to me as they ran inside. Honestly, I might
have been able to use the minerals like I had on Lilith’s
statue. But that would have taken days to get as much as I would need
to cover both of them. And I did still want to get out of here today.





Once the two demon models
had entered the building, there was a large influx of customers
wanting to watch their performance. Thanks to the rise in business,
Denise and I received permission to come here to eat anytime for
free. Of course, the extra services would still require payment, but
the meals were on the house.





With the last of my
business in Hell taken care of, we went to meet up with Lilith at the
court. She was sitting atop her throne with a smile, with Levy in her
lap. For some reason, Lilith was wearing a pink robe with lavender
flower patterns.. A copy of the one from the
statue? I glanced to Levy and she nodded with
a smile. Levy herself was wearing a simple black dress, like a child
would wear to a fancy dinner. 






“Lilith, we’re
ready to depart. Thank you for putting us up for these past days.”





“Oh, don’t
worry about it. What was it you said to me last time? This much is
only natural now, right?” Lilith smirked, and raised one of her
hands. “I’ll put you on the coast of that island you
wanted. Once you want your ship, just open a gate in the water and
I’ll have it sent through.”





“I understand. Wish
us luck.” I bowed politely to her, and she laughed.





“Oh, I doubt luck
will be a factor. I heard of your inner demon, and I must say I
approve. Don’t be a stranger, now!” And with that, she
snapped her fingers, casting a silent spell on us. Thankfully, it
wasn’t the same hellish teleport that she used the day we
arrived. This spell wrapped us in shadows from head to toe, blocking
all sight and sound. For a few moments, my world was shrouded in
darkness. It sort of reminded me of something, but I couldn’t
quite remember what.





When the darkness cleared,
I was standing next to Denise on a wide beach that went on for miles
in either direction. There was neither port nor town, no signs of
civilization at all. Thankfully, there was one thing that was here.
Standing behind Denise, a large ball of shadows quickly rose and
dispersed, revealing the trusty steed Midnight! Of course… I
had forgotten about him again. I really needed to quit doing that.





You forgot about me
again, didn’t you? Midnight glared
accusingly to me. I shook my head to deny it, of course, telling him
I had just been very busy with various matters. He scoffed and turned
his head away. 






Really, this horse is
too smart… I shook my head again, and
we walked towards the interior of the island, which was a dense
forest surrounding a large mountain. The trees near the forest
started off as palm trees, but the area’s originally inland
nature quickly became apparent when we got a little further inland. 






“Okay… so how
do we want to do this? As long as there is some good hunting, or
maybe even a dungeon, we can stay here until Kev is ready to go, or
until we get bored.”





Denise nodded, “Okay,
but do we want to make a camp or something? This island is too big to
explore all in one day, but it would be best to have at least one
camp we could secure. We don’t know what kind of creatures
could be living in this island.”





“Agreed. Been a
while since I used this spell, but he’s good for easy labor!
Calling the ape!” A green circle appeared on the ground in
front of me, and the large forest ape rose up from it.





“What.. do.. you
want?” It spoke slowly, still unable to properly talk despite
my magic giving it the ability to do so.





“We need help
constructing a camp.” I pointed to an area just a bit away from
us, which was surrounded by bushes and just barely large enough to
fit a small campsite. The trees were densely packed around it, making
the terrain difficult to navigate for any large monsters. The ape
just looked at it passively before resigning itself to its task.
Next, I called out my iron falcon.





Yes? What do you need
today, Master? This one’s personality
was much better than my other summons, so even when I gave it a
tedious job like using its wings to cut down long branches for the
ape, it didn’t complain at all. In the meantime, I began using
my Wall of Clay spell to make three sides of a small hut, which took
up most of the space in the clearing. With what was left, I made an
open stall for Midnight.





After the branches were
brought to us, I tied them together with vines for a makeshift roof.
I did the same thing for Midnight’s stable, and quickly enough
a campsite had been constructed. After that, it was getting late
since most of our time was spent in Hell, and we settled down to camp
without seeing a single monster--or any animals for that matter-- on
this island.





Given that we hadn’t
been camping for a while, and had been staying in the safety of Hell,
the Unity, or an inn, I had completely forgotten about casting my
usual Alarm spell on the area. So, I was quite surprised when I was
shaken awake in the middle of the night by a quiet Denise, who held a
finger up to her lips.





Taking the message, I
nodded, looking around. I didn’t see anything unusual, but my
senses aren’t as good as hers. I was tempted to cast Scan, but
the glow from that spell would be as bad as talking. It was, of
course, at this time I realized my blunder, shaking my head.





Denise slowly got up to
her feet, using her bracelet to retrieve the bow Nightshade. The
shadows twisted around her arm, manifesting the bow of darkness in
her hand. Finally, I heard a faint noise from the forest, the sound
of a twig snapping under a footstep. She heard
that and it was enough to wake her up? I
debated whether she had some kind of light sleeper power, but
apparently that was just all her.





They’re coming
for me.. That thought wasn’t mine, and
suddenly my eyes shot open. Damn the consequences, they were not
taking my horse! The Scan spell activated immediately, and I saw that
there were dozens of short people around us, completely surrounding
our camp. They were holding crude spears or stone axes, covered in
mud and wearing little more than loincloths and tribal masks.





With their formation, I
couldn’t make out who was the leader. Instead, I whispered to
Denise. “I’m going to try to scare them off..” She
glanced at me, seeing the glow in my eyes and nodding. Kneeling down,
I placed my hand on the cold stone, spreading my magic out through
the ground. If it weren’t for my high earth affinity thanks to
my Nature Magic, I doubt I would have been able to pull something
like this off. No time to make a new spell, so
I just have to do what I can.. I pushed as
much magic as I could into the spell I wanted, both aided and
restricted in my options thanks to our surroundings. “Nature’s
grip.”





When I spoke, vines lashed
at the surrounding force from all directions, pulling some off the
ground and throwing them into the trees. Others were pinned by roots
that sprouted to grab their feet. Suddenly, the quiet forest was in
an uproar, the tribal army cutting at the roots and vines to
hurriedly get away.





Denise smiled next to me,
but never put her bow away. “Nice spell.”





“Thanks.. I guess
this will be the perfect chance to get stronger Nature Magic, huh?”
She nodded to my question. “You get some rest. I’ll set
up an Alarm and keep watch while working on it.”





She hesitated for a
moment, but then laid back down, her bow vanishing back into the
bracelet. I got up out of the shack and cast a quick Alarm over the
area, letting it extend just past the tree barrier. Then, I went over
towards Midnight. “You alright, there?”





He nodded to me. They…
were coming for me.





“Are you sure?”
When he nodded again, I felt compelled to ask. “Do you know
what they are?”





Don’t know, but
their eyes were visible through the trees. They kept watching me.





“I understand. I’ll
be staying up for a while in case they come back, so you can rest for
a bit.” He nodded reluctantly and got down on his stomach,
bending his legs to lay down.





I don’t like this
place.





“If you want, we can
have you go back to Hell. I’m sure Lilith’s people would
be happy to look after you until we are done here.”





This time, he shook his
head, looking up to me. I’ll stay. If
you can put up with this danger, then so can I.





“See, now that’s
the arrogant horse I remember.” I grinned, and Midnight
whinnied. Moving back towards the shack, I made a small bench against
its wall, keeping my Scan spell active. Judging
by their appearance, they would be a sentient race. Tribal, but
sentient. They were also organized and using stone weapons. Though, I
doubt they would be able to speak the human language. No, it’s
possible that they might not even have a real language. This island
has not been explored since the kingdom was cast into the sea, so
they have been all that time without outside contact.





Deciding to get to work, I
began thinking about what kind of spells I’d be needing to help
me deal with the situation. It would be nice to get a barrier set up
to protect the camp at night, but I had other priorities before I
dabbled with a new magic. First, I need either area spells, or
stronger single target spells. I was still using only basic attack
spells in my Nature Magic, and if this island had anything that could
threaten us, I’d need something more.





This was my first time
creating an advanced spell, so I referenced the ones I already had in
order to identify the patterns. Coincidentally, the patterns in the
diagram for an advanced spell lined up with those for enchanting.
Except there was no need for an outer circle, because the diagram was
formed in the mind of the caster. Granted, some of my spells still
had them, but I suspected that was more for when they are drawn on
the ground.





Now, the lines in the
diagram for a spell link runes together, rather than bringing the
magic to the center. This seems to cause the magic to deviate along
the course, and perform two actions at once. Like the Hellfire Aura
surrounding my body while being careful not to damage it. Examining
the runes, I even saw that that spell should allow me some control
over the aura itself. But I can’t test that in a forest.





Using my Sculpt Earth and
Stone spell, I began drawing a practice diagram on the ground for a
spell I wanted to create. Given our surroundings, I could only use
plant or earth spells for this. Maybe light or darkness, but these
guys didn’t seem to have any trouble seeing in the dark.





I had the basic circle
drawn, but what kind of spell to create was eluding me. There were so
many possibilities that it was hard to come up with something
specific. For right now, I decided to go with a single target plant
spell. Something that could attack a target with lethal force beyond
what my current spells could produce. Even if I had taken on that
so-called King of the Forest outside Grazel, that thing didn’t
seem nearly as strong as my wolfman summon. Likely it was a weaker
variant created with the magic of the mana trees.





So, separating this spell
into stages. First, I put in a function similar to Nature’s
Grip, which caused roots and vines to grow and grab a target. Of
course, this was only the innermost level of the spell. I had learned
from enchanting that a diagram may either begin from the inside
traveling out, or the outside traveling in. For this spell, I was
using the former method.





After my Nature’s
Grip layer, I added a twist by putting in something else I learned
from enchanting. Recently, I had received a skill that allows me to
bestow negative enchantments called curses. For the second layer, I
put in a curse of life drain that emanated from the vines, and cycled
that into an enchantment that would strengthen the vines holding
them, or even repair damaged ones.





This should be enough,
right? I feel kind of bad creating a curse spell, but it’s not
like I plan to use it all the time.










	
	
			
			
			Leaching Vines has been added to your Spell List.

		
	







Figures, even something
like this has already been done before. Okay,
I need an area spell as well. An earth spell would create too much
damage in the forest, so I guess we’re doing nature again.





This time, I worked on a
much larger spell that I should be able to activate anywhere in this
forest. But to get what I wanted to work right, I had to make another
simple spell first. I quickly erased my earlier diagram, and wrote
down five runes. Wind, Condense, Direct, Contain, and Edge. I was
shortly rewarded with another message, granting me the spell Wind
Blade.





Now I could get back to my
big spell. First, the inner layer designated the target as leaves
within a thirty meter radius of the spell’s target area. The
next layer caused those leaves to rotate, while granting them the
Wind Blade ability, turning them into airborne knives.





Finally, the outer layer
was designed in order to let me control the leaves. If it was just a
matter of having them converge on the area, I could have reversed the
order of layers and used this as the center. However, I wanted to be
able to avoid including Denise in the spell if she was in melee with
the enemy.






	
	
			
			
			Leaf Blade Assault has been added to your Spell List.

		
	







Just then, from the corner
of my sight, I saw movement beyond the trees. It seemed a lone
tribesman was coming towards the camp, with a spear in one hand and
an axe in the other. Deciding that it was best to stop him from
getting any ideas, I held my hand out in his direction. Naturally, he
wasn’t using a spell like mine to see through the trees, so he
wasn’t able to see it coming when a nearly invisible wave of
air slipped between the forest heading in his direction.





Somehow, he still managed
to jump out of the way as the spell flew past him. But, he seemed to
get the message that I knew he was there, and grumbled as he began
running back in the direction he came from. It
might have been their equivalent of a diplomat maybe. But coming at
night with two weapons, prepared for battle? I can’t risk it.





When I went back to work,
thinking that I had time to create a barrier spell now, another
message I had been expecting for a while appeared.






	
	
			
			
			You have fully mastered the Scan spell!

			
			

			

			
			From now on, when you unleash the full potential of
			the Scan spell by using the incantation, you can choose one of two
			variations of the spell. The first is Perfect Vision. This
			variation grants the user the ability to expand their field of
			vision to see everything around them, piercing weaker concealment
			effects. The second is Walking Vision. This variation allows you
			to let your sight move away from you, controlling its movement and
			direction with magic, while providing the normal benefits of the
			Scan spell.

		
	







I should wait to test
the Walking Vision until I have someone watching my body, right? But,
I can use Perfect Vision now. Thinking such,
I canceled the spell and quickly reactivated it by pouring additional
mana into the spell, taking advantage of my skills to simulate the
effect of the chant. It cost more mana to cast, but right now that
didn’t matter as much as staying quiet.





When the spell
reactivated, I could indeed see everything around me all at once. I
saw Denise sleeping in the shack behind me, the diagram I had drawn
in front of me, and even a few more of the tribal soldiers off in the
distance. It appeared that the range of my Scan increased, as well as
the additional benefits. The people I spotted weren’t close
enough to be an issue, nor were they moving in this direction.





Taking a bit of time, I
searched through my vision to look for a few things. My biggest
concern so far had been the complete lack of creatures. Not including
the tribesmen, we hadn’t seen a single creature since we
arrived here. In a forest this big, we should have seen something by
now.





But now that I was
looking, I still couldn’t find anything. There were fox dens,
some burrows dug in the ground, or even hollowed sections of trees.
But no foxes, moles, or owls living in them. There weren’t even
any bones or blood that I could make out. 






My first thought was a
subterranean monster that was eating everything whole, but there was
nothing underground, either. Not even the bones of long-dead animals.
Okay, this is getting to be too weird. I think
I saw a movie about this once, and it did not end well.





The only thing that I
could make out with my vision was the forest itself. Aside from the
tribesmen, the forest was the only thing that had any life in it. Not
only that, but it was overflowing with life. I considered that maybe
these were Mana Trees, but they didn’t share the coloring of
the ones we saw in Grazel.





“Midnight…
you still awake?” I didn’t glance back at the horse, but
my sight focused in on him.





Of course I am. Did you
expect me to sleep in this forest?





“Right… I
know what you said earlier… but I want to send you back.”





...Why? What’s
wrong? Suddenly his head was raised in alarm,
looking in my direction.





“This forest…
Something here got rid of every single animal without leaving the
slightest trace. There are no birds, insects, or even bones in the
ground. If it only targets animals..”





Then it will come for
me… those savages! Midnight let out a
neigh as he declared his suspect.





“It’s
possible. For now, will you let me send you back to Hell? I think
Denise and I would both feel better with you out of danger.”





...Very well. I agree
to this in protest, though. There’s definitely something wrong
in these woods.





I nodded, agreeing, and
went to my pack in the shack to grab a paper, on which I wrote a
simple note explaining the situation.





‘Lilith

   Something is wrong
in this island, and it has no animal life in it. Since there seems to
be a tribe of people, I do not believe Denise and myself are in
immediate danger. However, I am sending Midnight back to you with
this note. Please take care of him. And, when you can’t hear me
in the daytime, it might be best to have Levy monitor our situation.
I’m not sure what will await us, but I want to try handling it
on our own before we call for backup. Also, I really hope you can
read the human language. I kind of got this far before even stopping
to think of that.





	Jin’





With the letter written, I
went to Midnight and placed it into his saddle. “Alright, I’ll
open you a gate here, and send you straight into the throne room.
Lilith will recognize you, and she’s probably listening anyways
so she should understand the situation. If not, she can read the note
I gave you.”





Midnight nodded to me, so
I turned around and pointed towards the trees, retrieving my grimoire
from my bracelet and accessing the spell I needed. “I am he who
holds the favor of the underworld. Rise now before me, and open your
gate.” There was a cracking of stone that could be heard as am
obsidian gate rose from the ground. Alerted by the noise, Denise was
instantly on her feet with her bow out.





“What’s going
on?” She asked, immediately seeing the gate I called up.





“Something’s
wrong here. Midnight is going back to Hell for now. This place is
especially dangerous for him.”





Denise looked to me
curiously. “What do you mean?”





“There’s
nothing here. Not a single living creature, aside from those
tribesmen. I used my detection spell to find abandoned dens for
animals, but even beneath the ground, there are no insects. There’s
not even a single bone, above or below the soil.”





“But the
tribesmen..”





“Right… I
think whatever this is, targets mostly animals. That’s why it
is more dangerous for Midnight.”





She nodded, gripping her
bow firmly. “I understand. It would be terrible if something
happened to him.”





“Agreed.” I
willed the gate to open, and let Midnight walk through. Briefly I
heard another thought in my head, but I knew it couldn’t have
been from the horse.





Mom said you should be
careful. It seemed like Levy had another
trick up her sleeves, and the connection was stronger when I opened a
gate.





I will. Keep an eye on
me, okay? I’m not really that confident this time.





I was going to even if
you didn’t ask. 






Lilith doesn’t
know you can do this, does she? I smirked a
bit at the thought, and couldn’t help but chuckle when I got
Levy’s reply.





Does she need to?
I could swear that it was the tone of a rebellious teenager wanting
to keep a secret, though it seemed like she might have told if I
asked her to.





Not for now. Don’t
slack off on your training, you hear? I want to know as much as you
do what you will become.





Yeah, yeah. You aren’t
my father. As the gate closed behind
Midnight, I thought I heard a laugh at the end of her message. She
doesn’t even have a father, does she? Kroa said that demons
were made by other demons crystallizing their essence. That should
mean she only has her mother, Lilith. Maybe she inherited her
mother’s sense of humor? Now that 
was a dangerous thought.





With Midnight taken care
of, I felt like I could relax a bit. Of course, Denise did not share
my opinion, and insisted on taking watch while I went to rest for the
night.












Chapter
27









That night I went to sleep
thinking it would be nice if things weren’t so mysterious. In
the morning, I woke up wishing the world was more subtle.





“Jin! Look out!”
I heard Denise’s voice rousing me from sleep. “Dammit,
demon sword, hellfire slash!” Her shouting had gotten me to
wake up enough to look, and I saw a sea of black and red flame
soaring over my head. But.. that wasn’t really what had my
attention the most. What really
had me concerned was what that flame was burning.





For some reason, the roof
that I had constructed for the shack had been crawling towards me
like a mass of snakes. “What the hell!?” I quickly rolled
out of the shack, only to find that the trees seemed to be different
than they had been before. They weren’t attacking or anything,
but it felt like there were less around us. 






When we set up camp, we
chose this location because the trees were so densely packed around
the circle. Now, it just looked like another part of an open forest.
It was then that I remembered something. Shit…
I built two roofs.





Quickly turning around, I
saw that, indeed the branches and vines I had used to make a roof for
Midnight had begun moving as well, slowly crawling towards us.
“Dammit, I spend all that time trying to come up with spells
against people, I don’t have spells to use against plants!”





I raised my hand,
materializing a scimitar like Denise’s normal one. “Hellfire
Aura!” My body was quickly wrapped in the black and red flames
of Hell, but more importantly the flames came strongest from the
sword that was made of my mana. “How did that go, again?”





Pulling back my sword, I
channeled magic into the edge of the blade. “Hellfire slash!”
When I swung the sword, I expanded he aura outwards from it, shooting
a part of the aura out in a wave at the approaching plants. The
clinging flames quickly devoured the roots and vines, leaving a black
scorched path along the ground.





“We’re
fighting the plants now?” Denise backed up until she was just
outside my aura, with her back to me. “We’re fighting
plants, in the middle of a fucking jungle?”





“Yeah, I know. This
is not what I had in mind either.” Though, it seemed like none
of the trees around us were moving anymore. So, maybe it was only
certain trees? “Think you can cover me for a quick bit?”





“What do you have in
mind?”





“I want to see just
what our friendly neighbors do at times like this.” I smirked
to Denise, and she laughed, readying her black sword.





“Alright, I can buy
you a bit of time if they advance again.”





“Good.” I sat
down on the ground, dismissing the scimitar. Though, I kept my aura
active. I’ll be damned if I’m going to make it easy for
them. “In my eyes, all things are as one. Walking Vision.”
I opened my eyes, and nothing changed. I experienced the normal green
tint to my vision, but aside from that it was like normal.





Damn, did it not work?
I went to stand up, and found myself flying into the air instead. No,
I wasn’t flying.. I could still feel myself sitting on the
ground. Suddenly, my vision stopped rising, and I tried to slowly
look down. Indeed, I saw myself, sitting while wrapped in an aura of
hellfire. Standing behind me, Denise was glancing in various
directions to watch for approaching plantlife.





Can’t waste time,
need to get a good view. My vision began
rising faster and faster, until I could see every corner of the
island. I could make out the moving treetops and identify that there
were a great many trees that seemed to come alive. Likewise, several
kilometers from us, there was a collection of stone buildings built
on the beach. Trees near these buildings in the forest were shifting,
as if leaning back and forth to wait for a chance to attack.





Okay, so lesson one,
wood bad, stone good. The three little pigs would have a field day
with this. And they didn’t move until daybreak, so they need
the sun to function. But damn, there’s no way to be sure that
other trees aren’t also affected, and just hiding it. I
turned my vision towards the mountain, and was surprised to find that
there weren’t any camps along it. 






The trees kept a fair
distance from the base of the mountain, yet none of the island’s
inhabitants took advantage of that? Could it be because they wouldn’t
have access to water and food without going through the forest? But
why did the trees avoid it… The answers to my questions only
raised more questions.





Taking one last look down,
I saw that a pair of trees were moving in the direction of the camp
Denise and I had set up. “Incoming, two from the south. About..
two hundred meters.” Seeing as I could still feel the ground, I
figured I could still talk.





“Got it.”
Denise turned in that direction, and I suddenly became all too aware
of a very crucial fact. Roots began sprouting out of the ground,
tearing up the dirt as they sprang at us. “Dammit!” Her
sword was wrapped in hellfire as she slashed the roots. “Get
back here! We need to move!”





I didn’t take the
time to complain, instead canceling the spell and instantly getting
flung back into my own body. I should have
realized about the roots! Nothing in the ground!





“I think the roots
are what have been eating all the animals.” I stood up, aiming
my hand at a pair of roots that were approaching me. Remembering back
to last night, I gathered my flames in my hand and made my aura
stretch out like a giant claw, swatting the roots.





“Well fuck, how are
we supposed to find shelter like this?”





“Very carefully.
Hang on!” I cancelled my spell and lept to Denise, grabbing
onto her arm. With the familiar sensation of squeezing through a
space entirely too small for us, we vanished. This was a short hop,
so I didn’t bother with the incantation. Not like I’d
have had time for it anyways.





When we reappeared, we
were standing on the beach, the same place that Lilith had sent us on
our first arrival. “The tribesmen.. use the beach.. for
safety.” I let out my words between deep breaths, feeling like
I was about to retch. Denise took  a few minutes to gather herself
before nodding.





“Okay… so
it’s not that the forest is just attacking animals…
they’ve just figured out how to defend against it.”





“It should be more
than that… there’s a reason you don’t build stone
structures on a beach. The foundation will give way bit by bit any
time the tide comes in. They couldn’t have been there more than
a couple months.”





“We’re talking
about the same people right? Tiny little midgets wearing loincloths?
I don’t think they’d know what to do if they saw a ship…”





“Exactly…
meaning that this is a relatively new incident. Something happened in
the last few months to this island. I spotted what looked like the
remains of a village, but it was entirely destroyed. Every piece of
wood had been removed, so that all that was left were toppled stone
fireplaces and stone markers.”





“So… this
isn’t just the trees… something is controlling all the
plants, even used wood?”





“That seems to be
the case.”





“But that’s…”





“I swear, if you say
impossible, I’m going to start pointing at things from the last
two months.”





Denise instantly shut her
mouth, slowly smiling. “Point. Okay, so if it’s not
impossible, what could do this?”





“I’ve got no
idea. But I’ll bet you that somehow, those trees are able to
eat anything from an animal, down to the bodies in the ground.
Thankfully, hellfire can burn them, but we can’t be sure if
normal fire will work. That would be too convenient. If these things
could be killed with a forest fire, the tribesmen would have done it
ages ago.”





“Yeah… so how
are we going to do this? We can’t fight an entire island worth
of trees.”





“It might not be
every tree… but it’s too hard to check which ones are
enemies. They don’t give me any information for my Worldlore
ability, so I can’t tell what they are.”





“How about calling
Dariel? Isn’t she an expert on nature magic?”





“Yeah, but she’s
been with the Vinehaven clan area for so long they have lost most of
the knowledge they didn’t need. I doubt carnivorous trees were
high on their priorities.” I sighed, shaking my head.





“Alright. So, what
do we do?”





“When I was looking
at the situation, I saw that the trees avoided going anywhere near
that mountain.” I pointed to the big mountain at the center of
the island. “There’s a decent chance that something there
can hurt them.”





“Okay… so we
just have to travel through a man-eating forest in the meantime. I
don’t suppose you could just teleport us to the mountain?”





I shook my head. “If
I do that, the sudden altitude shift could seriously damage our
bodies. And the trees were too dense around it for me to get us very
close. There’s.. one way we could do this, but it is really
risky and I’ve no idea if it will actually work.”





“Any idea is better
than no idea?”





“Right… well,
if I use my magic and carry us, while wrapping us in hellfire, the
trees won’t be able to hurt us.”





“...Would your magic
last that long?”





“Under normal
circumstances, I’d doubt it. But… I got something new in
Hell that I haven’t had the chance to show you yet. If I use
it, I’ll have two minutes to use my magic as freely as I want.
After that I’ll be exhausted, but you can grab me and use your
Light Speed to cover the rest of the distance if we haven’t
made it.”





“You have once again
confirmed your status as a cheat character.”





“If it gets us
through this safely, I can live with that. You ready?”





“Nope. But I don’t
figure I’ll ever be ready for this.”





“Me either.” I
stood straight up, flexing my hands. “Here goes… Spirits
of the pit, fires from the world beyond, become the shield that holds
your fury. Hellfire Aura, Demon’s Cloak.” My body began
shifting again, and I struggled to stay focused. The moment the black
runes began crawling along my skin, I took action.


	
	
			
			You have activated the
			Demon’s Cloak, and transformed into a Rune Devil.

			

			

			+50 temporary
			Intelligence and Wisdom

			

			

			As a Rune Devil, you
			can empower runes directly with your mana, without the need for
			spells. To some degree, this allows you to freely manipulate your
			magic.

			

			

			Likewise, you can see the runes of any magic used
			around you, and effectively counter them with your own magic. The
			only requirement for this is spending the same amount of mana used
			in the spell’s casting.

		
	







I activated a Speed rune
on my neck, along with Running on my feet, and a Lighten rune on my
back. Then, I ran to Denise and picked her up, even as she stared at
me with a shocked expression. “No time…” Wrapping
myself in hellfire, I charged into the forest at my top speed-- which
it turns out is pretty fast when fully enchanted. Thanks to my skills
in Nature Magic, natural obstacles no longer impeded me, and I could
jump on a bush as if it were a platform.





Wherever my feet landed, a
black mark would appear to burn what I touched. There were several
vines, roots, and branches that tried to grab at me as I ran, but
they were immediately burned to ash upon contact with the aura around
me. Any time the trees directly got in my way, I would simply jump
around them, using other trees as leverage.





I’d say I made it a
little over halfway before my mana finally gave out, the two of us in
the air during a large jump. My breath was short and erratic, and the
moment my flames  faded away Denise grabbed me by the hand. “My
turn.”










	
	
			
			
			Mana Recovery has increased to 4

		
	











I felt an almost painful
pull on my arm, and the next moment we were at the base of the
mountain. Denise was standing next to me, taking a few deep breaths
before falling to her knees. “Dammit… I told you not to
overuse that..” I knelt down next to her, checking to make sure
that she was alright. Her health hadn’t decreased any, but
there were more ways to die than just losing hit points.





“Sorry…
emergency… work?”

I looked back to the
forest, and noted that none of the trees had advanced to chase us.
“Yeah, looks like it worked. Next time, I vote we fight our way
through… probably less dangerous.” I let out a small
laugh, and looked back to the mountain.





“Deal… so
now..?” Denise glanced to me, still short on breath. My mana
was already almost half recovered, so I felt pretty good.





“Now you rest for a
bit. After that, let’s look for a cave or something. If this
mountain has a secret, it’ll be there. If not… well,
we’ll think of something else.”





“Don’t sound
too confident…”





“Hey, we are
fighting a giant forest, and I don’t have many spells that will
stand up to plants. Especially fireproof plants.”





“Make one..?”





I sighed, shaking my head.
“Before I do that, I’ll have to figure out what these
things are. For all I know, normal fire just makes them stronger.”





“...Good point.
Okay, gather information first, and then
make the biggest weed killer spell you can manage.”





“Now that sounds
like a plan. You ready to go?”





Denise nodded, standing up
slowly. “I’ll be good if we don’t go too fast. My
muscles are still a bit sore. Think you can magic us up some
directions?”





Nodding my head, I closed
my eyes, recalling the incantation from before. “In my eyes,
all things are as one. Perfect Vision.” I didn’t bother
opening my eyes, since the spell at this stage didn’t require
that. I soon found that, like before, I could see everything around
me. But unlike the last time I used this spell, or any variation of
the Scan spell, I couldn’t see through the stone of the
mountain. “Damn, it must be shielded or something, I can’t
pick up anything.”





“I’d ask about
your water trick, but we are short on water.” Denise shook her
head, casting her gaze up to me. “So, old fashioned way?”





“The only way.”
I nodded, and we began walking around the base of the mountain,
keeping an eye out for anything that looked like a cave entrance. Of
course, this was a truly large mountain, and it was at least two
dozen miles across. That meant walking the long way around would take
us days.





Unfortunately, it was the
only path we had the didn’t involve a long hike. We could see a
few trees and bushes following us along the edge of the forest, as if
waiting for us to head back in, or taunting us. Can trees taunt? Part
of me wanted to just roast this entire island, or summon a demon
swarm  to wipe out the forest. But the part of me that still had a
semblance of patience knew that doing that probably wouldn’t
get rid of what caused the forest to come to life in the first place.





Still, it was a nice
thought. That night, we camped at the base of the mountain, where I
made a shelter entirely out of stone. Not more plants for me, thank
you. I also cast a wide Alarm spell, making sure that nothing would
be able to sneak up on us. Hopefully this time the little folk
wouldn’t be coming around for a midnight visit, since both
Denise and myself were entirely worn out from a full day of walking.





Sure, we had seen some
things that looked like they could be caves, and hiked up to them.
Then we discovered they were just small holes that were filled in a
few feet in. Not much of a cave. Once darkness hit, I knew that
Lilith would be worried, so I spoke into the darkness about what we
found. There wasn’t much to tell honestly, except that the
forest came to life during the day and had a taste for flesh and
bone.





Since I didn’t get a
response from Lilith, I figured that she was still going to let me
take care of this myself unless I call for her. At this point, I
didn’t expect to be able to do anything. Maybe if I learned the
cause of the disturbance, I could report it back to the kingdom and
get an official party dispatched.





As I started falling to
sleep, I thought I heard a small pulse coming from around me. Not
much, just enough to make me aware of it. Thinking that it was just
my own pulse I was hearing, I let myself pass out.





I awoke alone, in the
darkness. Or, maybe I wasn’t awake at all? Beneath me was
neither stone nor grass nor sand, just an empty void. I
didn’t get killed in my sleep, did I? Or is this just another
dream?





I recalled the last dream
I experienced, and closed my eyes. Moving my hands, I performed the
actions as if I was going to stand up normally. To my great surprise,
I found myself on my feet within moments. “Walk the path
unseen, huh? Well, how am I supposed to find the fucking path if I
can’t see it?”





“You know where the
path is. You just have to find it.” The same voice echoed
through the darkness, and I found myself standing atop a mountain
surrounded by a forest. Guess this is the same
one.





“I have to find a
path that can’t be found, yet somehow already know where it is.
I can tell you right now, I have not seen any way into this
mountain.”





“No, you have not.”





“You seem to know
everything, so tell me. Why me? Why are you doing all this shit to
me?”





“You will
understand, when our paths finish crossing. For now, you must focus
on the task at hand. If you fail at this junction, there will be a
great many deaths to follow.”





“So no pressure…
just got to find out what can possess an entire forest, find an
invisible path into a mountain, and then somehow solve this crisis
before it unleashes a cataclysmic event.”





“You are the one
that has chosen this path to walk, as much as this path has chosen
you. But remember… if you fail…” Suddenly, a
shadow was cast over the mountain, engulfing it and the entire island
as trees withered and died, the darkness flowing outwards.





“I got it. Any more
vague advice you can give me before I go back?”





“Trust your
companion, and trust yourself.” Yup, a
great big helping of vague. “You did
ask for vague advice.” Was there a bit of attitude in the voice
that time?





The darkness returned for
just a brief moment, blocking out my vision of everything, before I
awoke in the stone shelter lying next to Denise. Maybe it was the
dream, but I was feeling particularly grumpy.





Sleeping past that point
was impossible, so I got up and checked the area to make sure we
hadn’t been attacked or invaded by man-eating vines. Seeing
that everything was okay, I sat down on a large rock next to the
shelter. Assuming that was a message from
‘god’ or whatever, how the hell am I supposed to find a
way in that can’t be seen?





“Trouble
sleeping..?” Denise yawned as she walked up next to me, eyes
mostly unfocused, and her blonde hair a mess from the uncomfortable
sleeping conditions.





“Kind of. I think
someone sent me a message in my dream, but it’s annoying and I
can’t figure it out.”





“Oh? What kind of
message?” I had never told Denise about my first dream, so
started by explaining that usually I don’t dream on this side.
Then I went on to tell her about the dream that I had last night,
with the prophecy of mass death if we didn’t figure this out,
and how it all relied on us finding some path that couldn’t be
found.





“Eh? You mean all
that hiking yesterday was for nothing? We wouldn’t be able to
spot the way in if we stumbled right on top of it?” She huffed
out, shaking her head. It seemed that she couldn’t make any
more sense of it than I could.





“Yeah, that would
appear to be the case. So… shall we go for just blowing the
mountain up?”





“...You scare me
sometimes, because I know you meant that seriously.”





“What? It’s
not like we have any better ideas.”





“How about we try
something else first? Your earth magic obviously works on the
mountain, or else we wouldn’t have had a roof over our heads
last night. Think you could make us a tunnel?” She looked up to
me with pleading eyes, easily conveying the request to not blow up an
island because I got pissed off.





“Fine, fine…
Give me a bit to work out a spell for that. I could probably use my
sculpt spell, but it would use way too much time and energy.” I
activated Sculpt Earth and Stone, and began etching out a diagram for
a tunnel spell.





“Thanks. I don’t
want to hike anymore… but I really don’t want to blow up
a mountain that may or may not contain some terrible creature too. I
mean, what if you just ended up letting it out?”





“Yeah, I get it. I
don’t have to like it, but I get it.” Either because of
the genuine effort I had put into researching this world’s
magic system, or the passive bonus from my skills, I was able to come
up with a suitable spell easily.






	
	
			
			
			Create Passage has been added to your Spell List.

		
	







“Okay, got it. Now…
let’s just make a nice convenient door for us to use…”
I pointed my Sculpt Earth and Stone spell at the ledge next to us,
gradually carving out a flat platform and wall in front of it.





“You cheat so bad.”





“I cheat so good.”
I grinned to Denise, walking up to the new wall. “Alright…
I’ve got no idea what we are going to be running into. So keep
your demon weapons ready.” I grabbed my magic staff and struck
it to the ground as I activated my new spell. It didn’t really
help to strike the ground, but I always wanted to do that, just to
feel more like a real mage.





In front of me, there was
the sound of stone rubbing against stone. A large rectangular
section, about six feet wide and seven tall, pushed inward in front
of me. From the center of the affected space, the stone gradually
rolled towards the edges as if it were being pushed aside. The result
was a small hallway that opened up before us.





Unfortunately, it was only
a few feet deep, and I had to constantly reapply the spell so that we
could move forward. I was keeping a watch out for any of the usual
suspects, such as a sudden increase in heat that could indicate a
volcano, or any sounds of drilling. All that I could notice, however,
was the wall forming in front of us as we walked forward. On the
bright side, this was a brilliant way to level up a spell and a
talent, and I was gradually gaining experience with both.





The walls formed by my
spell were smooth, but looked closer to being a mine shaft than
anything else. That thought worried me more than it should, because
mind shafts tend to use supports to prevent cave-ins, and we weren’t.
“So… just keep going straight?”





“Right into the
heart of the mountain….” Denise nodded behind me, making
sure nothing jumped into the tunnels after us.





“But… what if
we aren’t on the right path? What we’re looking for could
be closer to the top, or one of the other edges.”





“...Don’t
think about things like that. We’d have to dig out this entire
mountain.”





“You mean I’d
have to dig it out…”





“I’m here for
moral support.”





“Yeah…
thanks.” I tried to check my mental map of the area, but saw
that it was being blocked just like my Scan spell. Thus, I had no
idea how deep I was in this tunnel. After another ten minutes, Denise
had to pull out our illusion torch because the light wasn’t
reaching us anymore.





Thanks to all of this
tunneling, I had gained two levels in my nature magic, and my new
spell had already risen to Advanced level. At this point I was just
pointing my staff forward and channeling the spell while walking
casually.





“We’ve got to
be getting close, right? I can barely even see the entrance anymore…”
Denise muttered from behind me, not wanting to keep this up any more
than I did. Suddenly, we heard a new noise, and it was like the two
of us jumped in joy. At least, until we identified the noise as a
loud cracking. “That’s a bad noise. That’s a very
bad noise!”





Both Denise and myself
immediately turned around and ran back towards the direction we came,
as massive roots shot out from in front of where we were digging,
shattering the wall and revealing a writhing mass of plant life.
Aiming one hand behind me, I shot off a blast of hellfire down the
hall, hoping to destroy the plants as we ran. I heard the screeching
of the roots, but I dared not look to see if it killed them. “Why
the hell are there plants here? Weren’t they avoiding this
place?”





“Question later, run
now!” Denise shouted to me, keeping her pace deliberately slow
enough to match me in case she had to grab me. Eventually as we drew
closer to the exit, the sounds of stone being brushed aside by the
plants died down.





When we finally jumped out
of the entrance, we looked back and saw the distant shadows of
retreating vines. “Okay… I think it’s time we call
our nature expert..”





“There is no way
anything about that is natural.” Denise pointed inside the
passage. And what happened to them needing sunlight? Isn’t that
the whole reason the trees don’t attack at night?”





“Like I said.. I
think this is when we should summon Dariel.” As I said that, I
called up the spell in my mind, and the white doorway appeared beside
us, the elf maid stepping through in casual hunting clothes.





“You need something,
Jin?”





“...You weren’t
watching?” I blinked, having been sure that she would be up to
date on the situation.





“Ah, sorry, no. Ever
since you went to Hell I wasn’t able to get a lock on you, and
I didn’t know you were out yet. So, mind explaining?”





“Okay… so…
we came to this island to train, and there is a giant forest here.
Except, the giant forest is full of man-eating trees that have caused
the disappearance of every other living thing on this island except a
band of small tribesmen that have moved to the beach. The trees had
been avoiding this mountain, so we thought that the secret to
defeating it was inside… except there were even larger roots
that just attacked us when we went to investigate.”





“A forest of
man-eating plants… a mountain full of ravenous roots…
you don’t take an adventure half-way, do you?” She let
out a small smile, and then laughed. “Sorry, I see why you
called me. There are a number of things it could be. Do you have any
other information that could narrow it down?”





“Uh… the
trees only attack during the day, but there wasn’t any light in
the mountain so I can’t explain that. Also, the mountain itself
blocks any attempts at divination or detection magic.”





“Seen any dryads, or
treants?”





“...No? Unless
dryads are midgets wielding stone axes and wearing loincloths, we
haven’t seen anything like that.”





“Okay, let me do a
quick communion, see if I can find anything.” Dariel walked
over to the edge of the mountain, while Denise and I readied out
hellfire attacks in case the plants decided to attack her. Once she
was at the border of stone and soil, she kneeled down, touching the
ground. “I speak as one who knows the truth, has seen the past,
and journeys onwards. Wayward souls of wind and rain, earth and fire,
grant me the wisdom I seek.”





“I need to learn
that spell.” I sighed, thinking it would have saved us so much
time if I could just ask the dirt what was wrong. Hey
dirt, what’s eating you? Oh,
nothing, just a few moles.





A few moments later,
Dariel nodded, rubbing her hand along the ground. “I see. Thank
you.” After that, she stood up and walked back over to us, her
face grim. “It would seem to be a bit worse than you imagined.
Or better, depending on how you look at it.”





“I’m going to
go with worse.” Denise shook her head, stating immediately. I
had to agree, things suddenly getting better were unlikely.





“Well, you don’t
have to worry about the thousands of entities it appeared to be…
this is all one giant creature.”





“You mean…
that forest, and what is in the mountain is the same thing?”





“Well… that’s
where things get to the ‘worse’ stage.” Dariel’s
face was grim as she said this, and I couldn’t even ask her not
to say it. “That’s no mountain.”





Turning around, I looked
at the… mountain. Yep, it was a giant peak of stone rising out
of the ground over a thousand meters into the air. “It looks an
awful lot like a mountain.”





“Yeah, I’m no
expert.. but it does look like a mountain.” Denise readily
agreed with me. I mean, if that’s not a mountain, what is it?





“It’s not a
mountain… it’s an egg.”





“It’s a what
now?”





“Yes.. it’s an
egg. Whatever this creature is, it’s growing inside that
mountain. According to the nature spirits, that mountain didn’t
exist until three months ago, before it suddenly appeared and started
growing.”





“And all of these
trees connect back to it? What, through the roots or something?”





“Exactly. The trees
are absorbing any life energy they can find and feeding it into the
mountain. It would likely grow with just the sunlight, but feeding it
the energy of creatures appears to have accelerated its growth.”





“Again, we’re
talking about a creature so massive, a fucking mountain
is nothing but an egg for it. What kind of plant monster could be so
terrifying?” I couldn’t help myself, this shit is just
wrong.





“I honestly don’t
know. The shape wasn’t clear because of all the roots. All I
can tell you is that it takes up almost the entire  space of the
mountain.”





“So when we were
walking through the mountain earlier..”





“You were walking
under it, yes.”





Denise decided to ask the
million gild question. “How do we kill it?”





“Pardon?”





“Jin got some kind
of dream prophecy that if we don’t deal with this, a bunch of
people are going to die.” Denise summarized half of my anxiety
into a simple sentence, and Dariel glanced towards me.





“I see.. Have you
consulted with Lilith on the matter?”





“Until you said just
how big the scale of this thing is, we really hadn’t seen the
reason. You were our nature consultant. We didn’t know that we
would need the most fearsome fighter of Hell to join us too.”





“Well.. you might
want to call her.” Dariel spoke softly, obviously not wanting
us to take whatever this is on alone.





“Alright. Open,
Hell’s Gate.” I pointed towards the mountain, and a black
gate rose up, tearing through the stone. When it was fully above
ground, it opened up to the Queen’s throne room. “Hey
Levy, we got a problem. Mind asking Lilith--.” I never got to
finish my sentence because I was being suddenly tackled by a hundred
and twenty pounds of demon.





“Oh good, you’re
safe! Levy lost you for a little while so we were worried!”
Lilith was hanging on tight to me, and I thought I heard a bone pop
from my back.





“Need…
breathe… air..”





“Oh! Sorry!”
Lilith blushed, releasing me to take big gulps of air. “What
happened?”












Chapter
28









“Oh dear… so
that’s why Levy couldn’t track you.” Lilith nodded
after I went through the situation with her, including the
information we just learned from Dariel. “You said it was dark,
but I couldn’t hear you either. Whatever this is can soak up
detection spells far too well if it can block my power.”





“Yeah.. and given
the scale of it, I think you can see why we called you in.” I
glanced up to the mountain again, thinking this was still quite a bit
bigger than the sea monster she humiliated the other day.





“I understand, and
thanks for counting on me. Though, truth be told I’ve no idea
what I’m up against either. Is it alright if I bring one of my
generals in on this? Dremor is known for knowing about pretty much
everything.”





“If you think he can
help, then please. The only thing we know for sure that works is
hellfire, so we’ve been using that to attack.”





“At least we know
something that works. Alright. Dremor the Wise, your queen requests
an audience with you.” Lilith raised her voice as she spoke to
the air, her words carrying on the breeze. Moments later, a blue
swirl of light erupted beside her, turning into a blue demon wearing
a robe.





The demon-- Dremor, I
assume-- kneeled down in front of Lilith. “You have summoned
me, Queen Lilith?”





“That’s right.
It appears that there is a creature growing within this mountain
which may well threaten countless lives. From what Jin has told me,
the mountain itself is little more than an egg, while the surrounding
forest feeds it nutrients by consuming any creatures it comes
across.”





“I see. You wish to
learn about this creature, to best prevent its rampage.” When
Lilith nodded, Dremor continued. “Even for you, this will be no
easy battle, my queen. For there are only two plants that could grow
so large, and this is not the world tree.”





“Then speak its
name, Dremor.”





“My queen, I fear
that this is a nature dragon. The likes of which has not been birthed
for over a thousand years.” When Dremor gave his conclusion,
both Dariel and Lilith had their faces go stiff.





“I see.. Are there
any of the old ones nearby that could claim it?”





“There are not. The
dragons abandoned these lands some time ago, so I believe that this
fledgeling was placed here many years ago, waiting for the chance to
grow.”





I decided to intervene in
this conversation, because this was not at all looking good. “Pardon
me… but if this is just the fledgeling stage.. how large will
the dragon become when it hatches?”





Dremor looked back to me
with a faint smile. “Depending on the quality of its food, a
nature dragon can easily grow to be bigger than this entire island.
They are among the most powerful of the dragon races.”





“So.. is there
anything we can do to stop it?”





“You may be the
inheritor of the King’s magic, but you are not yet strong
enough to face even a lesser dragon. For a fully grown nature dragon,
it would require all of the generals gathered together. Thankfully,
this is but a fledgeling. The queen and a single general would be
able to safely ensure victory.”





Okay, so being told I
wouldn’t be able to handle even the weakest of dragons may have
been a blow to my ego. But I couldn’t deny that he was probably
right. “So there is nothing that the rest of us can do to
help?”





Lilith smiled to me, “You
found this creature before it could cause a disaster. Had you chosen
a different island, it might have hatched and hidden in the sea, not
emerging until it was too large to be fought by any reasonable force.
This much is enough.”





“Pardon me, queen
Lilith, but there is yet a role for him. Even if you were to bring
Halor to this battle, it would be in vain without someone keeping the
forest in check.”





Lilith turned her
attention to Dremor, her gaze suddenly colder. “What do you
mean?”





“The dragon is
already one with the forest of this island. If it finds itself in
danger, then it can hasten its growth to maturity by sacrificing the
plants as well as the animals. Someone must eliminate as much of its
influence in the forest as possible, while you and your chosen
general fight. It would be a simple matter for you to destroy the
forest, but doing so would immediately wake the dragon, and your
magic would be too depleted to fight.”





She sighed deeply, nodding
to Dremor’s words. “Very well, you are right. What do you
propose?”





“Call Halor to fight
with you, and then dispatch Belial and Krath as well, along with
myself. The three of us can take points of the island to wipe out the
forest, while Jin and his companions take the last point. Against the
forest, hellfire is an effective weapon, and the elf priestess is a
master of nature magic. She should be able to disrupt the control
enough to level the field.”





Dariel raised her eyebrows
to Dremor, obviously wondering how he knew so much about her. Then
again, Lilith said he was known for knowing about everything. I
suppose that includes hidden elf clans.





“I don’t like
it… but I trust you, Dremor. You earned the title of the Wise,
so I shall heed your council. Very well, on this day I will mobilize
four generals of hell, and take the field of battle myself.” I
saw a smile spread across Lilith’s lips. “It’s been
too long since we were able to stretch for a bit.”





“I am pleased that
you approve of my plan, Queen Lilith. It would be wise to perform the
attack as soon as the sun sets, when the trees become less active.
Though they will still react to such present danger and resort to
using their stored energy, it will make it a more even fight for
those in the surroundings.”





She nodded again, and
looked towards me. “Will you be careful, Jin? I’m sorry
to have to use you in this fight as well..”





“Don’t be
sorry, I’m glad I can do something aside from simply watching.
And I’ll be as careful as ever. I’ve got a few tricks
hidden up my sleeves for emergencies too, you know?” God
I hope I can come up with a few useful tricks.





Lilith smiled to me again
and laughed softly. “Very well, I’ll entrust you with
this. There are a few hours yet before the sun sets, so make what
preparations you need to. I’ll explain this matter to the other
generals. Summoning four knights of Hell in one place may itself be
seen as an act of danger, so I must wait to call them until the
battle begins.”





I nodded to her, and
pulled out my grimoire as I sat on a nearby rock. I had never
actually used the ability it had to allow me to raise my Magic Talent
level temporarily by studying it, but for this I’d need any
boost of power I can get. Likewise, I spent the points I had received
from leveling my nature magic in the tunnels. The result was that I
finally hit my goal of 500 intelligence!






	
	
			
			
			Your Intelligence has risen to over 500. A new
			Intelligence-related Talent will be granted based on your style of
			play.

			
			

			

			
			New Talent Unlocked!

			
			

			

			
			Origin Magic - These are the spells of creation,
			capable of making various creatures or items with the caster’s
			power.

			
			

			

			
			Create Lesser Object has been added to your Spell
			List.

		
	







Eh? I got a talent
version of my grimoire ability? But it seems a bit different…
this doesn’t imply automatic proficiency, and the items created
might be permanent. So it’s really a good reward!
I decided to take a look at the new spell to see what it said.






	
	
			
			Create
			Lesser Object(1/10 Beginner)- This spell enables the caster to
			create objects from their mana. These objects become as real as
			what they were designed after. It is not possible to create
			currency in this manner. The level of detail allowed will grow
			with the spell’s level. This spell can not create enchanted
			objects, but objects created with this spell may be enchanted.

			
			Chant: I have discovered the origin, and bring it
			forth anew. Arise, and bring your light unto the world.

		
	







So really, it’s
an improved version of my Lesser Creation, but I won’t be able
to just pull it off on the spot as easily. Also, what’s with
not being able to make money? How does that make sense?





Denise looked to me and
smiled, seeing my face. “You got something good, didn’t
you?”





“Not for this fight,
but it will come in handy later. Right now, I need to work on a
really big hellfire spell.”





“How big?”





“Big big.”





“That’s big.”
Denise laughed for a bit and sat down beside me. “You up for
this battle? I mean, the two of us barely made it through the forest
alive before.”





“Yeah, but that was
during the day. At night, didn’t we sleep peacefully in the
forest a full night without an issue?”





“True. I hope it can
go that easily.”





“I have faith in us.
Besides, we’re just cutting off its fingers. It’s Lilith
and that Halor person that are actually fighting the dragon.” I
smirked, and stood up, leveling out a large section of the ground to
begin working on my diagram for the spell I wanted to make.





“True… what
are you doing?”





“I need the room.”





“...Big big?”





“Very big.” I
nodded, sitting in the middle of the space I cleared out and
focusing. This had to be a spell more complex than any other I had
created or used yet. Its power wouldn’t rival the Open Pit, but
the complexity would be unmatched. I estimated it would take at least
seven circles to fully create the spell. If I didn’t have my
game skills assisting me, I likely wouldn’t be able to conjure
the diagram in battle to cast it.





I spent the rest of the
evening like that, creating various spells to use in the battle.
There was no way for me to test them out, but I could judge their
worth by their descriptions. In the end, I only made three spells,
but I had to hope they were enough.





Lilith appeared beside me
again, giving me a hug and wishing me luck before she stepped in
front of the mountain. The sun was about to set, so the time for the
big fight was almost here. “The generals are ready and waiting
for my call. You guys get in position, and again… good luck.”
Lilith aimed a sad smile at me, before stretching out her hand.





“Demon Queen Lilith,
sovereign of Hell and ruler of the shadows calls for her armor, and
her blade.” She spoke in likely the most serious tone I had
ever heard from her, before hellfire rose up around her body. The
typical black armor she usually wore was expanded, going from an…
ahem… breastplate… to actual armor that covers her
entire being. Slowly, the black armor plates spread across her body,
turning her into a black flaming knight. Even her tail received a
layer of armor, and the eyes of her helmet were lit up with a bright
red glow.





On her left hand, the
black metal extends into four inch claws, with a small shield coming
up from her wrist. In her right hand, a spiral of hellfire formed
into the hilt and scabbard of a black greatsword two meters long
which she lifted with ease using only the one hand. The Worldlore
that had previously displayed only her Succubus race now changed,
writing out Demon Queen above her head.





I nodded to Lilith,
watching her transformation, and then turned back to the others. I
had my own changes as well, but nothing so significant. On my hands
were nine rings of fire, one on each finger save for my left thumb.
This was the first of my spells, a backup mana source called the Nine
Rings of Hell. “Okay, the sun’s setting, so we should be
safe for a bit. I’ll teleport us directly to our target, and
when the battle starts I’ll try to help out as much as I can.”





Denise smiled to me,
“It’ll be alright, Jin. We’ve got five of the most
powerful demons in history helping out today.” She held a hand
out to me, which I took as I nodded to her. Thankfully, my nine rings
weren’t damaging spells, and the flames were little more than
representations.





Dariel nodded as well.
“She’s right. Have a bit more faith in us.” When I
held out my other hand, she took it without hesitation. Denise
momentarily stiffened her face when she realized what was coming
next, and then we teleported to the camp we stayed in on our first
night here, though now it was entirely overrun by trees. When I cast
the spell, the ring on my right pinky flickered a bit, but held
strong.





Immediately, both of the
women assumed their formations, the three of us standing back to back
in order to prevent the forest from attacking from a blind spot.
Dariel stood without weapon, whereas Denise had Omen in her hand and
Nightshade on her back. I had my grimoire opened, knowing that even a
moment’s hesitation could be deadly in this fight. If it
weren’t for my other two spells, I wouldn’t bother using
it. But, I had to cast the chants for these two in order for it to
work effectively.





We had to have been miles
from the base of the mountain, but still Lilith’s voice
resonated clearly around us. “On this day, the demon race has
once more seen the dawn of battle. As Demon Queen, I call forth the
champions to face this trial with me. Answer my call, Krath the
Cunning, Belial the Fierce, Dremor the Wise, and Halor the Strong.
Show your power to this world, as it has not seen in untold years.”





Through the tops of the
trees, I could see dark clouds circling above the island, as if
several tornadoes were about to form all at once. Instead, however,
dark pillars shot down from the clouds, each one landing at a
different point on the island. From where I was, the only one that I
could see must have been Halor, the one to fight with Lilith. 






He arrived kneeling, but
still his form was over fifty feet tall. His skin was covered in
metal rings circling around his limbs, his torso, even his neck. On
his face he had a single large, black eye, while his hands each only
had three fingers and a thumb. Once he stood, he began growing even
more, not stopping until he was half the size of the mountain he was
fighting. It was hard to tell at this distance, but it looked like
another figure jumped up and landed on his shoulder. Probably
Lilith.





When the four generals of
Hell arrived, the forest trembled. No, literally, every tree, shrub,
and vine began shaking from either fear or anticipation. These four
beings could either be the meal that fuels the dragon’s growth,
or the cause of its destruction.





Realizing it was time for
the battle, I began my own preparations as well. “Spirits of
the second world, demons of the deepest pit. Grant me knowledge,
grant me wisdom, grant me power. Bestow upon me that which may help
those I hold dear.” My hands pressed against the shoulders of
my companions, and they became wrapped in the black and red flames
that we knew worked against this enemy. My second spell, Hellfire’s
Blessing, allowing me to extend my Hellfire Aura to friendly targets.





“Guardians of the
eternal gates, wandering souls trapped in the abyss. I summon you
before me and request aid for one who is to do battle on my behalf.
Grant them your protection, and devour those unworthy.” This
time, the spell I cast was on Dariel alone, and didn’t have an
immediate effect. Finally, I activated my own aura. “We’ve
got to do this quick, so don’t hold anything back.”





Seeming to notice our
preparations, or perhaps reacting to the other battles in the forest,
roots and vines began reaching out at us. Thanks to the auras I
placed on the three of us, any vines that touched us would be turned
to ash within seconds. Sadly, the mana consumption for keeping three
auras activated like this was enormous, and the first of the nine
rings had already faded away. “Dariel, use your widest area
spell. It doesn’t matter if it deals damage or not.”





She glanced at me
suddenly, but then nodded. “Okay, cover me.” Denise and I
moved to opposite sides of her, slashing and burning any plants that
got near. “I am the voice of the wind and falling rain. I am
the herald of the thunder, the bringer of destruction. I am the storm
that feeds, the storm that devours.”





Lightning began arcing
amongst the clouds overhead, and the forest seemed to realize it
wasn’t getting anywhere with the small attacks. But really? Did
they have to try to start falling on us? After traveling with me,
Denise knew that you can’t allow a spell to be interrupted, so
she was the first to act. “Demon blade, hellfire slash!”
The thin wave of flames struck the falling tree head on, cutting it
in two and diverting it just enough to avoid falling on us while it
burned.





“I call on the storm
of kings, let your thunder be the march that heralds the end! Emperor
Storm!” Dariel’s posture fell slightly as she activated
what had to be her biggest spell. A bright white light shot out from
her and up into the clouds above, and then the clouds themselves
appeared to be lit with a white flame. This flame was further
extended to the falling rain, crashing against friend and foe alike.





The true purpose of her
spell, though, was likely the wave of lightning that struck several
parts of the island at once. That wasn’t what I was after
though. The rain was enough for me. When the white flame came into
contact with the trees, they visibly slowed down, starting to wither.
This was the effect of my final spell, Soulfire Blessing. This spell
can only be used on another mage, and costs a large amount of soul
energy to cast, but it adds a life draining effect to the target’s
spells, selectively affecting perceived enemies.





Already, the second and
third rings on my hands were gone, and I had to hope this would be
over before I was completely out of energy. I heard a large crash in
the distance behind me, and turned to see that Halor had shattered
the mountain with his fists. Finally, I was able to see what was
behind all of this.





Emerging from its ‘egg’,
a mass of vines and trees shaped like a single gigantic animal
appeared. Even in this early stage of its life, the immense Halor
could not be compared to it in size. Its eyes were like two green
bulbs, its fangs and claws trees. When it extended its wings, they
could be seen above me even at this distance. But its roar, that
could truly be said to belong to the king of dragons, the volume of
it knocking the three of us off our feet.





Thanks to the Emperor
Storm, we didn’t have much problem with the rest of the trees
in our area, walking slowly towards the next position. I was using
the claws from my aura to attack with, afraid to cast any other
spells and accelerate the mana consumption. I was down to just five
rings, now. And the battle was only just beginning.





I could barely spare a
glance to the fight at the center of the island between attacking and
dodging. Even with all of my defenses, I would still take damage
briefly when a thorned vine struck me, and I knew that allowing a
tree to fall on me was not a wise career move. What I saw when I
could spare that brief glance, was the dragon breathing out a cone of
green light at Halor, smothering him in vines that he struggled to
pull off. The dragon’s head suddenly shot to the side, and I
imagined Lilith kicking it to get its attention.





Back to my own fight, we
were starting to encounter some interesting things as well.
Apparently, this forest had more than simply trees and shrubs. Vines
had come together, writhing in place until a form took shape.
Standing like a large hound, the green beast had three claws on each
of its four feet. Its eyes were large berries, while its teeth were
thorns. Above its head a name faded into view. Lesser
Vine Beast.





Around it, three more Vine
Beasts, all with identical appearances, began to form. Once the four
enemies were ready, they dashed towards us far faster than the vines
had moved on their own earlier. It seemed that coming together like
this countered the drain that the raining soulfire was causing. Or
they simply had so much life force that it wasn’t making a
dent.





Either way, they ran
serpentine patterns, moving out of the way of two of Denise’s
flaming slashes before closing the distance. They first one struck at
me with its plant claws, and I cried out when it dealt a full fifty
damage. To a fighter that might be nothing, but my maximum health was
less than three hundred. My aura scorched the claw of the beast, but
it quickly regenerated it with more vines that crawled onto its body.







Denise was faring much
better than myself, her full speed being unleashed and surpassing the
two hounds she fought by leaps and bounds -- literally. It was all
they could do to get away with minor wounds, unable to land even a
single hit on her. Still, any wounds she inflicted were quickly
healed by more vines. Glancing down, I saw that I was down to just
two of my nine rings now.





Dariel, like Denise, was
doing much better than myself. In fact, she had already dealt with
her vine beast by causing it to wither away with her nature magic.
Wow… I am the weakest person here.
Wasn’t I supposed to be the cheat?





Deciding I couldn’t
do this with just my aura, I activated my Scan spell and manifested a
scimitar. With this, the fight between myself and the vine beast
became more even, with me being able to read its movements enough to
dodge, and occasionally inflicting damage on it. Dariel, having used
one massive spell already, was saving her energy.





“Denise, I’m
about to have to cancel your aura. Think you can make do with your
speed alone?” I shouted towards Denise when my eighth ring
faded. 






“Running out of
juice already, I’m disappointed!” Denise grinned to me,
showing that she was having quite a bit of fun. “Go ahead and
take it down. These guys can’t catch up to me.” Releasing
Omen, she let it fade back into her bracelet before grabbing the bow
Nightshade, sending two arrows of darkness into her opponents. As the
arrows hit, the vine beasts sagged, half of their bodies falling off
to the ground and withering faster than more vines could come to
replace them.





Seeing that she was indeed
handling the situation, I released her aura and used the remaining
magic in my last ring to fire a hellfire bolt at my own hound,
killing it with my first ranged attack tonight. With the last ring
faded away, my mana was gradually decreasing. It’d take too
long to cast the nine rings spell again, so I just focused on
conserving energy while doing what I could to fight.





Denise quickly took care
of her enemies, but then we heard two large crashes. One was from the
dragon in the distance being knocked to the ground, but another came
from in front of us. This time, rather than vines, entire trees were
twisting and coming together, snapping apart to form joints of eight
massive limbs.





“Tell me that
isn’t…” I glanced up to the rapidly forming
creature, which had a round body made from the tops of the eight
trees, snapping fangs from protruding branches, and eight pinecone
eyes. This one had a name in much larger print above its head.
Greater Vine Beast.





There is way too much
difference between a lesser and a greater vine beast! That thing is
practically a titan!





“It’s a giant
tree spider.” Denise shuddered next to me.





“How.. do we take
that thing out..” I grumbled to myself. Well, on the bright
side, this thing was slow as hell since it had to lift legs made out
of trees.





“Oh, I actually
think this’ll be easier than fighting the little ones. Even you
can dodge this guy.” She smiled, shooting several dark arrows
up into the tree spider, but unlike the hounds before, there was no
apparent damage done to this one. With a sigh, she switched back to
Omen, swinging a cut of hellfire when the monster turned to face her.





Her slash easily connected
with the spider’s body, but… maybe it shouldn’t
have? Before the wound was sealed by vines and branches, a dozen
lesser vine beasts fell to the ground like drops of blood. “Take
it back, this will not be easier!” I groaned out, aiming my
hand at the spider. Was hoping to avoid using
this much mana… 






Since Dariel was draining
the monsters to uselessness before they could attack her, I cancelled
the Hellfire Blessing on her as well, the balance of my magic now
allowing me to recover it even with my own aura still on. “As
one who has formed a contract with the underworld, may my command be
spoken and understood. Appear and rise, devour all, and crush the
souls before me. Open Pit.” Red light shone out from below the
vine beasts before the ground was ripped away in a burst of flames.
“Rise from the legion, Tome Demons. Aid us in our battle.”





Five figures rose up out
of the pit, flying straight up. Clad in red robes, these black
humanoids each had red eyes and two horns. When they encountered the
lesser vine beasts, they simply waved their hands and the monsters
flew into the flaming pit. Seeing the greater vine beast, they moved
towards the edge of the pit, aiming their hands at its center of
mass.





Streams of flame shot from
the Tome Demons and began incinerating the giant monster, causing
hordes of flaming vine beasts to fall directly into the pit below it,
until the monster’s legs gave way and it, too, fell into the
pit. With their initial target dealt with, the five demons each gave
me a nod and descended back from whence they came, the pit closing
behind them.





“That is such a
cheat spell.” Denise smirked to me, shooting a stray vine beast
that had run up towards her.





“That cheat spell
used half of my magic…” I grumbled as I focused on
letting my mana recover for a bit. Then, we heard more cracking wood
around us that grabbed our attention. Fearing that more greater
beasts were about to appear, we readied ourselves for battle. What we
saw wasn’t a monster appearing, though, a tree was simply
withering away into nothing before our eyes.





Knowing what this had to
mean, I looked back to the battle at the center of the island. One of
the feet of the dragon had been severed, but as more trees began to
wither and die it was quickly being healed faster than more damage
would appear. “Shit, this still isn’t fast enough.”
I was tempted to use Magus Wrath to wipe out the rest of our area,
but I couldn’t be certain that one of the generals hadn’t
finished up their end and wouldn’t be where I targeted.





Beside me, Dariel began
casting simple Gust spells, but this too carried the white fire from
the Soulfire Blessing. The result wasn’t so much that it pushed
the plants back, but it caused many to wither away as the life force
was sucked dry. “This is a really convenient spell..”





“Stuff he makes
usually is. That’s why I call him a cheat.” Dariel had
moved to shooting her shadow arrows indiscriminately. The benefit of
being surrounded to such a degree, you are guaranteed to hit no
matter where you aim. While her arrows didn’t inflict wounds,
the area they touched on a plant would soon begin to decay. Truly a
demon bow’s power.





“You two call me a
cheat, yet I’ve only killed small fries so far..” I shook
my head, taking a lesson from Denise and began firing off Hellfire
Bolts towards any random tree, bush, or suspicious vine. With the
rapid use of spells, my mana once again was steadily falling. Unlike
when we were scaring off the tribesmen, this time a forest fire was
precisely what we wanted to do. 






During all of this, I
learned an interesting combination. Hellfire, which fades on both the
physical and the spirit, spreads greatly when it comes into contact
with a spell enhanced by Soulfire. Like throwing water on a grease
fire. It didn’t have so much an effect on my aura, but the
soulfire rain and gusts were causing my bolts to run rampant through
the forest. Now that I was contributing my own spells, and pulling
off such combinations, we were quickly wiping out our area. It was
hard to determine when a lesser vine beast appeared since it would be
burnt immediately.





Dariel seemed to realize
the combination as well, because the next time a great vine beast
formed, both Denise and I launched hellfire attacks, while she
followed up with a soulfire gust. The three effects joined into one
and formed a giant cone of flames that destroyed the vine beast in
one go.





It didn’t take much
longer before we met up with Krath, who had been working his way
towards us after finishing off his own area. “I see you three
are still doing okay. Get everything taken care of?” He was
wearing the same black armor I saw him in the first time I met him,
and dual wielding black longswords that had spikes running along the
back of their blades.





I glanced back, just
noticing the widespread destruction we had been causing, walking like
flamethrowers through the island forest. What wasn’t ash was on
its way to becoming so, and for the first time in a while I could see
the coast. “Looks like it. We’re the last ones to
finish?”





“Yeah, but we
weren’t really expecting you guys to do all that much. We just
needed another distraction.” Krath grinned to me and started
laughing. Then, turning his head, he looked towards the center of the
island. “Up to those two now.”





“You guys aren’t
going to help her?” I asked, curious why they were letting her
fight with just Halor.





“She wouldn’t
want us to. This is the first time we’ve fought in a while, so
let’s let her enjoy it.”





I nodded, turning my Scan
spell towards the battle to help me watch it, now vaguely able to
make out even Lilith at this distance.












Chapter
29









“Where are the other
two? Dremor and… Belial, wasn’t it?” I asked Krath
while watching the fight intently. Though, given the distance, I
ended up recasting my Scan so that I could use Walking Vision and get
a closer look.





“They should be
together on the northern end of the island, keeping position incase
something troubling happened.” I could hear his response even
as my vision soared closer to the battlefield. Finally, I could see
what was actually going on.





Fighting an opponent far
larger than even he, Halor had received multiple injuries early on in
the fight. Surprisingly, his role was mostly support. The tank and
damage dealer of the duo was undoubtedly Lilith, who would vanish in
front of an attack to let it strike nothing but air only to appear
next to the dragon and swing her giant sword.





By the time my vision was
able to capture the entire scene, the fighting appeared to be almost
equal. While the dragon hadn’t been able to inflict any damage
on Lilith, he was also recovering as fast as she could hurt him.
Lilith flew at eye level with the dragon, easily a mile into the air,
supported by black leathery wings that she never possessed before
when I saw her.





The dragon let out another
ungodly roar before raising one of its claws with a speed something
that size should never possess, the motion all but a blur. Even so,
by the time it reaches the space where Lilith was flying, she was
gone. At the same moment, she appeared below the dragon’s
stomach, clenching her left fist and bringing it up in a punch that
lifted the dragon several feet off the ground. Of course, she was
gone again before it could crash into her.





By now, the soulfire rain
had stopped, and the storm above was simply a leftover effect from
the spell Dariel had cast before. Rather than a magical construct, it
had become a natural even instigated by magic. Maybe it was because
of that, but the dragon never seemed to truly be hurt by Lilith’s
powerful attacks.





 Once it failed to crush
her with its weight, the giant creature aimed its mouth at her,
firing a blue beam of energy. Wasn’t its
breath weapon before green? As I watched,
Lilith again avoided the attack of the dragon, and when the great
breath struck the sea beyond the island, it created a path of ice
that went into the distance. Don’t tell
me it can use breath weapons of any natural element?





I was reminded of my own
Nature Magic bonuses, which gave me resistance to all elements, as
well as darkness and light. This dragon definitely had a much greater
version of that. No, if anything he either has total immunity or the
ability to absorb such effects.





“It’s okay,
Jin. Mom won’t lose so easily..” An unexpected voice
spoke next to me, and I felt a hand on my shoulder.





“L-Levy? What are
you doing here?” Krath must have been shocked to have Lilith’s
daughter appear on the field as well.





“I noticed that the
fighting had stopped, so I decided to come watch too.”





You’re watching
this through my eyes or something, aren’t you?





“Yup!” Levy
let out a happy confirmation to my thoughts, and I shook my head.
You’re supposed to be the one bonded to
me. Isn’t this totally a one-sided connection?





With the dragon distracted
by Lilith, Halor appeared behind it, grabbing at its thorned tail and
pulling it back. Even for someone named the Strong, such a feat had
to be difficult, because the dragon did not allow itself to be
dragged far. When the dragon turned around to face him, it brought
back one of its claws and slashed across his chest, causing a deep
gash that sent him tumbling backwards.





Krath chuckled next to me,
able to see most of these events on his own, likely. “He may be
the Strong, but he’s not quite smart enough to use it. Looks
like the fight is up to the Queen now.”





Indeed, after receiving
such a wound, Halor vanished into a black light. “Will it be
alright by just herself? Didn’t Dremor said that she would need
him for this fight?”





“Dremor’s plan
probably needed Halor until the forest was dealt with. Now, that
fellow’s healing should be slower, and Queen Lilith can stop
holding herself back.”





“...This is still
her holding back?” I could clearly see the fight, so I thought
he must be joking. But sure enough, when Halor disappeared a cold
smile spread over Lilith’s face. Along her sword, a series of
runes began lighting up, and then it was like her sword absorbed all
light around her. Where Lilith had been before, her figure was now
distorted by a swirling darkness. “What are those weapons…”





“Queen Lilith wields
the two treasures of Hell’s armory. The greatsword Voidshaper,
and the armor Nightmare Gauntlet.” Krath explained simply.





“Okay..” I was
wondering what the hell that meant, but decided to leave it at that.





Sorry, I don’t
know either.





That’s right,
you’ve probably never seen Lilith fighting, have you?





Nope, but she’s
really strong, isn’t she?





While Levy and I exchanged
these silent remarks, Lilith had vanished again, creating a deep
black cut along the dragon’s neck. It seemed that when the
Voidshaper was released, it caused those kinds of wounds, and the
dragon wasn’t able to heal it as quickly.





Noticing its sudden
disadvantage, holes began opening up on the shoulders of the dragon,
vines and trees ripping apart to form two additional mouths. That
is so cheating. The creature lifted its head,
and all three mouths shot different breath weapons. Its right
shoulder launched a pure white light, the left launching a wave of
darkness. Finally, the main mouth shot a green beam like it had used
before against Halor.





Seeing the attacks coming
at her, Lilith simply remained hovering in the air, taking all three
breath weapons at once. Darkness and light collided, forming a
chaotic spiral that collided with her comparatively small form.
Meanwhile the green light came in from a different path, overlapping
the other two attacks.





When the dust settled and
the result could be seen, Lilith was still floating where she had
been. To defeat those attacks, she had simply raised the shield from
her gauntlet, and that had apparently been enough. After the green
light hit, she was covered in a mass of vines, but those were
immediately destroyed by a burst of hellfire.





Completely unharmed
after taking three breath weapons from the strongest dragon?
And people call me a cheat! Her level had to be nearly ten thousand
or something to have that kind of power.





Seeing the unfavorable
result of its massive attack, the dragon let out another roar, its
great wooden wings giving a downward swing that released a powerful
wind throughout the area. It was enough that it caused me to be
knocked back and wind up laying on the ground. Unfortunately, I had
no motor control while working the Walking Vision, so I just laid
there.





After the beat of its
wings, the dragon began flying upwards, seeming to be looking for an
escape. Lilith watched it impassively, before flying to action,
taking off after it. Her first strike severed the end of the dragon’s
tail, sending it crashing to the ground with a substantial impact.





Now that it wasn’t
on the ground anymore, I expected its healing ability to be
compromised, but rather it seemed to be accelerated from flying into
the storm. A bolt of lightning struck the creature, and suddenly its
tail was restored. This was the power of a nature dragon, a being
with dominion over all of nature.





But this was only a
fledgeling, whereas Lilith was a matured queen that had dominion of a
realm in her own right. Now that they were airborne, her hit and run
tactics became even more effective, swarming around the dragon like
an insect. Thanks to her insane speed, the dragon couldn’t
react fast enough to counterattack, and black cuts began appearing
all over its body as fast as the storm could heal it.





Breath weapons of fire,
ice, lightning and wind were fired off in random directions,
impacting the sea and the island and sailing into the sky. Lilith’s
battle experience became apparent as she easily avoided the multiple
assaults, taking no damage while inflicting some bit by bit.





Like had been done by the
vine beast when Denise struck it with a shadow arrow, the vines
composing the dragon’s body began to sag in the wake of the
repeated onslaught. Now and again, a few would fall to the ground,
causing the island to shudder under the impact. Still, the dragon
refused to surrender this battle, using whatever tactic it could to
get the upper hand.





The storm itself turned
into an enemy to Lilith, lightning striking down at her any time she
got close enough to land a hit on the dragon. The result both healed
the dragon and warded her off, but that only lasted for a few
moments. Afterwards, when the lightning struck she would absorb it
into the shield of her armor, and then rake her claws along the
dragon’s hide. 






Four lines of hellfire
traced along those cuts and continued traveling along the beast’s
body until its rapid healing could negate the damage. So, her
gauntlet could absorb magical attacks and use them as fuel for
hellfire? That was quite a useful ability.





Once her victory seemed
assured, Lilith flew up above the body of the dragon, raising her
sword into the air. Grasping it with both hands for the first time,
twin spirals of hellfire launched up from the blade and rose far into
the sky. Likely fueling it with both her own magic and all of the
energy she had absorbed during the fight, she brought her sword down,
the fires cleanly cutting the dragon in two.





At first I expected it to
burst into flames and turn to ash, but instead as the dragon died its
body reverted to trees and vines which fell to the earth. It would
seem that Lilith had won the battle without taking any damage at all.
But really, she had used an insane amount of magic, right? If that
had turned into a war of attrition, the dragon might have been able
to win thanks to constantly absorbing the elements to replenish its
health and energy.





When the vines and trees
landed on the ground, they formed a large pile where the mountain
used to be, at about half its former size. Lilith, meanwhile, flew
straight down to where we were, her sword vanishing and black armor
reverting to the revealing outfit she typically wore.





“What’s wrong
with Jin? Why’s he laying down like that with his eyes closed,
did he get hurt?” She immediately approached me with a pained
look. Levy smiled up to her mother and shook her head.





“No, he was just
watching you fight with a spell and couldn’t move his body.”





“Levy..? I thought
you weren’t going to fight?” She glared accusingly to
Levy while I returned my vision to my body.





“She didn’t.
She came in after the fighting was all over to watch you.”





“Jin!” After
hearing me speak, Lilith launched herself at me, holding me tight.
“Stop worrying me like that!”





“Really.. aren’t
you too strong? You dared to call me a cheat, and yet you have that
kind of power.” I laughed, patting Lilith on the back and
looking around. Denise was smirking while shaking her head, and Krath
was joining me in my laugh. Levy just seemed to sit there next to me
smiling at her mom with an amazed expression.





“Yeah, well.. I’ve
had thousands of years to get this good. What’s your excuse?”





“Having women not
letting me slack off, of course.” That caused Denise, Lilith,
and Dariel to all laugh together.





Denise walked over and
pated me on the head. “If we let you slack off, we wouldn’t
get to have so much fun.”





“But sometimes a guy
needs a break, you know?”





Lilith smiled to me,
finally releasing me from the tight hug. When she did, Levy jumped
into her arms.





“You were awesome!”
She said, clinging onto a laughing Lilith.





“Thanks. Haven’t
had a good fight like that in a long time.”





Slowly rising to my feet,
I looked over towards the demoness. “Is Halor going to be
alright? That wound seemed pretty serious.”





“He’ll
recover. It’s not like we’ll be needing to bring him out
again for a while, so he has plenty of time to heal.”





“I see..” I
nodded to her, understanding that they really didn’t get out of
Hell very often.





At that time, two figures
came towards us from the distance. One, I recognized to be Dremor, so
I could assume that the other was Belial. In most respects, he looked
like Krath, except his hair was a bright red. Also, instead of
Krath’s full plate armor, Belial only wore normal-looking
clothes.





“Good fight, Queen
Lilith!” Belial called out with an exaggerated smile as he
closed the distance between us. “I had forgotten what it was
like to see you getting serious. This was that strong of an opponent,
huh? Wish I could have had a go.”





“If it had been
older, all of us would have had a hard time against it. Thank you all
for taking care of the forest and giving me the chance to win.”
Lilith bowed to her generals politely, and Belial laughed.





“No, no, thank you
for showing me something good. I had been getting bored, you know?
There’s nobody I can challenge in the Wrath district, and even
if I could it’s a pain when I have to help pay for repairs.”





What, do you cause so
much damage that your opponent can’t afford it?





Lilith smirked, casting a
glance towards me. “Knowing this one, you may get the chance to
fight something strong soon enough.”





Belial looked to me with
hopeful eyes, and I really felt like he was nothing more than a
battle addict. “If you ever find something like this again,
summon me right away, alright kid?”





“Uh… sure..”
I nodded to him, and he smiled. Krath, behind us, started letting out
another loud laugh. Are all powerful demons
such strange characters?





“Really, Belial,
can’t you think with anything but your fists?”





“But Krath, surely
you have been bored as well! You used to lead such great battles
during the war, it was always interesting to be a fighter at that
time.”





Lilith’s face
tightened up at that, and Belial instantly apologized for his words.
“I’m sorry, my queen, I didn’t mean…”





“No, it’s
alright… you can say what you want.” She shook her head,
shrugging off his apology.





Looking between the two, I
decided to speak up. “So, what’ll happen now? We’ve
pretty much destroyed this island’s entire ecosystem, since
neither plants nor animals live here now.” I wasn’t even
sure that the tribesmen we originally saw hadn’t been killed by
the randomly aimed attacks.





“This island will
become deserted, and might regain its life eventually.” Dremor
spoke from beside Belial, nodding. “It won’t get very
many animals unless some happen to come across on ships, but in the
end it doesn’t matter. This island had been little more than a
nest for that dragon in the first place, and now it’s gone.”





I nodded to him, looking
at the scorched land around us. Part of me began wondering if any
passing ships saw the battle, and if they did what they were going to
do. Looking back at the mountain of plants, I noticed that it seemed
to have dwindled a bit. Guess the parts are
gradually burning and rotting after all. Should be entirely cleared
up in a few hours. “Oh, Lilith, I
wanted to ask you about something I got earlier.”





“Oh? What is it?”
Lilith turned her head to me, suddenly smiling.





“You saw my
Intelligence score from back when I was training Levy, right? Well,
today it finally hit five hundred, and I got a new type of magic.
Dariel had already mentioned before not knowing about it, so I wanted
to ask you.”





“Hmm? What’s
it called?”





“According to the
window, it was called Origin Magic.”





Suddenly, Lilith began
laughing uncontrollably. “I knew you’d get that
eventually. Yeah, it’s pretty much what you think. Kind of like
the ability your book got from me, only permanent and less
restricted. It also uses up a lot more energy.”





“Ah.. I’m
guessing Origin Magic was the basis for Magus Mercy?”





Lilith grinned to me while
nodding. “That’s right. Mercy is basically the highest
form of that kind of magic, allowing you to heal something from any
wound, no matter how serious. He thought it might even be able to
bring a body back to life, if the soul could be anchored.”





“Ah, there is no
resurrection magic in this world?” I had been wondering that
for a while, for various reasons, just never found the time to ask.





“Apart from you
foreigners who seem to come back from deadly injuries, no. We only
have one life, so we have to make the most of it.”





I nodded to her. So,
Origin Magic is one of the stronger fields? Maybe I should focus on
mastering that for a while. “Oh, also.
I think I figured out what you wanted me to learn about enchanting.”





“Ooh, did you get an
advanced circle created?”





“I think so. I never
got the chance to use it because I don’t have the materials, or
even know what materials would be needed. But, for an advanced
enchantment, you need a specialized diagram, right? You can’t
just use the same one for all of it like you can with the basic
stuff.”





“That’s
right!” Lilith nodded happily as I said it. “Any spell
that is more advanced than just a few runes will need to have its
diagram incorporated into the enchanting circle, or else it won’t
work. I was wondering if you would be able to realize that.”
Lilith patted Levy’s head beside her, and the little girl
laughed at the attention.





“I see. Could you
still send me the book later? I’d like to go over it so that I
know what materials are needed. The diagram I made was to make a
cursed ring that would constantly drain my mana. I thought that I
could train my magic like that, but now I’m more focused on
doing it the hard way.”





Lilith nodded again. “That
kind of item doesn’t suit you at all.”





“Yeah, I realized
that. Also, could you send me a book or something about Hell’s
crafting techniques? Only infernal items keep their effects when I go
into my demon form, so it is quite difficult to use.”





She nodded to me,
gathering up Levy and her generals to head back to Hell. “Alright,
I can do that. Just be careful, people with a good eye can spot
demonic items.”





I smiled, chuckling at her
warning. “I can keep myself from being noticed. Done a good job
of it so far.”





She grinned back to me.
“Fair enough. Hope you won’t have to forever, though.”





Dariel walked up to me,
smiling as well now that she had finally recovered the rest of her
magic. “Mind sending me back? Looks like our work here is
done.”





“Oh, right, sorry.
Forgot you needed permission.” I cancelled my summoning spell
on Dariel, allowing her to step through the white portal back to her
own home.





At the same time, the
three demon generals vanished into the shadows, likely returning to
Hell now that the battle was over. It was likely that Levy couldn’t
teleport out of Hell without her ability to appear beside me, so
Lilith was making a proper gate for the two of them. “Don’t
be a stranger. Otherwise, I might just use this little one to track
you down.” She patted Levy’s head again, and the little
girl giggled.





“Alright, alright. I
get it.” I nodded to them, and they began heading towards the
gate. Denise stood next to me, putting a hand on my shoulder and
smiling to me. Seems our big battle was over after all.





No sooner had I thought
that than Levy froze at the gate, suddenly turning around. “Jin!”
Her face was masked with despair, and I had no idea what was wrong.
Before I had the chance to ask, though, a large series of roots shot
out from within the ground like a giant jaw. An eerily familiar jaw,
directly around Denise and myself.





My head jerked around to
look at Denise, who was skewered by the various roots, blood flowing
down her body and out her mouth. I could feel the roots being held
back from me for a single moment, before pain was sent through my
entire body as they impaled me as well.
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I spat up a bit of blood,
and Lilith was next to me before I could even blink, ripping away
roots as my vision began to turn grey, my consciousness leaving me.





“No! No, Jin!
Dammit, you plant bastard! What the hell!” I could barely make
out her screams before everything faded away.





To be continued…
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