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Chapter 1: Hiring Practices

After confirming that the message was sent to everyone, I began looking for other important news. What I found made me quite angry. It turns out, every home in the world now had at least one Seed in it, more for larger families. There was no explanation about where they came from, they were just suddenly installed in the room when nobody was looking. 

I spent three month’s worth of money to get that damn Seed, and now I find out everyone gets it for free?! What was the point of the preorders then? I grumbled under my breath as I continued reading the news. There weren’t any reports of monsters appearing yet, but I was sure that was only a matter of time. Naturally, my first priority was to protect my house from monsters spawning in, and I had just one way of doing it(at least, it should work). 

Gathering my mana, I attuned myself to the Void Affinity, and began gathering my mana to begin the process of refining a Seed of Void. Since magic doesn’t function properly within a void field, there was a fairly good chance that monsters would not spawn normally inside of one. Unfortunately, there was hardly any void mana in Earth’s atmosphere, so I had to rely entirely on what I could personally produce. This made the first seed take a full eight hours to be completed, after which I began working on a field energy spell with runes. 

It wasn’t uncommon for area effect spells to be included in enchantments, so naturally I knew about the runes to do this. And after seeing that large runic circle that had summoned me from another world, I had an idea on how to do this. Simply writing the runes isn’t enough, I also need to power them with mana to activate them. 

In my room, I walked over to one of the wooden walls and activated my Plant Manipulation, engraving the pattern of runes in a circular formation. When I had seen Jacobs drawing a circle with his staff, it made me think that he was doing so to contain the energy from the enchantment. However, I didn’t want the energy contained for this, so I excluded an outer circle. 

The instructions I wrote into the runes were quite simple, they would take energy from the air, pull it in, and then match that energy to the strongest mana type already inside the formation. With that done, in the absence of a restraining circle the energy should naturally dissipate into the air in its new form. As the final touch, I made a small socket at the center of the runic spell, and placed the Seed of Void inside, essentially guaranteeing that the strongest mana type would be void mana. 

Thanks to my Void Manipulation power, I could suppress the effects around myself, letting the mana return to its natural state. Otherwise, I was worried that breathing would become quite a problem if there wasn’t any wind mana. However, this was still the safest method of protecting my house. 

	Enchanting has increased to Basic




	New Sub-Skill Unlocked!

	Spell Formations - Basic Level 1 
Exp: 0% 

This skill measures one's ability to create written spell formations with lasting effects. 
Currently applicable skills: 
Enchanting 
Runic Language



I was a bit surprised to have unlocked a skill, and a Basic level one at that. However, it was not that important. First, I needed to see how far the area of this spell was. Walking out of my room, I moved down the hall while using my Aura Sight to scan the mana. The spell had activated almost instantly, and the mana in the air had already been changed to void mana. About ten feet out of my room, the mana began returning to its natural state. As such, I went ahead and prepared another Seed of Void. This time, I had an ample source of void mana to work with, so there was no problem with the time taken. 

After creating the second seed, and installing it into an identical pattern, it was already time to sleep. Thinking such, I was going to head up to my room when my feet froze, and I remembered that my room was currently like the vacuum of space, with no breathable air unless I maintained my Void Manipulation. Grumbling, I decided to go sleep on the couch until my Void Affinity was high enough to be maintained without any focus. 

It was rather different, sleeping in the real world after so long. Not that my couch was uncomfortable or anything, I just had gotten used to sleeping in the game. Though, by now I was wondering just how much of a game it was. Was it possible that the game was, in some manner of time and space, real? And if so, what was the reason? This was definitely not an invasion to wipe out the species, because any race with this kind of tech could just as easily erase the planet from the solar system. 

Then, another thing that was just as disturbing, was the realization that there were humans in the game. Obviously that shouldn’t be possible if this was just a case of aliens transporting us somewhere to adapt to a new ‘galactic policy’ with magic. Unless by some freak coincidence, humans evolved the same way on another world as well. 

I put these thoughts out of my mind as I let myself fall asleep. When I woke, I ate an enrichment fruit for breakfast and then began cultivating Void Affinity. If I can get that up to 10%, sleeping in my bed shouldn’t be a problem anymore. I could only grumble helplessly, though, because Void Affinity was the lowest of affinities I had cultivated, so it would take several days for it to reach 10% even if I focused entirely on it. 

Part of me considered logging back into the game in order to speed up the training, but my house wasn’t secure yet. If a goblin or something spawned in, they could wreck the place while I was training. At least with me here, I could either disperse the mana while the monster tried to spawn or kill it after it had done so. And sure enough, after I had spent about six hours cultivating my Void Affinity, I could feel a shift in the flow of mana. Opening my eyes, I got up and followed the shift, finding currents of mana running through the halls and into my kitchen. “Oh hell no, I am not letting some monster rampage in my kitchen.” 

Once I got to the kitchen, I found streams of fire, wind, water, and earth mana spiraling in a single spot. “What’s going on?” Celeste spoke up from my wrist, making her presence known for the first time since I got back to the real world. 

“Looks like a monster is forming.” While this would be an excellent time to study it and learn more about monsters, maybe even how to create my own, my priorities were more inclined to stop it. As such, I sent out a wave of my own mana, controlling the various elements to disperse before they could form into something solid. Thankfully, the mana types involved this time weren’t some obscure secondary element that I had no control over. Then again, the more rare an element, the less likely it would come together with enough density to form a monster in the first place. 

“So… is that it?” Celeste asks in a rather disappointed manner from my wrist. 

“I think so? Doesn’t look like the mana is gathering anymore. But this means that monsters have started spawning.” No sooner had my words ended than I got an alert from my house’s AI about an incoming call. “Put it through.” 

What I saw on the wall, displayed by a hologram of far less quality than the one that made Celeste, was that same officer that had spoken to me before. What was his name? Fenec, Fingers… Faraday! Right, Officer Faraday. “What can I do for you, officer?” 

The man let out a sigh. “Surely you’re aware of the situation by now, unless you just came out of the game.” 

“Yeah, the Seeds were released, and by now monsters should be starting to appear. I just had to disperse one in my kitchen.” 

The officer raised a curious eyebrow at that. “Do you know what type of monster it was?” 

I shook my head in answer to his question. “No, I stopped it from spawning before that became an issue.” 

I swear the officer nearly choked on his words. “Y-you can stop them from spawning? How?” 

I thought about it, and realized this wasn’t anything obvious, so went ahead and explained. “Monsters are formed by dense mana coming together and giving shape. My class ability lets me interfere with most common types of mana, so I stopped it from gathering before it could coalesce.” 

He paused for a moment, and then looked off to the side. “I’m going to put you on hold for a little bit, alright?” When I nodded, the hologram vanished and a rather annoying song began playing instead. “Mute the call until he comes back, please.” I really hated the ‘on hold’ music places offered. 

It took roughly fifteen minutes before he reappeared as a hologram on my kitchen wall. “Sorry, had to talk with the chief. I’ve got him listening in now. What can you tell us about your current class?” 

I blinked a bit, surprised, as I could see where this was probably going. “I’m a druid, and our special ability is to interact with the ambient mana of the world. In order to do so, we have to spend some time training our magic to properly match the elemental affinity of the mana in order to control it.” 

After listening to my explanation, there was a second voice that came in through the call. “Can you teach it to others? If our officers were able to do that, we could stop monsters from spawning along our patrol routes.” 

I thought about whether or not I could. “You’d have to learn how to control and sense mana first, which is best done inside NeoLife. Training there would also be faster, since time moves five times as quickly. If you got the mana control and mana sense, then I could teach you how to cultivate the affinities.” 

There was a pause as they seemed to talk about it. I could see where they were coming from with this. Although warriors and mages might be better equipped to fight monsters after they’ve spawned, a druid’s abilities could keep them from appearing in the first place. Now, if they were able to learn the rune language, they’d have an even greater chance of fighting. Unfortunately, asking someone to learn language composed of a hundred million symbols was essentially an impossible task. 

“We don’t have that kind of time, but we’ll have our off duty officers participate in this game. For now, we need a more immediate solution. It’s not widespread yet, but monsters are appearing randomly all over the city. We’ve confirmed only small ones so far, green monsters likely to be goblins or something, as well as slimes. We can handle the goblins, but those slime creatures are practically unkillable with conventional weapons.” 

I nodded at that, and explained. “I encountered a slime monster in the game recently. They are strong against physical attacks, but can be easily destroyed with energy attacks or magic. As long as they aren’t a fire slime, you can try burning them to death.” 

The man let out a sigh, and I felt like he was nodding his head in the background. “That’ll help a bit. Flamethrowers are better than nothing, and if energy works we can use shock sticks. Still, that’s going to be a rough job.” 

They talk amongst themselves for a few more minutes before they get back to me. “I won’t beat around the bush here. We need someone able to fight these monsters as they appear, and currently the police aren’t able to do that yet. You want a job?” 






Chapter 2: First Day on the Job



I thought about the offer for a few minutes, nodding my head. “Sure. I need some income, and this works out perfectly.”

The officer flinched a bit when I mentioned money, but I really did need some income, and he had called this a job after all. However, the other voice seemed to understand. I wouldn’t be surprised if they had investigated me and knew about my financial situation. “Deal. But we’ll need you on call whenever a situation arises, until our own officers can handle the problems.”

I nodded, understanding that. Monsters could appear in the middle of the night just as easily as during the day, so I couldn’t exactly ask for specific hours. This also meant I’d be unable to get back in the game very easily, since I could be needed at any time. “Alright. I take it you’ll just be calling me when more slimes, or other difficult monsters appear?”

Again, it was the offscreen voice that spoke. “That’s right. And there’s a few you can take care of now. We managed to corral some slimes at the mall on 6th Street, but we haven’t been able to kill them. Head on over and take care of the situation.”

With that, the connection was cut, leaving me blinking at where the hologram had once been. “Well, he was pretty rude.” Celeste spoke up from my wrist, making me smile wryly.

“Yeah, but it’s a bad situation. You’ve got to remember not to come out around other people. They might want to take you to study, and we wouldn’t want that.” After I said that, her digital face paled a bit and she nodded. “You can talk to me through the Cybernetic eye, and I’ll respond when I can. Now… let’s go play at being a dragon.”

Hearing me say that made Celeste grin broadly as I walked out the front door. Although I didn’t have my adaptive armor with me in the real world, which I didn’t think about until after I shifted. My body hunched over like a wolf, covered in green scales, with large bat-like wings coming out of my back. I could feel as the various spines protruded from my back and along my new tail… and as my clothes were torn to shreds during this process. Well… guess I won’t be changing back until I return.

With a brief flap of my wings, I adjusted to the new flight method and awkwardly took to the skies. It took a few moments before I was able to fly the direction I wanted, but my practice with the lovebird wings paid off. As my mana began recovering, I also added in the aura I had learned from the lesser orthrus to let me breathe elemental magic. For right now, the element I aligned it to was Void, as it would do the least harm to the surroundings.

	New Spell Unlocked!

	Aspect of the Magic Breath - Nature Magic - ★☆

By studying the aura of a creature with a magical breath weapon, you have discovered and replicated the secrets to releasing the power of the elements in your breath.
Mana Cost: 500





I was a bit surprised by the window suddenly appearing, but managed to correct my flight before it caused me to tumble into the ground. With a bit of difficulty, I turned my body and flew off towards the mall, located just a few miles from my house. It only took about five minutes for me to get to the large square building, and I could clearly see the police forming a blockade around the mall. Each of the two entrances were surrounded by concrete barricades that had been quickly erected.

As I swooped down towards the front entrance, a few of the officers looked up at me in alarm and pulled out their weapons. I’m on your side, idiots! I thought to myself as Celeste drew out their trajectories, and I dodged sideways to avoid the hail of bullets while making my way into the mall by crashing through the door. Now that I was inside, I was able to determine that it was more than ‘just a few’ slimes.

Everywhere I looked, the slimes were covering the floor. They might have duplicated after arriving, but this was still a lot to look at. I estimated that there had to be at least a hundred slimes the size of the one that I saw in the jungle planet. Well, that one was almost painfully easy to deal with, so let’s just get this over with.

Taking a deep breath, I poured the magic from the small sphere of void mana in my aura into my mouth, preparing to unleash my new attack. However, what I released was not a breath of magic cancellation like I had expected. Instead, it felt as if there was an intense suction force applied to my breath.

After releasing the magic, all of the slimes in front of me began to shiver, their bodies all sliding towards me faster than they should naturally be able to move. However, the chairs and loose objects did not show any reaction. With my Aura Sight, I could see that only mana was being drawn towards me, so likely only creatures made of mana like monsters would be affected in this way. Still, as I held the breath in place and the first slime was picked up off the ground just a few feet in front of me, I began to worry I might be swallowing acid.

Hoping that I was wrong, and I mean really hoping, I let the slime finish its course and watched as it got sucked into my mouth. I prepared myself for internal burning which never came. Instead, it was like there was a surge of mana inside of me, as slime after slime flew into my mouth. After I was finally done breathing out(in?) with the void mana, I took a look at what had happened. I quickly discovered two effects from this breath weapon. The first one was that it completely refilled my mana pool, but the second was far more interesting.

When I inspected my grove, I saw that it had expanded by a full four meters in radius, bringing it up to 15 meters. Though only a third of it was for the ground, that was still a massive improvement for all at once. Sadly, my affinities didn’t increase from this, but I’ll take what I can get. Turning to another group of Slimes, I released a second void breath weapon. This time, I fully appreciated how it was like my mouth had become a black hole for magic, sucking in slimes of every color. Green and yellow, black and white, even a few red ones. Eventually, they all ended up as fuel for my grove.

This process repeated for a few more times, before I was done with the slimes in the immediate vicinity. Making a quick run of the mall, I found a few stragglers around, and quickly took care of them. The most interesting was a slime that had appeared in the clothing store. Well, I call it a slime… but it was like its body was made of sticky threads. I’ll call it a cloth slime for now. That one didn’t help my grove expand any, but by the time I was done clearing the mall, I had gained another six meters of radius.

While I was in there, I decided to help myself to an outfit. The security camera just ‘happened’ to be on the fritz as a small dragon walked in, grabbed some clothes, and went to the changing room. After I left, I made sure to ‘fix’ it, so kind of me right?

When I emerged from the mall, I let out a light burp, and felt as if I had eaten a full meal. The officers on the other side of the barricade stared at me, some with their weapons aimed in my direction. “Identify yourself!” One called out, and I let out a sigh.

“I’m John Hulett, your chief sent me over to clean up. You can check with him if you want.” 

The officer blinked, but got on his radio to verify. After a few moments, he looked up at me. “What about that other monster that just flew in there? Did you take care of that one too?”

Again, another sigh. “That was me. I was in a hurry to get here, so I decided to fly. Check with Officer Faraday, he’s seen me change before. These are clean clothes, so I don’t want to ruin them by doing so right now.”

Once again, they verified the information with their headquarters, and then the officer lowered his weapon, signalling the others to do the same. “Well, thanks for the support, then. I take it you got them all?”

“Well, I couldn’t check the air vents, but I got all of them I could find.” I nodded, though really I did check to see if there was any slime on the vent covers. I just didn’t want to go digging around in them. Also, wasn’t I the one doing all the work here? Since when was that simply support?

Turning to the side, I walked off to head back home. I had considered flying, but I just got these clothes. I didn’t want to ruin another set so quickly. On the way, I noticed a number of people had already been changed by the game over the last day and a half. Although I had expected nobody to choose a non-humanoid race, since it was already public knowledge, I did see a few. For instance, shortly after leaving the mall, I saw a woman slithering down the sidewalk with the lower body of a snake. There were also plenty of elves, especially among the women, and a couple of orcs.

The strangest person I saw on the way home looked like he belonged to the balloon-headed race of the pet shop clerk I had spoken to on Hascion. I could understand people choosing elves because they wanted to look younger, or even a naga because they have an attractive upper body, but why would anyone choose that when knowing that the choice would carry over?

Suddenly, a message appeared in my Cybernetic eye from Celeste. Your world has so many different species, Falenel. It’s like we’re back at X-23..

I chuckled dryly, shaking my head. “Call me John out here. And we were all humans once. This is a new thing that you wouldn’t have seen a couple days ago.”

Wow.. And sure, John. You have a different name here?

“Yeah, I chose the name Falenel on a whim, and then was unable to change it. Here, I’m just John Hulett.” Talking to Celeste wasn’t a problem here, because people were far more interested in looking at the balloon head or snake woman to notice one elf that might be talking into a headset.

Wow.. I never thought I’d be able to see so many races living together, even if they were all once humans. But, you’re seriously going to go around hunting monsters for those people? They didn’t seem to appreciate it much at all.

“They’re the local law enforcement, so they might see me as some kind of mercenary, which wouldn’t really be wrong. And there are some perks to it, aside from just the money.”

There was a line of question marks flooding my Cybernetic eye, making me laugh. “I checked my grove, and it had a massive expansion after I sucked in the mana from those monsters. If I keep at this, it shouldn’t take too long for me to be able to make my grove pretty big”

Ahh...But mostly it’s for the money, right?

“Naturally. I’ve got to be able to pay the bills, after all. And once the cops train themselves up, I can head back to the game and work on getting that spell to transfer you over for good.”

I could feel her excitement as the bracelet buzzed slightly at that. Yay! I hope they don’t take too long.

“Same. But, whenever I have downtime, that gives me the time I need to train my affinities. I should be able to get everything up to 10% within a week, if I’m really lucky.”

By now, I was turning the corner, and able to see my house. I could sense a disturbed flow of mana, rushing into my yard. Running forward, I got there in time to see the mana starting to condense, a pair of cloven hooves touching the ground. This one seemed far bigger and more powerful than the monster that would have spawn before, but I just grimaced, activating the Aspect of the Magic Breath again to send another void breath towards where the mana had been gathering.

Like with the slimes, the hooves(and the mana that had been trying to construct the rest of the monster) began flying into my mouth, disappearing into what must have been an infinite void. “I really, really like that spell.”

I heard a giggle from my bracelet after I said that, and turned to head into the house. Sitting back on the couch, I pulled out an enrichment fruit to eat while getting back to work cultivating my Void Affinity. I was determined to get to 10% in that, so that I could once again sleep in the comfort of my bed.






Chapter 3: Not All Changes Are Good


The rest of the day passed by without much incident. The house AI alerted me that a deposit had been made to my account, which made me happy. With that, I could pay the bills for a bit longer, at least. However, there wasn’t another call from the police today. Either no more slimes spawned, or they had been able to take care of everything that appeared. 

Instead of religiously training my Void Affinity, I stopped late that night after reaching 8%, and decided to test out whether other game systems transferred over to the real world. First, the inventory. I was a bit surprised to find that it was the same size as the one on my game character, but at the same time it was entirely empty. This only confirmed again that the only way for me to transfer items would be to use the grove. Next, my friend’s list. 

When I opened my friend’s list, I saw all of the same names as from the game. Jacobs, Sharon, Dravin, and Marion. However, except for Sharon, they all had the word ‘Unavailable’ next to their names. Does that mean that they are logged in? It wouldn’t be weird if the real world couldn’t connect to chat with the game. On the other hand, it’d be extremely weird if it could, given the time differences. 

For the time being, I decided not to call Sharon. Maybe later, but for right now I needed to talk with Jacobs. Hopefully, the chat wouldn’t take too long, as I just wanted a simple explanation. “Computer, can you connect to my NeoLife contact list?” 

“Affirmative.” The mechanical voice responded. 

“Alright, please do so, and send a message to contact Jacobs that I need to have a word with him, if he can log out for a few minutes.” If need be, I could temporarily disable the spell formation in my room and log in. It would just be a matter of removing the Seed of Void and filling the formation with wind mana. In fact, now that I thought about it, even if I just removed the Seed of Void from the formation, it would still work properly now that it’s been activated. I could create more throughout the house and just activate them with the same seed. 

Something to think about when I get Void Affinity to 10% I sighed mentally, shaking my head as I awaited the response. I didn’t take too long before it came. “What’s up, man?” I could hear Jacobs’ voice over the hologram call, and could guess he logged out. 

“A bit inconvenient for me to log into the game right now, and wanted to have a word with you. You’ve got Enchanting up to Basic, right?” This was what I needed to call him for. Although it might not be a proper lesson, I could at least get a basic explanation from him and start enchanting special effects onto items. 

“Hmm? Yeah, a while back. Guessing you picked it up too, and need advice on the second stage of enchanting items?” 

“Pretty much. If you know about what’s happening here on the outside, you can understand why I don’t have the time to go find a trainer.” 

I could hear a sigh from the other end of the call. “Yeah, I heard about that a couple days ago. Alright, the trick to it isn’t that complicated. Basically, you just have to create a spell effect, and link it to the aura of an item with a rune that will activate it.” 

“Don’t suppose you know which rune…?” 

This time it was a chuckle. “Depends on the purpose of the enchantment. Usually, it’s a simple ‘trigger’ rune, unless you want the ability to be constantly active, or only activate in certain circumstances, in which case you need to get creative. The hard part is finding somewhere to add the spell in without collapsing the aura. If the effect is activated by the trigger rune, then you can just place it so that the outer edges of the two are touching. However, if it is a more involved effect, you’ll need to find somewhere to properly integrate them.” 

I nodded, thinking it over. “And the need for the elemental seeds?” 

“Hmm? Ah, that’s just to basically let the enchanter prepare the spell if they are not able to do so by themselves. For instance, I have no ability to produce a good water spell. They’re also used as fuel to fuse a runic elemental spell with an item.” 

“Alright, thanks. I’ll try it out here in a little bit.” With that taken care of, we said our goodbyes, and I laid on the couch again to rest. I began thinking what I would like to enchant. In the game, obviously I wanted to enchant my weapons, maybe my armor. However, I didn’t have any gear yet in the real world, and I didn’t have a crafting profession that would let me make any.” 

If I had the Metal Affinity, I could just make myself a simple sword. Add in the Plasma and Magnetic Affinities, and I might be able to construct a basic beam saber to mimic the one I had in the game. For right now, though, I needed something more basic. 

After letting myself sleep for a while, I woke up and had a simple breakfast, making sure to keep my Aura Sight up constantly. I didn’t want to risk a monster spawning around me, after all. Once I was done eating, a simple breakfast of bacon and eggs, I sent my mind into my grove, searching around. My void area of my grove had grown to be several times the size of my grove itself. Likely, void space took very little mana to maintain compared to other elements. 

Breaking off a piece of my grove, I gathered it and sent it into the void area, surrounding it with a bit of wind to make a tiny, separate grove. Once that was done, I planted one of the poisonous fruits I had gotten from the jungle planet, wanting to make a tree to harvest the medicinal sap. Casting my attention back onto my main grove, I smoothed out the area where the earth had been taken, and then snapped a single branch from the enrichment fruit tree. Finally, I brought the branch out of my grove and let it appear in front of me. 

With a bit of Plant Manipulation, I managed to warp the branch into a simple staff, and began enchanting it. Though, the only enchantment I put on it was to create a void field. Like Jacobs had said, I created the spell effect in front of me, and then brought it to the aura of the staff until the two sides just barely touched. Finally, I ‘glued’ the two auras together with the ‘trigger’ rune. Immediately, the aura of the enchantment dimmed, much like a device that had been turned off. 

If it’s like this, I won’t even need the seeds for my own enchanting… I sighed, realizing that they really wouldn’t have much purpose for someone already capable of using this kind of magic. However, at this time, I got another call from the police. Officer Faraday, who at this rate seems to have been chosen as my liaison, appeared on the hologram. 

“Mr. Hulett, time to go to work.” He said with a serious expression, making me nod my head in acceptance. 

“Details?” I looked at the hologram, wondering if I’d be able to afford a more detailed one at this rate. 

“Not really sure how to describe it… 14th Street, just outside city hall. If I had to call it something, it’d be a living tornado. It just appeared out of nowhere, and everyone’s panicking. Head over quickly, and take care of it.” 

I blinked a bit, and Celeste appeared on my wrist just as the call ended. “Still rude… but what does he mean a living tornado?” 

“Probably a wind elemental. Hadn’t expected them to start spawning this soon, and it might be troublesome.” I groaned as I applied a quick enchantment to the shirt I was wearing, a runic one to let it adapt to my form. This was the same enchantment that my armor in the game had come with, so it wasn’t too hard to copy. After that, I ran outside and activated Aspect of the Bird to create my angel wings, taking this chance to summon Yin and Yang as well. 

They were overjoyed to be summoned again, and instantly began rubbing up against me. However, I quickly told them that we had a situation to take care of, and we all three took off into the sky. City hall was an old building, made back in the 1900s, but had been modified a bit in the last fifty or so years to be more stable. It was very easy to spot, especially when I used Aura Sight and saw the mass of wind mana converging in front of it. However, something seemed wrong. 

Although people were running and screaming, and the elemental appeared to be chasing them, it was not launching any attacks aside from knocking aside large objects that were right next to it. Is it mindless? That would certainly help. With that thought in mind, I dove down towards the creature with my birds. I had no confidence in fighting a wind elemental in control of wind mana, but I still had plenty of other things that I could do. I could at least devote a bit of my attention to absorbing the excessive wind mana. 

However, the moment I landed, I heard something in the back of my mind that caught me off guard. It sounded like a little girl crying. Don’t run away, please.. somebody help.. 

Looking over, I could tell that Yin had heard the voice as well, but Yang was still vigilant against the creature. Oh, don’t tell me… Looking at the elemental, I felt a bit of pain in my chest as I activated a void field around it, a bubble to stop its wind mana from going out of control. Although it could not negate the blasts of wind, it could slow them down enough to prevent property damage. 

Focusing, I tried to use the same technique I had used to communicate with Arriane, except this time with wind mana. ’Hello? Can you hear me?’ I made sure to allow my wind mana to go through the void field without being suppressed. 

The moment I ‘spoke’, the elemental whipped around to face me. If I didn’t have a theory about what was going on, I probably would have been terrified right now. I mean, a living tornado just focused its full attention on me. Sure, it was only two meters tall, but still, that was a living tornado after all. ’I can’t hear you right now, I’m using my power to stop your wind from causing too much damage. I need you to calm down a bit, and then we can talk. Can you do that for me?’ 

It had no head, so obviously it couldn’t nod. However, after a few moments, I felt the strength of the wind lowering slightly. With a sigh of relief, I lifted the void field. The elemental seemed to be able to sense that, because afterwards she spoke to me, in a frightened little voice. ’You can really understand me?’ 

	New Ability Unlocked!

	Voices of the Wind - Wind Affinity - ☆ 

By understanding the principles behind Worldcasting, you are able to communicate with species that have a high Wind Affinity by using wind mana.





I nodded my head. ’That’s right… Can you tell me your name? And how old are you?’ 

’I… I’m Tessa, and I’m six… can you help me mister..? Everyone is running away… I didn’t do anything wrong…’ I could hear how sad she was as her voice was carried along the wind mana. 

’I’ll do what I can. Tell me, did you play a new game? It would have been in a shiny silver capsule that just arrived at your house.’ I could at least hold onto the hope that people weren’t randomly being changed into monsters without logging into the game. 

I swore I heard a sniffling sound from the elemental in front of me, who had calmed down enough that she was no longer a tornado. Instead, she was all but invisible unless I used my Aura Sight. ’That… that’s right. Something life… I thought mommy bought it for me…’ 

There was another stabbing pain in my heart as I heard about that. Some child randomly got in the game, and thought it would be fun to play as an elemental. How could she have known that she would turn into the creature she chose to play as? Her mother might not have even noticed that she played the game, and thought she went missing. ’I’ll do what I can, I promise. For now, can you show me where you live? I’ll take you back to your mom and explain what’s going on.’ 

I could feel a bit of acceptance from Tessa at that, and she slowly glided down the sidewalk, with me following behind. Suddenly, from my wrist I heard Celeste speak up. “What happened? Why wasn’t there a fight? There was supposed to be a fight, right?” 

I shook my head, and couldn’t help but be sad at this situation. “No, just a little girl who was scared.” While we were walking, I started to think of ways that I might be able to help. If I was better with my shapeshifting, I might be able to turn her human again. However, I was a long ways off from even having myself take on a full racial shift, let alone performing it on someone else. 

“Ohh… I’m sorry…” Celeste spoke out sadly from my wrist, and I nodded my head slightly. After we walked for a while, we arrived in front of a small house with blue walls and a dark brown roof, and there were two police cars out in front. Having an idea what they were here for, I walked up to the front door and knocked on it. Thinking about Celeste had given me an idea on how I could at least help them talk to each other. 

A few moments later, a police officer(still human by the looks of him) appeared at the door and looked to me. “Can I help you with something, son?” 

I took a deep breath and nodded. “You’re here about the missing girl, right? Tessa?” 

He blinked at my question, but then appeared to be on guard against me, thinking I might have something to do with the disappearance. “How do you know about that?” 

“I met her a few minutes ago. It’s a bit hard to explain, but she’s here right now.” I sighed slightly. “She got into their Seed, she said.” 

His eyebrows furrowed as he thought about that. “Do you have any way to prove your claim?” 

“I was just called to a scene in front of the city hall. I guess you could say that I’m the local monster hunter now?” I weakly smiled at that, and he nodded as he looked at my wings. Apparently, that bit of information had been spread around. “Living tornado was running amok. When I got there, I was able to speak with it, and it turned out to be Tessa.” 

His face paled slightly as he understood the implications of that. It meant that the little girl was no longer human, by any stretch of the imagination. “I think it’d be best for you to come inside.” He stepped aside, holding the door open. 

Looking over to Tessa, I nodded and sent her another message through the wind. ’It’ll be alright now, we’re going to see your mom. But you’ve got to stay calm for me, okay?’ I felt another weak acceptance, and then walked through the door, my two birds perched on my shoulders as if they had never left. 

I could feel Tessa walk through the door behind me, just before it was closed by the officer. Just before we reached what was likely the living room, he stopped me so that he could go explain to her mother what was going on. After a few minutes, I could hear a loud crying from the room beyond, and a second officer signaled me in. 

Inside the living room, I saw a young woman leaning forward while sitting on the couch, her face in her hands as she sobbed. Her hair was a mess, and she was being comforted by the officer that had gone in ahead of me. After a moment, she looked up at me and spoke, her voice broken by her cries. “Can you… can you really… is she here?” I nodded my head. 

“She can’t understand anyone right now but me, but I think I can make something to let you talk to her, if you want.” After I spoke, I could see a faint light of hope in her eyes, and she nodded her head quickly. “I’ll need an item to work with. She’s a wind elemental right now, and can only speak by using the wind. I can enchant an item to let you take in the wind to understand her, and emit wind mana when you speak so that she can hear you.” 

“Will it… will it let me talk to my baby girl again?” 

“If it works, it will. She said she played NeoLife, so there is still a chance to turn her back to normal, but I’m not sure if it’ll work. When I had just started the game, someone told me that it was possible to pay for a character reset. With what’s happened, I don’t know if it’s still an option, but if it is…” 

She nodded her head quickly again. “I’ll.. I’ll check. If it’ll help her get back to normal... “ 

I smiled slightly. “After I train more, I might be able to turn her back myself, but my skills aren’t good enough yet, and I wouldn’t want to risk it on a little girl unless I was absolutely sure. Now, do you have something I can enchant? It’d be best if it wasn’t too valuable, because if the enchantment fails, it might break.” 

She seemed to think about it for a moment, before looking down at her bracelet. It was a simple chain link bracelet, likely a gift she had had for a long time. “Would.. would this work?” 

I looked at it and nodded. “I’ll need you to take it off for a minute, but it should work perfectly.” Given how magic circles seemed to prevent the release of magic, I was hopeful that a circular object would be able to hold an enchantment well. She quickly took the bracelet off, and then carefully handed it to me. The ‘spell’ that I was enchanting the bracelet with was one I was only all too familiar with, and would essentially be a cultivation tool for wind mana. As long as she wore it in an environment that had a lot of wind mana(which would always be the case around her daughter), she would naturally take in the mana, releasing some of her own at the same time. That should let her communicate with Tessa the same way I do. 

The tricky part was rigging it to work. Like Jacobs had said, I would need more than just a trigger rune for something like this. I ended up overlapping the auras of the two objects slightly, and connecting them with two ‘passive’ runes. When I was done, I handed it back to her to try out. 

Hesitantly, after putting the bracelet back on, she looked around. “Tessa..?” 

There was a sniffling sound from the air, and the mother immediately looked hopeful. ’I’m here, mommy…’ 

Obviously, I was still not completely satisfied. Even though they could speak, a mother that could never hold her daughter was a tragic sight. Who knows how many other little boys or girls climbed into the Seeds without knowing? How many turned into something that their parents could no longer see or touch, or even speak with. I had the feeling I would be needing to get to my full Xeno-Shifter status soon in order to fix things. “I’ll be back when I can help turn her back to normal. I hope you won’t have to wait for me to be able to, though…” I said softly as I turned around to leave, letting the mother speak with her daughter as I showed myself out. 






Chapter 4: The State of Things

After leaving Tessa’s house, I wandered aimlessly around with the two birds on my shoulder. Given what had just happened, neither I nor Celeste really felt like talking. Even the birds could feel that the atmosphere wasn’t right for their usual antics, and simply obediently sat on my shoulders. I was walking around for nearly an hour before I finally settled on a destination, heading to a simple fast food restaurant to get something to eat. Of course, fast food places always used food synthesizers, so their taste wasn’t that great. However, it also meant that your food was ready as soon as you ordered, and since the register was typically manned by an AI, it was very rarely messed up.

After sitting down and having a bite to eat, I gradually let my mood improve, though it was still quite a shock to have seen Tessa like that. On a whim, I checked my contacts list, and found that both of my parents were offline now. Did something happen? Normally, they wouldn’t really need a reason to log off, unless they were just spending time together that they couldn’t in the game.

Once I was done eating, I threw away the trash and started walking back towards my place, while calling them up. “Hey, John. How are things going in the real world?” I could hear my father speaking with a bit of worry, likely remembering that just a couple days before he had told me about the Seeds. At least, a couple days from my perspective, nearly two weeks in the game.

“Not that good.” I said, trying to hide what I was feeling from my voice. “Mom, I’ve got a question to ask you, is that alright?”

“Sure, dear. What is it?”

“Your character is a type of elemental, right? What’s it like to be an elemental, and is there a way to get a physical body?”

She paused for a moment at the question, and then there was a light gasp from the other end. “Who?”

Looks like she figured it out. Not like there would be very many reasons I’d ask, given the circumstances. “A six year old girl.”

“Oh… Oh, I’m sorry. Of course I’ll help, but I don’t know what good it’ll do. The planet I started on was a stray planet without a sun, locked in perpetual night. As a Shade, I couldn’t ‘see’ with my eyes, or ‘hear’ with my ears, or even touch or smell or taste. But I could sense everything under the cover of darkness, like a kind of radar. My race is incapable of making sound without striking something, so my only mode of speech is an ability called Shadow Tongue, which is used to communicate with other dark-attuned races. She should be similar, able to see through a radar anything touched by her element. As for a physical body… after I reached level thirty, I started to be able to condense my body into a solid shape, but it took quite a bit of focus to maintain. According to the elder shades I encountered, a true body isn’t established until level fifty.”

I nodded my head. There was no way I’d make a little girl fight until she had enough experience to be level fifty. By that time, I’d be more than able to give her a race change, if she didn’t manage to buy one from the game. Speaking of.. “Is there still the option for players to restart their character with a new race?”

This time, it was my father that answered. “It’s possible. All you have to do is find a shrine of the gods and pray to be reborn. The cost is five hundred dollars, or ten gold coins. Though, I’m a bit worried what will happen when people start using that.”

“What do you mean?”

In response to my question, he simply sighed as he spoke. “From the news we’ve heard, the company that developed the game, Manifest Industries, no longer technically exists. At least not in the physical sense. Normally, if you were to reset your character, the money spent would go to the company, who would then spend it on other things to continue circulation. However, if it is just being offered up to the ‘gods’, then something like that won’t happen. It would be the same as burning a pile of money. The same thing would happen with everyone that paid for a Seed as well.”

My eye twitched slightly as I started to understand why the option to preorder had still been available. “They’re wanting to force us into use coin currency, the same as in the game. Precious metals can easily be mined from other worlds once we explore space. Although new currency can be printed, it would only prolong the inevitable.”

“Exactly. Like this, everyone will be forced to use the same types of coins as they have in the game. I wouldn’t be surprised if bankers gained an ability that let them convert one type of currency to the other.”

I nodded my head slightly, changing my direction to begin walking home a bit faster. “Possibly. If I could get into the game, then I might be able to finish developing my class abilities. At least with that, I could help people change their physical race.”

My father laughed a bit at that. “Good, good. You probably have one of the best classes available for this new world. As for time to train… why not establish an Adventurer’s Guild? By now, people who logged on right away have had nearly two weeks to train. Quite a few should be strong enough to have classes at this point.”

I thought about his suggestion, and nodded. With a thought, I quickly dispersed some suspicious mana that had been gathering across the street from me. “True, and this way other people could get involved and I wouldn’t have to worry about being everywhere at once.”

Of course, I had no idea how to establish an Adventurer’s Guild. And by the time I figured it out, someone would have likely beaten me to it. There were a thousand beta testers for NeoLife, and I highly doubted I was the most forward thinking of them. If I was, then this world had bigger things to worry about than a few monster invasions.

Saying our goodbyes, my mother wished me luck with helping the little girl, and I quickly found my way to my house. Thankfully, it didn’t seem like another monster had attacked yet. Once I got inside, I suppressed the void field while moving up to my computer. Seeing that my mood was no longer as bad, Celeste spoke up while the birds resumed nuzzling my face. “How’d it go? Get any good information?”

“Yes and no. Some good, some not so much. Trying to find out more now.” Looking over to the spell formation on the wall, I decided to disable it for now. With Plant Manipulation, I ejected the Seed of Void from the wall, and then filled the formation with wind mana. There was an audible whoosh as the air once again returned to the room. Once I picked up the Seed of Void and put it in my inventory, I went back to looking up recent news related to the new changes.

The first thing I found was that, after the message appeared for everyone, people began getting skill notifications while going through their everyday life. Things like gaining the cooking skill, or a doctor getting a medicine skill. Apparently, politicians even got a leadership skill. Though, I suspected a few probably got some other skills, such as bribing, blackmail, etcetera. 

Along with that, a few people discovered that they could check their status, and even had an inventory. Though, almost nobody started out above level five, so their inventory size was pitifully small. However, this did mean that the friends list worked for everyone as well, almost completely invalidating the need for modern communication devices.

On the religious front, people had initially proclaimed that this was divine providence, brought forth by their respective gods. However, when it was revealed that the new system had its own gods, the believers did a complete change. Now, they openly persecuted the system, saying that anyone who willingly logged into the game was an agent of a false god or some devil. They called those who had transformed from the game as monsters, leading to quite a number of arrests.

Next, rumors of potentially powerful monsters appearing. The strongest was one which was reported to affect the oceans itself, as the tide had been fluctuating wildly lately. People believed that there was likely something similar to a kraken or leviathan beneath the waters, and so boat travel had been quickly stopped in order to prevent casualties. Storms had also been raging unpredictably, causing it to snow in the deserts while the arctic experienced a heat wave.

Thankfully, nothing like a dragon had been reported appearing yet. Aside from the mysterious monster beneath the ocean, the most terrifying thing reported had been minotaurs and elementals. Hearing about the elementals brought back memory of Tessa, and I had to ask myself how many of those were simply people that had lost the ability to communicate.

Finally, I came across a petition to establish an Adventurer’s Guild. As I had expected, I wasn’t the first to think about it. Though, the changes to the world were barely two days old, so it was still merely a petition. However, it was incredibly popular as it offered a real solution to stop the monsters spawning over the world.

Well, not like I was going to be leading the guild anyways, even if I had been the first to suggest it. To my surprise, it looked like everyday life had been largely unobstructed, aside from the need to watch out for monsters which caused a heavier police presence in the city.

Turning off my computer, I glanced over to the Seed, debating whether or not I should log in to do some quick Technomancy experiments. I still refused to do such in the real world when it could have any significant effect on me, especially after I repeatedly failed to mimic the camera scope of my rifle. Shaking my head, I decided to wait to do that until later. First, I sent Yin and Yang back to my grove, and then reset the void spell formation.

I needed to cultivate my affinities until they reached 10% before I did anything new. Once I was done with that, I could work on new affinities and new experiments. Though, I did determine that I would study the next slime that I fought. Worst case, they don’t call me to fight one, I understand the basic process to make one myself.

When I sat down on the floor to begin cultivating, Celeste spoke up again from my wrist. “So many things changing so quickly. It’s a miracle your race can adapt to it all.”

I smiled slightly and looked down to her. “This is too much for some of them to take in, so I’m sure that there are many that are unsettled by this. Some even downright reject it. But, life goes on. Whether the cashier at the grocery store is a well mannered young man or an elf, you pay for your purchase and move on. There will be a bit of hesitation towards the more drastically altered people, but most likely there are a few that barely notice any change in their life at all.”

Celeste listened to what I said, nodding her head slightly. “I see.. Still, it’s quite amazing. When you said that everyone had been human just a few days ago, I had expected mass panic. Aside from what you read about the more fanatical religious followers, there doesn’t seem to be much trouble. “

“Pretty much. There’s probably going to be more changes soon. Once a few people get high enough level to study the enchantments worked into spaceships, there will likely be a race to develop the first interstellar voyage. That will cause a whole new level of excitement, I think.”

The holographic woman nodded her head slightly. “I see… To think that the world you came from is one where you are restricted to a single sun, and yet you have these devices capable of sending you all the way to Hascion, and even seem to hold sway over the flow of time. It seems well beyond the ability of your planet, no offense… So where could they have come from.”

Once again, I cast my sight over towards the Seed. “That’s a very good question, and it’s one that is getting very tiring. My best guess is some other dimension. If it was simply space that was crossed, and the time ratio was the same, I would believe it might be an alien race. But the time difference wouldn’t make sense in that case. Best I can think of is that it connects to another dimension where time moves five times faster than here.”

Celeste thought about it, looking over towards the Seed. “Is it really?”





Chapter 5: A Day At The Beach



That night, I devoted all of my attention to cultivating Void Affinity. For the first time, aside from the jungle planet, I even decided not to sleep first. I needed to get this one to 10% as soon as I could, so that I could finish securing my house. After that, I could begin working on the others. I had decided at this point that I would log into the game to finish my training after my house was secured, and have my AI alert me if there was a call for me.

With that, I’d be able to finish my element training a lot sooner, and not end up falling behind. Over two weeks in the game now, if they devoted a single officer to training up as some kind of mage or soldier during this time he might already be able to take care of things. However, I was still called early in the morning once again. Moving down to the living room, I accepted the call.

This time, Faraday had a rather tired look on his face as he spoke. “We’ve got another slime issue. This time, it looks like they’ve joined together to become bigger, so our usual methods aren’t working. Think you can handle it? It’s down at the beach.”

“Should be alright.” I nodded my head, and again the call ended.

“So, a big slime this time. Still want to study it?” Celeste smiled as she appeared at my wrist again.

“Would like to, yeah. Depends on the situation. If it’s attacking people, I’ll have to stop it. But if there’s nobody around, I can take my time.”

After I spoke, Celeste nodded, fading away. Stepping out of the house, I went ahead and created my wings again, before taking off into the sky. It may be a bit more tiring to fly instead of taking a car, but it was much better for my wallet. And, for not at least, I had to be careful with how I spent my money.

Just a few minutes after I set off, I was already approaching the beach, and could clearly see a giant blue slime slowly walking up and down the shore aimlessly. The size of it should have been somewhere around fifteen meters in diameter, and I could make out over a dozen slime cores inside of it. Most likely, these were all water slimes that had formed in the bay and had come together before making their way to shore.

From another point of view, that was at least a dozen Seeds of Water in this slime, most of them probably medium grade. Although they did not have much worth yet in the real world, it shouldn’t take too long before enchanting catches up and people start needing them. No matter what, I absolutely couldn’t use the void breath and simply suck away these cores. Especially since I did still want to study it.

Nearby, there was a group of officers who all had their guns trained on the slime, as if waiting to see what it would do. Not like their guns would do anything to it, but it probably makes them feel better. Before I landed, I mumbled under my breath. “Celeste, can you identify?”

	Giant Water Slime
	Level: 20-25

	Mana: 1000
	Health: ???

	Key Affinities: Water
	Special Abilities: ???




The information appeared in my Cybernetic eye, and I nodded my head as I landed. So this thing is stronger than a couple dozen water slimes individually. Might even raise a level after I defeat it. My landing space was about ten meters in front of the giant slime, and I immediately sent out my Mana Sense to study it.

It seemed to be able to detect my mana, because as soon as I began studying it, a bit of slime lashed out from its body like a whip heading straight for me. It was easy enough for me to dodge, and I ducked down away from it. However, after the whip passed over me, I remembered the very important fact that I had large wings sticking out of my back. This realization came right around the time that I was sent tumbling off to the side, cursing as I cancelled the spell.

Standing up, I found that the slime had already reached me. Its body quickly wrapped around my own, and I could feel its slimy substance all over. It was, in a word, gross. Thankfully, though, it did not burn my body with acid like the plant slime. Instead, it felt like it was trying to suck out all the water mana from my body. Well then… two can play at this game!

I began drawing in water mana from the slime all around me, while it was drawing the same mana in from me. In a strange sense, this was like a form of cultivation. Although I wasn’t quite as good at drawing in water mana as this slime, I wasn’t at too much of a disadvantage. Now I understood how the thing ate, at least. A plant slime dissolves whatever it touches with acid to consume the nutrients, while a water slime absorbs the water mana to dehydrate creatures.

So as to avoid becoming slime food, I began releasing a bit of lightning mana to mix in with the water mana it was absorbing. It didn’t seem to like that much, as it recoiled away from me, practically spitting me out in the process. Once again, I tried to study it with my Mana Sense, but it shied away from my mana. Seems like it’s afraid of lightning mana. Not surprised.

Even when I wasn’t releasing any lightning mana, it seemed to have remembered what my mana felt like and avoided it. As such, I didn’t really get a chance to study the slime like this. Shaking my head, I couldn’t help but sigh as I was left with no real alternative but beating it until it was a single normal slime, and then taking my time to study it like I had the plant slime. 

Raising one hand, I began firing off shadow blasts, which burrowed into the water slime and dispersed, making it turn into a dark murky color. Seeing this, I was a bit surprised at the combination effect, but still felt that I had control over the shadows I had fired. As such, I kept firing them. Before long, it looked like a giant black blob, unable to dodge fast enough to avoid the repeated blasts.

Once I felt like the shadows had taken root enough to act, I started using them to wrap around the cores of the slime one by one, pulling them out and back to me. After each core was removed, the slime grew visibly smaller, until I had taken out all but one core. Strangely, at that point I felt like there was a disturbance in the shadows within the slime, like they were being devoured.

The slime had stopped shrinking at roughly six meters in diameter. I had honestly expected it to become even smaller, but I was too busy being surprised by what it was doing with my dark mana to care. In under ten seconds, it felt like all of the dark mana inside the water slime had been eaten, but the slime’s murky appearance hadn’t changed.

The slime’s element has changed. It’s registering as having equal parts Water and Dark Affinities now. Celeste’s words appeared in my Cybernetic eye, surprising me. Well… if I had known that could happen, I would not have played it like that!

Still, I had retrieved a total of nine medium-grade Seeds of Water, and five lesser-grade ones. Into the inventory they go, and once more I tried to study the mutated slime. This time, it did not shy away from my mana, which confused me. Either way, I studied it as much as I could while it made its way closer to me. This time, it seemed intent on swallowing me up again rather than lashing at me first, which made me worried. However, I did not feel an aura which suggested acid in the slime, but still… Nope nope nope, all of my nope.

Unlike lightning mana, when I wielded the power of light mana, there was plenty to work with nearby, as it was still early in the day. As such, it took far less mana to attack the slime with condensed lasers! Though this wasn’t as strong as plasma, it still had the effect of burning an ant with a magnifying glass. Except this ant was several meters wide.

It recoiled again from the light mana, so naturally I kept shooting more at it, its size slowly reducing. Become my study material!

After a few minutes of this extremely one-sided exchange, the slime had been reduced to less than half a meter wide, and barely had any power to move itself anymore. Or, well, that was the impression I got at first. Nobody told me to expect that when I got close to it, its shadow would suddenly spread out and rise from the ground to lash at me! 

It seemed to have become more intelligent by absorbing the second element, as the shadows tossed me around for a moment like a ragdoll, lashing at my front, back, legs, head, and finally throwing me into the water. Owww…

When I pulled myself out of the water, the slime had returned to its full size, making me want to cry. “That is so not fair, you aren’t allowed to trick me like that.”

My health by this point was fairly low, having just twenty points remaining. I cast a quick Alchemic Heal to fix this situation, and then wondered just how I could kill an intelligent slime. The most obvious method was to remove its core like I had been doing before. However, with how dark the waters of the slime were, I was unable to even see where the core was for this slime. Looking around, I saw one thing that I could probably use here, and there was even plenty of it.

Tapping into the earth mana, I made the sands rise up. Go, filter the goo for me! I grinned as I sent a large mass of sand into the slime. Although it was more difficult to control the sand after it had entered the slime, it did not show signs of being devoured like the dark mana had been. The last thing I needed was an even more intelligent slime to fight with.

The blackish water slime rushed towards me again, and I hurriedly sifted through the mass of goo with the sand into I struck something solid. Then, with a thought, all of the sand in the slime surrounded the core and yanked it out. The result was… messy. The slime, which had been just a couple feet in front of me, practically exploded in my direction, covering me from head to toe in black sludge.

	You have leveled up!




Bringing my hands up, I tried to wipe the gunk off of my eyes, which failed spectacularly since my hands were also covered in it. Instead, I decided to walk into the water and wash off briefly. Once I was able to see again, I brought down the pile of sand holding the slime core. Looking it over, I saw that what should have been a pure blue core now had a mix of blue and black along its surface. You can make dual element seeds? Good to know…

I decided to put the core away in my inventory with the rest of the slime cores, and looked over at the mess that had once terrorized the beach. I hate slimes.

Since my work here was done, I once more grew my wings and flew off, heading home. I was already at 9% Void Affinity, and felt like there was just a small amount left before I broke through. And, as I suspected, after cultivating for about another hour once I got home, I finally got to 10%. With this, I was able to quickly cover my entire house in a void field spell formation.

Good, now my home should be safe against monster spawns. Or random burglars for that matter. I smiled, and began work on my slime studies! Using my own void abilities to suppress the void field around me, I took out one of the medium-grade Seeds of Water. At the same time, Celeste appeared at my wrist, looking curiously at it. “Are you going to try to make a slime? Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“Nope, not in the slightest. However, if it’s just a tiny slime, I can destroy it if it becomes a problem.” I smiled confidently, and began feeding water mana into the element seed. Very gradually, I could see water droplets converging around the seed, the first step to it becoming a slime. However, since the area was sealed off with void mana, there wasn’t a good source of water mana to use here aside from myself and the other seeds. To test something, I turned my left hand into a clawed fist, and pricked my right thumb. After dropping a single drop of blood on the slime, I noticed a slight change in its aura.

After the change, it began rapidly sucking in the mana I was giving it, as if starved for more. I could feel the air around me becoming dry, and even the water mana in my own body was rushing out to meet the slime. However, this lasted for only a few moments, before the slime’s body had grown to be roughly four inches in radius. Unlike a normal slime, it had two air bubbles next to each other that gave it the appearance of eyes.

Yay, I made a slime! Now… to see if I can communicate with it… I put my hand on the top of the water slime’s head, and sent a message into it with water mana. ’Can you understand me?’

I was awarded with another ability, just a copy of the last ones saying that I could speak with water creatures. However, looking at the slime, it didn’t seem like it could answer me. Its bubble eyes ‘blinked’ by popping and quickly reforming. So, instead, I told it to move to the left, which it did so. So, it can understand me… but isn’t smart enough to answer…

I decided to perform a test, and used the same animal companion bonding magic that I had used on Yin and Yang. I honestly hadn’t expected it to work on a monster, but sure enough the effect took hold without a problem.

	You have made an Animal Companion bond with an Advanced Water Slime.

	Please choose a name for this companion.




Advanced water slime? Is that because of the blood? I thought it over for a moment, before looking down at the slime. “Yo.” Now I had my three stooges, Yin, Yang, and Yo.






Chapter 6: What Will They Become?



With the Void Affinity training complete, and even the new addition of my water slime, I decided to head into the game. However, first, there were a few things I needed to take care of. Looking down at Yo, I sent him a command with my water mana to not resist what I was about to do. He blinked his eyes(popped his bubbles?) confusedly at me, but when I wrapped my mana around him, he did not resist. I noticed that it took roughly five times as much mana to send him into my grove as it took to do the same with either bird, but that was to be expected given that he was a monster.

Next, I left an instruction with the house AI to send me a message in the game if I get a call, and then sent Celeste back into the grove. Finally, I went back up to my Seed, cancelled my Aspect of the Bird spell, and climbed in. Been awhile since I logged in, wonder what’s happened with the Klax…

Soon, darkness surrounded me, and then I found myself lying on a small bed, a strange device strapped to my arm. It kept beeping at a fairly regular interval, which made me think it was measuring my heartbeat, and I slowly sat up.

“Ah, he’s awake!” Someone called out, and a woman in a white uniform with a red cross on the chest came over. “Sir, are you alright? Do you need anything?”

I blinked, a bit surprised at the situation, and then it hit me. I logged out on a bench… and it’s been several days since then… I coughed a bit, looking to the woman who seemed to be a nurse. “How long was I out?”

“We found you shortly after the rescue summon, and that was seventeen days ago.” She answered simply, a bit relieved that I seemed to be okay after checking whatever it was strapped to my arm. “There were a number of cases similar to yours around the same time on other planets, and we found that they were all travelers. Though, you seem to be missing your companion.” She looked down to my wrist, but blinked in surprise when the metal bracelet appeared in a strand of blue light. “Ahh, right.. we were told you were a druid.”

I looked myself over once, and checked my inventory. Thankfully, nothing was missing from my inventory, but… “I was wearing armor when I… ‘fell asleep’. Do you know what happened to it?”

“Hmm?” The nurse tilted her head curiously, and then got up to go talk to one of the doctors. After a few minutes, she came back, shaking her head. “You weren’t wearing any armor when you were found. Before we heard reports of other cases like this, we thought you might have been mugged.”

No… My armor… was stolen… Nooo!! I clenched my fists tightly, I liked that armor! It was awesome! Though, if I wanted to, I could easily go kill another Great Boa with my current strength most likely. But, I wasn’t even sure if there were any on this planet, which made that I difficult challenge. “I see… do you happen to know somewhere I could get a replacement..? Would rather not wander around without any protection.”

And note to self, from now on stick all important gear in inventory or grove before logging out.

The woman nodded her head. “There are a few different shops you could visit to get gear in the city. Once you are discharged, you can find a terminal to view the map.”

I nodded my head slightly. “Alright, and do you know anywhere I could access the online network? There’s some information I need to look up.”

“If it’s just to look up information, any terminal would do. However, you should visit a software library if you’re wanting to download something for your companion.” The nurse smiled at me.

“Thanks.. and, when can I get discharged?” I honestly didn’t want to look up new software for right now, but I did want to look up more information on slimes and elementals.

“Normally, if someone was unconscious for over two weeks, we’d ask them to stay for a couple of days to monitor their recovery. However, it was almost like your body didn’t require any food or water, and is still in perfect condition. We couldn’t find the trace of any particular blessing on you, but it was still remarkable. Given that, I think the doctors will agree to go ahead and let you out.”

I smiled and thanked her again, and she went to speak with the doctors. Within another half hour, I had been released from the hospital, and was even given a basic set of clothes to wear since my initial set had been practically ruined by combat, and my armor was missing. For the first time, I noticed that I was actually in shape now, and had entirely worked off the gut I had when I first started playing the game. Small miracles do happen..

Once I was out of the hospital, Celeste appeared at my wrist, giggling slightly. “Well, should have expected something like this to happen. Though, now we know for the future, right?” She smiled up at me innocently, and all I could do was sigh in response.

Moving over towards the nearest terminal, I did several searches to get information. I was tempted to use my eye and just record everything relevant, but trusting the terminal to decide what was relevant without asking for my input would be a bit much. And every second wasted trying to tell the terminal what to pull up would be precious mana wasted.

First of all, I pulled up information regarding wind elementals so that I could help Tessa, in case it was impossible for her to change her race back the normal way. Aside from what I had already known, there were a few important bits of information.

Wind elementals, like most, were incredibly difficult to kill because they could freely move their core around within their body and hide it from view. This meant that, at the very least, nobody should easily be able to hurt her. That part put me at ease a little bit while I continued looking for information.

The next tidbit was about her creating a human body. Like my mom had said, at level thirty they are able to create a semi-solid form, like a mirage body. Aside from solids like earth elementals, I suspected that that was a universal trait. Once they reached level fifty, they could start practicing with making a fully solid body.

Unfortunately, I had no intention of waiting for Tessa to level up to fifty. Who knew how long that might take? Weeks, months? If she wasn’t able to change her race, I’d train until I was able to do it for her.

With my research on Tessa taken care of, I moved on to researching slimes, in particular advanced water slimes like Yo. From what the terminal told me, advanced water slimes were stronger, smarter, and pretty much better in every way compared to their normal version. They had a higher chance to evolve into a sentient race known as slime people, and even other cool evolutions. However, the only way to get an advanced slime was to have it take in the essence of a living creature as it is being born. I was rather surprised the drop of blood I used had such an effect.

For example, the highest form of a water slime was known as an ocean slime. This was a rather terrifying thought, honestly, because a single slime could potentially control the entire ocean! Once in the water, they’d be able to control it as if it were their own body. I couldn’t imagine trying to take on something like that with anything short of planetary destruction. Apparently, when I had been fighting the water slime before, it had taken in the dark mana I was using to attack it, and forced an evolution in an attempt to save itself.

On the path to sentience, they are able to turn into ‘mimic’ slimes, which can copy the physical shapes of objects or creatures. I asked, and they don’t make very good weapons. Can you imagine trying to hit someone with a sword made of jello? It’d be about the same thing. They do make great armor, though! And after they gain enough intelligence, they get their evolution to slime people.

Finally, when looking up the special abilities of water slimes, I found something rather interesting. Similar to plant slimes, it is possible to create various potions by feeding the ingredients to a water slime, and having it secrete the finished potion. The amount of potion depends on the size and strength of the slime, but generally will not exceed medium quality. That means I could feed it some blood weed and fireflower petals, and have a walking(rolling) health potion!

With that taken care of, I moved on to looking for information about my birds, and the evolution paths they could end up taking. For Yin, my ideal evolution would be achieved if she kept focusing on training her Wind Affinity before leveling up, because then she could evolve into a Windslayer. From what the terminal said, a windslayer is a powerful magical beast able to control the wind. However, it required Wind Affinity to reach 30% before level 20 in order for it to evolve that way.

If it did evolve into a Windslayer, then it would gain other evolutions for either focusing on Wind Affinity, or branching out into other elements. I was really hoping to get this path, but I didn’t want to look up the information in case I wasn’t able to get it. That would just be teasing myself, which I have already done enough of.

Now, if they got to level twenty before getting the required amount of Wind Affinity, but it was still their main ability, they would turn into a Gustwing instead. A gustwing was not as powerful when it came to manipulating the wind, but they were listed as a ‘low ranked’ monster, instead of a ‘medium ranked’ magical beast. Although their wind powers were lacking, they had a stronger overall combat power thanks to an enhanced body.

With the information for Yin taken care of, I moved on to Yang. Her evolution path was pretty much set in stone, and she would immediately become a sentient creature when she hits level twenty. As long as she kept practicing Nature Magic, this was not something likely to change. The type of species she will turn into is known as a demi, which I guess is what they call evolved creatures. Specifically, a winged demi.

A winged demi is a bird that has used magic, or had magic used on it, to bridge the gap between sentient and animal. Their exact form depends on the form they are based on, so they could become demi-human, demi-elf, or demi-dwarf, for example. In terms of potential, they possess all of their innate traits they had as an animal, but are capable of intelligent thought on a level of a sentient creature. If they trained to become a demi on their own, they will likely possess an innate talent for arcane magic. It would be really nice if this was the case, because another caster would help quite a bit.

Finally, I decided to end my little study session by looking up information on element seeds. I still didn’t know how to refine higher quality ones, or why the slime’s core seemed to have two elements. The first question I had answered pretty easily. I just had to refine an element seed with a higher elemental purity. So.. the ones I was making right now should be around 25% pure, but I need 50% pure for it to be a medium quality seed. As for my last question, the terminal informed me rather bluntly that an element seed, or the slime core created from it, can only have one element. This element can be a mix of other elements, but must still be an element of its own.

So what element is water/darkness, then? I debated whether to ask the terminal, but decided against it. Instead, I walked off to find the armor shop that had been indicated on the map. Now I knew how I could evolve all of my animal companions, and what they could evolve into. I’d need to check what level the birds were at already before doing I went fighting again, but having a winged demi, a Windslayer, and a mimic slime would make for not only an epic fighting group, but also a wide range of traits to study for my Xeno-Shifter class!






Chapter 7: The Trainer’s Talks



On my way to the armor shop, I decided that the next element I would focus on cultivating would be water, due to the slime that had become my ‘animal’ companion. No matter what, having a high Water Affinity would be extremely good for me right now. As such, I began devoting a bit of my concentration to cultivating water mana while I walked. 

It wasn’t much later that I had arrived at the designated armor shop. Inside, there were several different types of armors, ranging from medieval knights, scale armor, flak jackets, and some more advanced tech armor. Thankfully, I didn’t see my old snake scale armor here, or I would have had to accuse them of stealing it from me. 

Though, their prices were a bit… expensive. Maybe I had just been spoiled with my old armor since I had provided the materials for it, but even an armor of similar quality would cost me roughly twenty silver now. I was sorely tempted to just forget about armor and use my aspect spell to defend myself. Then again, for now that was my only real choice. 

With a sigh, I left the store and went off to find another terminal. This time, I asked about the planet I was on, and if there was a nearby hunting ground suitable for leveling up. What I learned was the planet’s name, Gallen 4, and that there was a level forty hunting ground outside of the city. Level forty.. No wonder the armor was so expensive. 

“What are the available methods to level up?” I asked the terminal in resignation, knowing that I could not do so the old fashioned way while I was here. 

“The most common way to level up is to defeat enemies, taking in a bit of their essence after they lose a battle. You may also level up by increasing your own ability through training, improving your life skills, or various obscure methods such as absorbing the energy of certain powerful objects.” 

That last one is pretty much up to luck. Looks like it’s training for me. Though, what level have my birds gotten to from training in seclusion this entire time? 

“Is there a way to measure the level and skills of an animal companion?” The terminal should be able to answer this, so I might as well ask while I’m here. 

“The Identify software for a companion, priced at roughly five silver, is capable of determining an animal companion’s approximate level. Skill levels must be evaluated at a trainer, or by having the companion bracelet upgraded to more accurately read the mana of external sources.” 

I gave another tired sigh. “How much is that upgrade?” 

“One gold coin.” I swear, I almost coughed up blood when I heard that. I didn’t have half of that amount, and would likely not be getting it in the near future, either. Thankfully, I still had plenty to get myself a hotel room for a while, and hope that training my affinities would count as training to level me up. 

But first, I went to visit a trainer, following the map I had gotten from the terminal. It may have just been an idle curiosity, but I wanted to know how high Yin’s Wind Affinity and Yang’s Nature Magic had gotten. After that, I still needed to go see if my Technomancy was high enough yet to create the interface in my head that could hold Celeste. 

So, first stop, a beast trainer! When I arrived there, I found a single stall with a fairly attractive human woman standing behind the counter. She had all the right curves in all the right places, and a fairly revealing outfit to show them. “Hello there.” She smiled over at me. “Looking to get a new beast, or have one appraised?” 

I blinked, a bit stunned there for a moment before pulling myself together. Women really know how to use their assets to bring in business… “I’m looking to get my birds appraised. I want to see how close they are to evolving, and heard this would be the right place to find out.” 

The woman nodded her head, smiling a bit wider. “Yup, this is the place. Just bring them on out, and we can get started.” 

I nodded, remembering finally that Yin and Yang were both in my grove still, and retrieved them right away. They appeared as a stream of light emerging from my chest, and each took shape on my shoulders, claiming their usual perches. Well.. at least I’ll be able to tell the two of them apart after the evolve. 

“Oh? Lovebirds, huh? Not a very common choice for people looking for combat pets. Still, looks like you’re a druid, so they can be trained just like anything else. Their usual noncombat status actually lowers the requirements for evolution a bit.” She looked at the two birds, smiling as she explained. “Now, let’s get started with this one.” She pointed to Yang first, and her companion bracelet lit up. A deep male voice, like that of a butler sounded out from it. 

“Level eighteen. Most notable skill, Nature Magic at Basic Level 8.” 

Upon hearing the words, I was a bit shocked again, while the trainer simply nodded with a wide smile. “Yeah, that sounds about right. Now, as for the other one…” She then pointed to Yin, and the same voice rang out from her wrist. 

“Level fifteen. Most notable skill, Wind Affinity at 16%.” 

For some reason, I felt a bit defeated when I found out that my animal companions were each better than me in their chosen fields. However, the woman’s next words made me pause a bit. “Hmm, looks like she’s approaching the bottleneck. You’ll have to spend quite a bit of effort to get her to evolve with the affinity.” 

“Bottleneck?” I asked curiously, having not known that there was such a thing in druid cultivation. 

“Hmm? Ah, right. Your teacher must not have told you. Well, the standard cultivating method slows down drastically after 20%, and doesn’t advance it at all after 25%. At that point, the mana being taken in is no longer purifying your own innate mana, and you need to start refining medium grade elemental seeds, then absorbing them into your aura to advance. That should carry you through until 50%, at which point you do the same thing with high quality seeds until 75%, and finally top quality seeds take you up to 100%.” 

“So basically, I need Yin to start absorbing mana from medium-grade Seeds of Wind soon, in order for her to be able to reach 30% and evolve?” 

“That’s right.” She gave a quick nod. “Though, she might hit the level to evolve before that anyways. It’s pretty hard to get up to 30% in an affinity before hitting level twenty, unless you leave them with a trainer that can stop their level growth while they cultivate.” 

I thought about it seriously for a bit. It would really be nice to have a Windslayer pet, honestly. “How much would that cost?” 

She grinned slightly at my question. “Well, given her level, I’d say ten silver, plus the resources. If you can teach her to refine Seeds of Wind on her own, that would save you quite a bit of trouble. Otherwise, buying them myself would up the price a lot. As for the time, it would take about two weeks for her to advance from her current state to 30% with my help.” 

Why must everything good be so expensive? “Sorry, I can’t really afford that, since I haven’t even been able to refine a medium-grade seed yet. If I can, and am able to teach her how to do so before she evolves, I’ll come back.” 

The trainer nods with an understanding expression. “Yeah, it can be hard on lower level people to train up for a really good pet. Most people wait to get their ideal pet until they are able to afford it all in one go, and then leave their pet with a trainer until it evolves to the form they want. For birds, we get requests to evolve them into phoenixes all the time. But doing it yourself is better, I think. I mean, not to belittle my own business or the like, but leaving an animal with a trainer for a long period will really reduce its loyalty towards you. Especially a lovebird like yours, as they are really possessive, and can be quite sensitive towards their bonded partner.” 

My eye twitched as I heard that I could have had a phoenix. That was almost definitely a fire type final evolution, and something that I would never get with Yin. “I can see how that would be an issue. Wouldn’t be good to leave an animal with someone, then come back and have it attack you, right?” 

She nodded her head again as I said that. “Exactly. There are some species that will stay loyal even if left alone for a long time, but those are typically more of the canine races. A few feline races are like that, but they are rare. As for birds… I’ve yet to meet one personally that was still willing to show the same loyalty after being left alone for a full evolution process.” She shook her head with a somewhat sad expression. 

“I see… I’m sorry for troubling you, then.” I was about to turn to leave when I looked back curiously. “What about slimes?” 

The woman looked up, raising a curious eyebrow. “Slimes? Well, slimes are typically extremely loyal to whoever’s mana they are composed of at their birth. Taming a slime is much harder than simply creating one, but only certain techniques are able to give birth to a slime. And, if you choose to refine their cores to a higher quality rather than strengthening their slime body, they have the potential to become true elementals.” 

That part surprised me, as it was the first I had heard of a slime becoming an elemental. Though, it did make sense. If an elemental’s core was a top quality elemental seed, then a slime’s core could eventually change into it if refined properly. Would I rather have a slime person, or a water elemental? 

The female trainer smiled slightly, seeing me think about it. “Looks like you have one of your own. Well, a bit of advice. While an elemental is almost undefeatable when in their element, the opposite is also true when they are out of it. Unless your slime is a wind slime or a fire slime, it’d be best to give up on that path.” 

I smiled a bit and thanked her for that. “What about an ocean slime?” 

“Hmm, those are quite powerful, since their bodies can change size to become as large as a city or as small as the palm of your hand. However, they’re basically just bigger versions of the standard water slime, unless you put it in an actual ocean. Then, they can merge with the water and control it as if it were their own body. If you’ve got a water slime, though, I’d suggest training it to be a mimic slime instead. Those are more versatile, and if they can evolve into a sentient slime, they will gain the ability to practice any kind of magic, just like a normal slime person. Of course, their innate loyalty only lasts until the sentience stage, just like any other creature. After that, they have a mind of their own and can choose who they follow.” 

I nodded my head, thanked her and left again. I’d need to train for a while longer, and then get a job so that I could afford new gear before moving out to the hunting ground or buying my way onto a ship. Either way, at this rate Yang would easily evolve before I left, since she only had two levels to go. I’d need to find somewhere to take Yo to level up as well, which would probably be the hard part. Maybe I could have Yo absorb the water mana of defeated monsters to level up? 

I thought about it, and that was likely the easiest method to level Yo up. Maybe I could feed him some poison herbs and have him poison enemies to death before absorbing them. At this point, Celeste spoke up from my wrist, breaking me out of my train of thought. “So… Yang is about to evolve and become a sentient race?” She had a somewhat awkward expression as she asked that. 

“Probably pretty soon, yeah. Why?” 

She coughed lightly, and I could see her cheeks darkening. “You already forgot what happened the last time they thought you would be the same species as them..?” 

I blinked, confused for a moment, before I suddenly thought that this was no longer a good idea. “Maybe she’ll lose that characteristic when she evolves?” It was either that, or me shoving a horny bird girl into my grove to cool off. 

“Yeah… You go ahead and hope for that....” She giggled cutely, making me shake my head. I shall not be conquered by a bird! 

My next stop was an implant store, which also advertised as being a great place to train Technomancy. After all, implants would be practically the same thing as what I’ve done to my eye. Inside the store were various prosthetics, and a few chips and small devices. Each one was held behind a barrier, similar to what they used in the pet store to prevent people from scanning the animals. 

“Welcome, welcome!” I heard an energetic male voice from the back of the store, and soon a black skinned, green eyed golem walked out from a door at the back. “Welcome, welcome to War’s Stores. Feel free to look around, and let me know if you are interested in anything.” His granite face twisted into a smile as he spoke, waving his arms around like a show’s host. 

Seeing his overly dramatic display, I sighed and shook my head. “I’m looking for an implant that would store a companion AI. Do you have anything like that?” 

The man brought his hand up to his chin in thought, and I could almost see the lightbulb go off in his head. “Yes, we do indeed! Right this way.” He led me over to one of the display cases, which held a small computer chip suspended by over a dozen thin wires. “This is the companion implant, able to substitute as a holding station for your companion AI and prevent its loss in case of the wristband being lost or broken. Of course, you’ll still need to purchase any hardware upgrades if the bracelet is broken.” 

The two birds chirped up from my shoulder, and I nodded my head slightly. “Is it possible to study the device? I’m practicing Technomancy, and would prefer to be able to do it myself than to let someone dig around my skull, no offense.” 

The golem seemed to frown slightly, but nodded. “Hmm, yes, I can understand that. Well, as a standard, it’s 20% of the product’s cost to study it. In the case of this implant, that means five silver. Of course, we can not be held responsible for any injuries done as a result of studying the device. We can only advise you not to tamper with your brain casually.” 

Remembering what happened when I tried to upgrade my camera eye, I nodded my head. The cost was definitely worth it for me, even if I had to pay full price and got the implant. By now, a lot of people in the real world would be able to identify a companion AI bracelet, and seeing one on the outside could make people want to take it and study it. That would definitely not be a good thing.





Chapter 8: Leave it to the Professionals


Looking down at the device, I handed over the five silver coins to the golem shopkeeper to study it. With a shrug, he pressed a button to undo the barrier around it and walked back to the counter. After a moment, Celeste popped up from my bracelet, looking up to me. “Are you sure you want to do this…? I won’t mind if you wait a while longer, you know…”

I smiled to her, shaking my head. “It’ll be fine.” Though I said that, I went ahead and sent both of the birds back to the grove, just in case something went wrong. I could either make this work, or save up to get Celeste a robotic body, but personally I preferred this option. After all, a robotic body could still be broken. Maybe after I get some more money, I’ll be able to afford a robot to copy her AI over to, but really this was a priority. And now I was procrastinating again.

Taking a deep breath, I used all of my focus to study the aura of this device. There was a handy little display that showed how it attached to the brain to ensure safety, and that helped me in my planning. However, first I needed to completely memorize the aura of this machine. And this was not exactly an easy thing to do. Unlike the scope, this wasn’t considered a ‘simple’ device, even by the game’s standards. Each of the various pieces of the implant were enchanted with different runes, and by some stroke of luck they were all ones I had previously learnt from the enchanter’s terminal.

Five minutes, ten minutes, thirty minutes…. two hours later I was still studying that device with all of my attention. I had already used my Record feature to memorize the visual aspect of its aura from every conceivable angle. I even had twisted and rearranged the thin wires to make sure that the aura didn’t show any extra signs of change. In this time, a few different people had come and gone from the store, but I didn’t pay much attention to them.

Finally, after three full hours of studying the implant, I felt like I was ready to start. If my memory served me, this was the longest amount of time I had spent studying a single aura since I began this game. As such, I found a nearby chair along the edge of the shop’s wall and sat down. “Okay… here goes nothing. If this fails, seeya in a few hours.”

Closing my eyes, I began working, using my Mana Sense to essentially view myself from the outside. I could feel as my mana worked its way into my head, feeling around for the exact place that the device was supposed to be placed. This was the easy part, the hard part was making it. By focusing my mana, I added a bit into my head so that I was not trying to convert any part of my brain.

Once I felt I had enough mana to create the basic chip, I got started on changing the aura of the extra mana to match the chip. This part I took extremely slowly, such that by the time I was done, the three hundred mana that I had poured into it had already fully recovered. There was a bit of a nagging pain in my head, but since I hadn’t made any of the connecting wires yet it was just a bit of an annoyance. The next step, I inspected the chip and made sure that I had added each and every little rune into the aura. I wanted to make sure that this was going to be perfect, or else this was going to hurt a lot.

For my next trick, I try not to die! In other words, it was time to work on the connection wires. Each one was meant to go towards a different section of my brain, and that meant accuracy was extremely important here. Being off by a millimeter could be the difference between hooking it up to my hearing and hooking her up to my sense of pain.

I decided to take it one wire at a time, emulating the connections with my mana down to the smallest detail my puny mind could possibly handle. Each wire took me nearly ten minutes to finish, and after each one there was a growing headache. Smart people take painkillers of some kind before they have other people go poking around in their brain. Other people just do the poking themselves.

Six wires in, and it was getting slightly difficult to concentrate. However, I wasn’t even halfway done yet. The one bright side was that the auras for all the different wires were the same, and it was just placing them that I had to worry about. By the tenth wire, I was pretty much fueling myself on willpower while holding my forehead in one hand. I thought I tasted a bit of copper in my mouth, which was likely a bad sign. Somehow, I managed to get through all fifteen wires, before the pain became too much and I fell forward, out of the chair as I lost consciousness.

I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but eventually I woke up… back in the hospital. The familiar metal armband had been reapplied, and was once again measuring my vitals. The same nurse that I had spoken with before noticed I was awake and moved over towards me. “We need to stop meeting like this.”

I chuckled a bit at that. “So, what’s the verdict, doc?” I asked, noticing a blue screen in front of my vision.

	You gained a new title!

	Amateur Brain Surgeon
+5% Success rate when performing brain surgery.

For some unknown reason, you lack common sense to the degree that you are willing to perform untested magic inside your own skull, repeatedly. The fact that it works is a miracle worthy of praise, but only inspires your recklessness.




	New Spell Unlocked

	Implant Magic - Technomancy - ★☆

Through sheer recklessness, you have discovered the means to replicate the effects of implants in your own brain.
Mana Cost: Varies




	Technomancy has increased to Intermediate.




	Mana Signatures has increased to Intermediate.




	Aura Sight has increased to Intermediate.




“Well… Mr. Hulett, the verdict is for you to stop trying to perform surgery on yourself, and leave it to the professionals.” The nurse gave a tired smile. “Almost every technomancer does it at one point or another, trying out their abilities to make an implant, and almost every one of them end up here. Those that don’t… end up downstairs.”

It didn’t take a brain surgeon to understand her meaning, and I nodded my head before she continued. “Now, from our scans, and consulting with your companion, it would appear that the ‘operation’ was a success.”

“Yup, that’s right!” I heard a familiar voice in my ear, but since the nurse didn’t react, it seemed like she didn’t hear it. “Don’t bother, testing out the new features!” Suddenly, an image appeared in front of me, a young woman standing behind the nurse. I instantly recognized it as Celeste, despite her no longer being miniature or slightly transparent. She jumped around happily, doing some spins and flips before sitting on my lap. Of course, she was still only an illusion in my head, so there was no weight. “Now, don’t you go doing that again! I was worried.” She pouted while pointing a finger at me, a bit cutely. “Hey, it’s not cute, it’s serious!”

Uh oh… there’s now a woman inside my thoughts. I don’t think I thought this through… After I thought that, Celeste puffed up her cheeks and pouted again, but soon vanished from my view. “Yeah.. I’d say it worked.” I turned to the nurse, who had apparently been waiting for my reaction. “So, what now?”

“Now… we discharge you again, for the second time in two days. Try not to make it a habit, Mr. Hulett, we don’t give special deals to repeat customers.” She gave a tired sigh as she removed the armband from me again and let me up. At least this time nothing was stolen from me. That golem must have called the hospital as soon as I collapsed. “It would be good for you to check back in after a week or so, to make sure the implant doesn’t have a negative reaction.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” I smiled to her, standing up and stretching out a bit. Thankfully, even though it seemed like the entire night had gone by, it had only been a couple hours on the outside. I had been seriously worried that a call would come in while I was focusing on the ‘surgery’ that would interrupt me.

After leaving the hospital, Celeste appeared again, walking alongside me. “This feels so different from before!” She happily exclaimed, looking ahead. Naturally, she was still unable to properly look around since she was only sharing my senses. However, now it seemed like she was getting the full range of sense input, rather than simply sight and sound.

“Well, everything turned out alright, for the most part. Though, I still haven’t done the rest of the cybernetic spells I want to do yet.” After I said that, I suddenly found my hand rising up and slapping myself in the face. Looking down at the hand in shock, I heard a giggling next to me. When I turned to look, there was a very proud looking Celeste smirking towards me.

“None of that. We just got out of the hospital, we’re not putting you right back in it.”

So… she can even take control of my motor skills. This suddenly seems awkward. Celeste suddenly had a deep blush after I said that, and turned away to pout. Though, there were several potential uses to this as well, such as helping me aim or dodge, or maybe even mimic fighting styles. “Fine, fine. I’ll be good. Still, didn’t expect you to have so much control from this implant.”

Celeste turned around, and gave a small grin. “Well… you see… I think you may have missed just a bit on the implant. From what the display said, I should have access to all of your senses, but I think you messed it up so that instead of ‘access’, I have… well.. ‘control’. Now, don’t give me that look, I’ll be a good girl. This is a good thing, really! Now I can stop you from doing half of the stupid stuff you do.”

I blinked a bit at her, and then just shook my head and sighed. This was going to get awkward if I didn’t get used to speaking mentally and hearing verbally. Just think of it like the elemental speech, and everything should work out.

At that thought, Celeste nodded her head, and we left to go back to the hotel. I still had to figure out some way to train Yang and Yo, but having them spar wasn’t an option, and we were all too low level to go exploring the hunting grounds around the city. The best idea I could come up with was to have them fight monsters in the real world.

Once we were in the hotel, I sat down on the rather comfortable bed, and Celeste sat there with me. “Okay, so what’s the plan?” She asked with a bright smile.

“Well… first I need to finish training my affinities. After that, we should head back to my world and train those two. I don’t suppose this control of yours extends to my magic, does it?”

“Hold on, let me check!” She closed her eyes and seemed to be focusing.. “Nope, doesn’t seem like it. I can feel your mana, but I still can’t control it. So no, you can’t just have me refine medium grade Seeds of Wind for you while you practice.” She smirked knowingly to me.

“Well… was worth a shot. Looks like she’ll be evolving into a Gustwing instead of a Windslayer, more than likely. Should have taken a look at the evolution paths of that one as well. Maybe there will still be some way to get a rather epic type of bird.”

“Maybe! But at least now, you can mark one item off your checklist, right? And after a while, maybe we can take another crack at learning the runic language? Now that I have a direct link to your senses and memories, I can store information a lot better. I can even slow down the speed at which the information is passed to you over time to prevent another migraine like you had the first time.”

Now that was something I hadn’t considered. Essentially, with this setup, she could learn all of the information skills from the internet just by searching through them and memorizing it. Although she wouldn’t be able to do so with practical skills, or with special software, that is still a huge boost.

“Exactly.” She speaks again, answering my thoughts. “I might even be able to look up information on nearby planets and local species to help you plan future adventures. Oh, this is going to be fun!”

For some reason, the idea of having a female AI, or any AI, or any female for that matter inside my brain and able to essentially take full control of my body whenever she wanted still disturbed me a bit. Sensing this thought, Celeste simply turned to me and grinned mischievously. “Oh, it’ll be fine. But don’t think I don’t know you wanted to use your X-Ray vision to peep on women. I may not be able to stop that, but I can certainly censor it.”

Alas, another dream crushed before it could be realized.






Chapter 9: Discoveries and a Plan


The rest of the day passed fairly quickly. Well, that was mostly because I was focusing on one thing for the entire day, but Celeste was kind enough to not disturb me while training my Water Affinity. I think she knows that, even though she could try to take over my body, since she doesn’t have any control over my magic, I could still get rid of the implant if I wanted. Doing so would, at the very least force her back into the bracelet, or possibly delete her altogether. Neither of us know for sure, and we would both like to avoid that happening. So now, I am basically seeing hallucinations of a helpful AI that can help me with a few tasks.

Though, after raising my Water Affinity to 9%, it was time to sleep. I swear, Celeste being in my head is just weird. I had a dream of just sitting up and watching the TV for hours as it flashed through a rapid series of images. Of course, after I woke up, I found out that hadn’t been a dream, and Celeste had taken the time while I was asleep to essentially ‘download’ a torrent of information. With a sigh, I could only ask her, “So, what all did you get?” The idea of her taking over my body while I slept was a bit disconcerting, but so long as she only used it for the right things it’d be okay.

“Well, first I looked up whether or not it was possible to infect an AI like myself with a virus, because if it is, I’d need to take countermeasures.” Naturally, this alarmed me. “Turns out, it is possible for someone using Technomancy to embed a virus spell into a program, but it has to be passed on through direct contact. Organic optics filter out any possibility for a virus to be transmitted by simply being read. As long as my main consciousness is in the implant, and you are confident in any software you apply to yourself, it should be safe.”

I nodded, a bit relieved that Celeste wouldn’t suddenly get infected with a homicidal virus or something like that. “Alright, what else?”

This time, she grinned proudly, pushing out her imaginary chest. “I heard that. But anyways, after that, I started looking up some useful information. Stuff like lovebird evolutionary paths, slime abilities, and so on. Also went through and learned about all of the nearby worlds, their native monsters, and recommended levels. I think, if I keep doing this, I might be able to serve as a good information source for you when we’re travelling. I’ve already been able to store a lot of information for the Identify software.”

One particular part of that stuck out to me, so I went ahead and asked. “So? What did you learn about Yin’s evolution path?”

Nodding her head, Celeste began speaking in a lecturing tone. “After turning into a gustwing, the most common evolutionary forms are taken when the gustwing reaches 20% in a second affinity, aside from wind. This has varying outcomes based on what the element is, but the most powerful would be if the second element is lightning. If that is the case, it is capable of evolving into a thunderbird, a high ranking monster able to control the weather in a localized area and release powerful lightning attacks. Before you ask, the phoenix path is totally unavailable to her now, because she would have to take her first evolution from having 30% Fire Affinity. What I did learn was that, at the end of every evolution chain is a chance for a creature to take on a humanoid appearance.

“For some, this is in the form of a demi, like Yang will become. Others, like Yo, simply evolve into it if they are intelligent enough. But for most, the ones that advanced down the path of magical beasts and monsters, their final evolution grants them a form of sentience. With it, they are able to change their body between two forms. The first is naturally their default form that they were ‘born’ with, while the second would be the form of either a human, demi, or other sentient creature that they choose to become.”

I gave out a soft sigh, shaking my head. “So no matter what, I’m going to end up with two bird girls on my hands.”

Celeste giggled slightly at that. “Yup, that’s right. What’s more, I discovered that slimes are gender neutral, so there is still the possibility for Yo to take a female form when he becomes a sentient. I’d be careful if I were you, or they may just start teaming up against you.”

“Don’t encourage them… Did you manage to get anything else, though?”

Celeste shook her head. “Nope, but I know most of the planets within fifty parsecs of here now, and what they have. I thought about looking up an alchemy guide, but when I felt you starting to wake up I figured it was time to stop studying.”

I smirked slightly when she said that. “Well, thanks for that. Would have been weird to wake up to be staring at the TV.”

She nodded her head at that. “By the way, if we save up a bit of money, one of the other planets in this system would be a good hunting ground for you. It’s suggested level is approximately twenty, and would give you a chance to train yourself and your animal companions. And since it’s in the same system, the usual fees for a larger flight from the station are reduced.”

As she spoke, I began focusing on cultivating water mana again, determined to hit 10% today. “Maybe, but first I need to finish these up. Did you find out what the recommended skill level is for someone at my level?”

Suddenly, Celeste had a bit of an embarrassed look. “Ah, yes… about that… Well, normally 25% in an element would be the standard for a druid at level 20 focusing on the elements. But! But, for each doubling of the number of elements, that number is reduced by 5%. So, with you training nine elements, it’s roughly 10% for each one. I also found a guide to Xeno-Shifters, but I didn’t have time to read through it.”

“Well… at least I’m not too far behind the curve. But we’re definitely staying here another night. A guide to shifting is something I need rather desperately. It’s my class focus, and I’ve been neglecting it quite a bit.”

Celeste nodded her head. “I’ll look at as much as I can about the subject tonight.”

I thanked her, and then focused more on my cultivation. Since I was using the Seed of Water to cycle water mana, I was also slowly refining it as well. At some point, I would need to figure out how to increase the purity of the ambient mana when I make the seeds so that I can make them directly into a higher grade.

My cultivation this time lasted roughly four hours, stopping only long enough to grab a breakfast from the hotel, before I got to 10% Water Affinity. However, shortly afterwards, I received a notification from the house AI that I had a call from the police. Looks like it’s time to ‘train’.

Quickly putting away my ‘staff of the elements’(the name was suggested by Celeste, but it was appropriate enough), I quickly logged out. Afterwards, I dispelled the void field in my room and took the call. As expected, it was Officer Faraday again.The time outside of the game was sometime in the evening now, and I could see the desire to go home and relax on his face even with a low quality hologram.

“Let me guess, another situation?”

He let out a sigh, shaking his head. “Not quite. I’m not sure if you’ve heard about it, but there is a petition to establish an Adventurer’s Guild.”

I nodded my head. “I’ve heard of it. Figured it’d be another week or so before any progress was made, at least.”

Faraday chuckled at that. “Well, it came a week early, then. Due to the situation worldwide, pretty much every government I know of is rushing for this. They don’t have buildings set up yet, but that’s only a matter of time. This call is to let you know, and ask you to be a liaison between the Oakland PD and the local Guild branch. Aside from your adventurer responsibilities, you’d be in charge of coordinating with the police in the event of ‘enhanced’ crime.”

I raised an eyebrow at this news. “You mean like mages robbing banks?”

“Exactly. They may not have standard human limits anymore, and some of them may not even be human, but they are still bound by the law. We’ve already got people in the ‘game’ looking into ways to enhance the security of prisons and such to contain these people if necessary. It’s just lucky that the Seeds didn’t appear in prisons too.”

I couldn’t help but wince at the idea of all the jails suddenly having mages or dragons popping out of them, letting every criminal out with new and improved abilities. That was definitely not something that the world needed to happen.

“Alright, I can do that.” I thought about it, and nodded. With the establishing of an Adventurer’s Guild, the need for me to respond in the real world would decrease drastically. It would also let me take jobs more regularly if I wanted to, getting me more money.

“Thanks. With this, a lot of the pressure is being lifted from us, but at the same time, standard police are becoming outdated. Thankfully, we’re still being kept around for now.” I had no idea why he was telling me this. We weren’t exactly friends, were we? “Anyways, I’ll let you know when the building is up. For now, they are using a website to gather and spread information, which I sent to your AI.”

“I didn’t get anything.” Celeste spoke up in my head, before making an ahh sound. “You meant the house AI. Carry on!”

“Alright. I’ll take a look at it later.” I nodded my head to the officer, and the call ended. Shrugging, I decided to check the news. More strange weather, more strange tide, more big monsters. “Maybe it’s an ocean slime that’s messing with the tide?”

“Hope not.” Celeste spoke up, sitting on a chair that I knew didn’t exist beside me. “I looked it up as part of my research into the evolutionary paths. Ocean slimes are almost impossible to fully kill, especially when they are in a large body of water. Their core blends in, or they hide it under the sand at the bottom. And the only way to kill them when they are in the water is to remove the core and cut the link, or destroy the core itself. So… unless you plan to have people search every cubic inch of the ocean for an object the size of your fist, you’re out of luck…”

“Yeah… that would definitely not be good. That would pretty much be the worst possible outcome.” I nodded, looking at the website that Faraday had sent me. It was structured pretty plainly, where people could enter in their zip code and it would have a map of monster activity. I couldn’t confirm how current it was, but the page said it was updated in real time by an AI. That meant it was probably someone that had access to city cameras and was linking the sudden appearance of creatures to monster activity. Though, I wasn’t sure how it would account for the nonhuman people walking around in broad daylight.

Either way, there were also listings on the site about known monsters and their weaknesses. The site right now had goblins, minotaurs, a dozen types of slimes, and a monster I hadn’t seen yet. It was listed as a stone spider, and appeared to be exactly that, a spider covered entirely in stone. According to the website, it was weak against blunt force, but spawned in swarms and began consuming any rock near them, such as gravel, cement, or concrete. I really did not want to fight them. My only blunt force attack was their food!

After that, I saw no real reason to stay logged out for now, and went back in so that I could resume cultivating, this time doing so with Wind Affinity. Since Celeste had found out that I actually wasn’t very far behind the curve, I could train my affinities normally and catch up, while she finds out what I need to do to finally get my racial shapeshifting. Then I’ll just need to study a few more auras, and I’ll be able to look however I want and gain all sorts of powers.

The rest of the day passed in relative peace, and I was easily able to get 9% Wind Affinity before going to bed. A few more days like this, and I’ll need to start getting a local job to pay for the hotel.






Chapter 10: Training Montage, and a Solar Flight


The next few days passed relatively quietly, since I no longer had as many jobs to work for the police. There was another elemental, a fire one this time, but it turned out to just be a salaryman who didn’t realize that becoming a fire elemental would mean losing his ability to communicate. I did check in with Tessa, and was relieved to find that her mom had taken money out of their savings to have her take a race change. I can’t imagine how she found an altar of the gods, because I hadn’t seen one yet. 

Of course, after thinking that, Celeste told me that there had been a small church in nearly every town I had visited so far, I just never paid attention. Still, it was good to see that Tessa had turned back into a human. When I asked, she said that her mommy had told her that she could pick any human type she wanted, so long as she did pick one. So now, Tessa is a human psychic like my father was. I didn’t really understand what the psychic powers she possessed would be like. but the important thing was that she wasn’t an elemental anymore. 

Tessa’s mother had tried to thank me, by paying me or giving back the bracelet I had enchanted for her. Although I had a money issue myself, I couldn’t justify taking money for returning a little girl to her mother. As for the bracelet, I really didn’t have any use for it, so I insisted she keep it. At the very least, it would let her raise her own Wind Affinity to the point where mine was at when I enchanted it. 

On the subject of affinities, it took nearly a full week for me to get 10% in all of my elements, but I did eventually manage it. I also felt like my older affinities, like earth and dark, were getting closer to breaking through to 11%. The fact that they hadn’t done so after all this time reminded me just how slow passively cultivating would be. 

Now, you might be wondering, but Celeste did her own learning during this time as well. For the first couple nights after I did the implant surgery, she stayed up and constantly recording information from the tv. On the second night, she learned a lot of information regarding druids, and more specifically regarding Xeno-Shifters. My line of thinking had been off from the very start. 

Although I needed a bit more mana to become a magical beast or a monster, really I could substitute my affinities for the extra mana, and focus all of my efforts on my Mana Manipulation skill. Celeste even found a handy calculator to determine the mana cost to shift forms based on their complexity, mana density, and my skills. From what she figured out, my wolf form would only cost half as much mana now as it did back when I first learned to use it. If I relied on my affinities, I could even easily change into a lesser orthrus. 

Naturally, she couldn’t get any auras from the internet, since I had to study those myself. But with this, I had a benchmark for when I’d be able to do a full race conversion. Mana Manipulation at at least Intermediate level would be needed with my current mana pool. With how I was right now, turning into a monster wouldn’t be hard, as long as it was a monster attuned with one of my elements. This also meant that my dragon form could be done more simply if I supplemented my mana with elemental mana. Though, after the second night, I restricted her to only studying every other night, because my eyes had started to hurt. 

Anyways, I had gradually been running out of funds, since I had been staying in this hotel for roughly a week now. As such, I had to once again get a job. With my skills in engineering and technomancy, I was able to get a job at the starport again, however this time I didn’t have a handy partner to help. I did, however have Celeste, who was more than happy to flaunt her downloaded knowledge. 

When I asked why she hadn’t simply given me the information, she said that it wouldn’t be very fun that way. Also, the time it would take to give me the information would require my entire concentration for several hours. She was able to process it much faster than I was, so information that took her a minute to ‘download’ would require an hour for me to do so safely. 

Now, I had spent a full two weeks working as a mechanic at the starport, and during this time I had managed to train another affinity to help me out. The affinity this time was metal, which allowed me to control metal with my mana. It wouldn’t let me turn silver to gold(yet, I was hopeful that it could eventually), but it would let me fix broken components and remove rust. I did the same thing to my three weapons as well, finally restoring them to their peak efficiency. 

Onto my grove, that had shown a considerable increase lately, with all of the mana I passively take in. Over the last three weeks, the grove had grown to a startling 35 meter radius. The secondary grove I had set up had also grown, until it had a radius of 10 meters. With the addition of metal mana, there were even tiny veins of iron and copper that would appear in the center of the grove after I absorbed mana. 

Before you ask, I naturally made a Seed of Metal and put it in my staff of the elements. I even had to replace my plant and dark seeds, because they had been refined to medium grade. Although Celeste had discovered the method to do so, I had yet to refine a medium grade seed of my own. From her information, it would take the equivalent of twenty five thousand mana at my current level of skill. With that, I would have to focus for nearly seven hours just to create a single one. I’d rather wait until I could do so more quickly. 

Although I hadn’t gained a level from working, I had gained other things. Most notably was the money, which I got from both working the job and harvesting the metal from my grove. Altogether, I gained roughly half a gold, which I considered to be a pretty good deal for just that amount of work. If I kept at it, I could easily earn enough to get a full gold within the shortest amount of time. 

Finally, it has been about four days in the real world, and the Adventurer’s Guild already had tens of thousands of members. Practically every city had an ‘adventurer’, or had one living nearby that could rush over in case of an emergency. After talking with her, I was surprised to find out that Sharon had not become a member. Then again, with her personality she wouldn’t really want to fight the monsters. She had long since surpassed me in levels, likely from training her skills, so the only times that we were able to chat was thanks to the friends list. I was a bit disappointed to learn that she lived in Europe in the real world, so we would probably never meet outside of the game. That thought made me laugh a bit, since I found it easier to meet her when we were on different planets than just different continents. 

Today, I was planning to take the shuttle to Gallen 3, the neighboring world in this system which would have a better hunting ground for me. Thanks to my two weeks of work, I had earned a ten percent discount on the faire, but still needed to pay thirteen and a half silver. Compared to the cost of going to another system, it was extremely cheap, but it still made a hefty dent in my wallet. 

Once on the shuttle, I let myself relax, focusing on my inner grove and investigating my ‘animal’ companions. I wasn’t sure why, but Yang had yet to get the last two levels needed for her to evolve. Yin, naturally had yet to do so as well. As for Yo, I had to scold him before to not drain all the water mana from my grove, because he had started to make it shrink. However, his current body was roughly four meters wide, so he was far more imposing than that little goo ball I had first created. 

I had considered creating slimes with the dark and plant seeds I had refined, but really the memory of acid and my time fighting the dark and water slime(Celeste later identified it as a Mire slime) stopped me. I could do so later at any time, but first I wanted to finish training Yo so that I knew what to expect. 

“Thank you for choosing to fly with Gallen Starliner, taking you anywhere and everywhere in the Gallen system.” A hostess’s voice came in over the intercom as I strapped myself in. The flight time was estimated to be around three hours, since the two planets were currently at opposing points of their orbit. With a deep sigh, I pulled up my character and skill information windows, wanting to check out my total earnings from my training period. 

	Name
	Falenel Hulett
	Race
	Half-Elf(Woodland)

	Titles
	Vengeful Heart, Amateur Brain Surgeon
	Fame
	0

	Level 21
	12%
	Class
	Druid

	Sub-Class
	Wild Shaper
	Deity
	Malthan

	Health
	160/160
	Health Regen
	0.25

	Mana
	850/850
	Mana Regen
	0.72

	Strength
	15
	Wisdom
	85

	Agility
	21
	Intelligence
	86

	Dexterity
	22
	Charisma
	10

	Vitality
	16
	Luck
	20

	Points Remaining
	0

	Earth 11%
	Fire 10%
	Wind 10%
	Water 10%

	Lightning 10%
	Light 11%
	Dark 11%
	Plant 11%

	Void 10%
	Metal 10%
	 
	 




	Skills

	Mana Manipulation - Novice Level 8: 5%

	Nature Magic - Basic Level 5: 0%

	Wind Magic - Beginner Level 7: 5%

	Archery - Beginner Level 3: 1%

	Dagger Mastery - Beginner Level 5: 11%

	Wild Luck - Basic Level 7: 0%

	Sketching - Basic Level 6: 60%

	Herbology - Basic Level 5: 12%

	Gathering - Beginner Level 6: 6%

	Alchemy - Basic Level 5: 3%

	Mana Signatures - Intermediate Level 1: 9%

	Cooking - Basic Level 3: 55%

	Flight - Basic Level 1: 0%

	Aura Sight - Intermediate Level 2: 12%

	Technomancy - Intermediate Level 3: 21%

	Programming - Intermediate Level 4: 5%

	Runic Language - Intermediate Level 8: 50%

	Enchanting - Basic Level 2: 30%

	Engineering - Novice Level 1: 16%

	Maintenance - Basic Level 9: 13%

	Dodge - Beginner Level 1: 20%

	Swordsmanship - Beginner Level 3: 20%

	Marksmanship - Beginner Level 9: 13%

	Energy Weapons - Beginner Level 5: 3%




“Finally, time to go and train with actual combat!” Celeste appeared, ‘sitting’ in my lap, smiling at me. She was the biggest reason for most of my skills improving as much as they had, since she fed me some of the information that she had downloaded. Stuff like new alchemy recipes for the herbs that I had found on the jungle planet and the ones from Hascion, or teaching me several thousand new runes. Although she didn’t teach me everything on the subject, she assured me that it should be enough for the foreseeable future, and she didn’t want to overload me too soon. 

I could only chuckle at her antics. Although her personality was still fully formed, and she would display the occasional bit of adult wisdom, she still enjoyed acting like a kid a lot. Of course, every time I thought about that, she began pouting. It was still cute, and made me want to pat her on the head. 

The flight to Gallen 3 was largely uneventful, since the security in this system was high enough to prevent pirates . There were no freak meteors, no sudden explosions, no Klax invasions(it surprised me how quiet that race had been lately). We just flew through the system for three hours from one planet to the other. Though really, the view was amazing. We got to see passing planets like one would see a city from an airplane. We even got to see the star up close, thanks to the shuttle’s shielding. Unlike Earth, the Gallen star was a blue dwarf, which itself was quite a sight to behold. 

As we approached the planet, I could see that it looked quite similar to Earth, with the majority covered by blue water, and the rest being green continents. Well, that’s what I thought at first. Then I learned that the blue was really the land, and the green was the water. There was some mineral mixed into the water that turned it green, and so it had to be filtered before it was drinkable, according to Celeste. 

Still, roughly three hours after launch, we had entered the atmosphere of a new planet, and were finally going to be able to begin training. “Thank you for flying with Gallen Starliner, and have a safe stay. If you require special services, please see a terminal upon exiting the shuttle.” The hostess’s voice rang out again as everyone began to get up and move out. Now I could finally train my Plasma and Magnetism Affinities, while my animal companions trained to evolve.






Chapter 11: Tag Team Lovebirds


As I exited the shuttle, I was able to look around and see the city. From the air, it looked rather wide, but the fact that all of the buildings were short gave it the appearance of a small town. Since Celeste had already downloaded the relevant information about this planet, I had a fully formed minimap displaying in the top corner of my vision. 

With my grove, I didn’t have to worry about food, and thanks to my magic I didn’t need potions. Instead, I began walking directly towards the exit to the hunting grounds while summoning Yin and Yang. It would be far easier to deal with either bird if I brought them both out together, since that way they wouldn’t get jealous of each other. If Yo was still his former size, I would have summoned him as well, but he would take up the entirety of the street as it was. 

I looked over to the two birds and spoke slowly, expecting them to at least partially understand what I was saying, even if only through my thoughts. “I’m going to take you both out hunting today, and you can practice the magic that you’ve been training. If you get stronger, you can evolve into more powerful forms.” 

I wasn’t really sure if it was because I was actually talking to them or because they might have understood me a bit, but they were both excited and immediately began rubbing up against me. I could only let out a helpless sigh and accept it until we walked out of the small city. The entire time, Celeste had been focusing on transferring some information to me regarding this planet. Unlike Hascion, this world was already habitable when the wood elves arrived, so there wasn’t a need for druids to spread out and make a bunch of forests. 

At the same time, that meant that the planet had evolved its own set of wild beasts and medicinal herbs. She was slowly ‘teaching’ me about the various herbs that might be found in the hunting ground nearby, and how they might interact with the herbs I already had. Thanks to her lessons, I already understood that I had nearly all of the ingredients to make more powerful potions, and even different types of results than potions themselves. For instance, she taught me a way she learned from a druid guide to use my affinities and create magic pills that had similar effects to potions. 

While an alchemic pill might not necessarily have a stronger effect than a potion, it would be longer lasting and required more fine control in order to make. It was like this that she suggested I practice my mana control, but I had yet to try it out. The basic requirements to perform alchemic pill refinement were being able to control fire, water, and plant energies. Since I had been staying in a hotel lately, I couldn’t exactly experiment with fire. 

About fifteen minutes later, I had finally gotten out of the city, and also learned the necessary information about the nearby plants. One in particular caught my attention, but I would come back to that if I saw it. Now that we were outside of the city, I raised my hand and summoned Yo. Thankfully, pulling him out of my grove costed nearly no mana, unlike taking him in. Each time I called him back, I had to have him shave off some size so that I could wrap my mana around him. With the giant blue blob appearing beside me, we walked off towards the north, towards the direction Celeste had recommended we hunt. 

The hunting ground was about a mile away from the city, but that distance wasn’t very much. It was just a small buffer zone that the guards used to repel monsters. Thankfully, according to Celeste there were no existences like the land wyrm here, or anything that would directly kill me from underground, so I could walk in peace. 

After roughly ten minutes of walking , we began to see the first signs of enemies. “These are called diamondback wolves. They don’t typically possess any magical abilities, but their strong skeleton makes them a difficult opponent.” Celeste informed me of the enemy, and even created small viewing windows with different details. Along the back of the wolf was a diamond-like protrusion, which seemed to be what its bones were made out of. This was further confirmed by the same material appearing as their claws and fangs. “This enemy would be a good one for you to study once you take it down. Its only powerful quality is its diamond skeleton, but even that is quite powerful.” 

I nodded with a sigh, waving a hand. “Yin, Yang, Yo, let’s see how you guys can do.” These five diamondback wolves didn’t possess any magic, so it shouldn’t be an issue for a slime to fight them. In this sense, Yin and Yang would be acting as support in this fight. “Celeste, what are their estimated levels?” 

“Given their size, they should be just below level twenty. You can measure the age of a diamondback wolf based on the size of the protrusions from their back.” Celeste spoke as the two birds took flight, and Yo did something rather unexpected. Rather than rolling along like I had seen slimes doing before, it lowered its body until it was nearly flat, and then lunged up into the air like an arcing stream of blue goo. In one quick jump, it had travelled twenty meters and landed directly between the five beasts. “Be careful. Although their intelligence is no greater than a typical wolf, they claws can still be compared to diamonds. If they get a lucky hit, they might shatter Yo’s core.” 

Although she said that, and the five wolves immediately turned to lunge at Yo, I didn’t feel it would be too much of an issue. If Yo kept his core in the very center of his body, they would still have to dive entirely inside of him to reach it. At that point, they’d basically just be offering themselves up as food. However, they simply bit and clawed at his outer layer, causing a bit of scooped up slime to go flying. 

At that time, the two birds also arrived, and began acting on their own. First was Yin, who would open her mouth and let out a powerful gust of wind to knock one of the wolves over. After which, Yang flew over the fallen wolf, and it stopped moving. I could tell with me Aura Sight that it wasn’t dead, but simply paralyzed. Yang must have discovered the properties of that black mushroom and copied it. Though, it was a bit concerning that neither of them were going for lethal attacks. However, Yo did not have that issue, and simply rolled its body over the fallen wolf, quickly causing it to dry up into a withered husk. 

If it weren’t for the fact that what I wanted from these wolves was their bone composition, I might be a little annoyed that they were so thoroughly damaging the bodies. “Celeste, is the skeleton of a diamondback wolf a good component for armor?” 

She thought about it for a moment. “Hmm… they’re a common enemy on this planet, so you won’t be able to get much for it here. But at the same time, that means you can have one converted into armor for a cheaper price. If you plan to sell it, I would suggest waiting until we go to another planet. There are others nearby where armored creatures aren’t so common, so armor materials are in high demand.” 

I nodded to her suggestion. If possible, I would like to mold it into armor myself. And, I knew it was possible, because one of the guides that Celeste had told me about was a druid forging guide. However, even if I knew the theory behind it, I had no practical experience creating armor. Even in other VR games, I would be more likely to take a weapon crafting job than armor crafting. 

While I was talking to Celeste, Yin and Yang had knocked over and paralyzed another wolf for Yo to devour. The slime itself had also taken the initiative to wrap its body around one of the beasts that had been incessantly attacking it. The two wolves were turned into dry husks just like their companion, and the last two wolves seemed to understand they were outmatched at this point. Turning around, they attempted to run away, only for one to be stopped by the Yin and Yang combo. Unfortunately, that meant that the last wolf had escaped. 

Looking to the two birds, I sighed slightly. “Didn’t really expect them to stop being pacifists so soon, but still.” 

Celeste smiled next to me, nodding. “They have good coordination, though. As long as they’re fighting with Yo, dealing the finishing blow can be taken care of. Speaking of, there seems to be a slight change in his aura. He probably gained quite a bit of experience from this.” 

I chuckled, nodding my head. Although Celeste could perceive a change in aura and attribute it to his level thanks to the Identify software, she couldn’t read exactly how high his level was, only a close approximation. Looking over to the birds, I noted that Yang did not show signs of evolution yet. Knowing my expectation, Celeste smirked. “It’ll be pretty obvious when it happens. Evolutions gained through training occur within moments, rather than a prolonged change. Since she was level eighteen when you saw the trainer, my guess is she should be in the upper levels of nineteen now. One more fight like this should do it.” 

“Alright then, let’s go find something else to fight.. but first.” I walked over to one of the dead wolves, while Yo was slowly absorbing the ‘nutrients’ from the one that failed to run. I even called Yang over to see if she could do this as well while I studied the bones. However, I did not feel the presence of her mana scanning it with mine, so she likely did not understand. After she evolved, I would need to get her to analyze the creatures with me to train her. Maybe she could even become a druid too. 

While I studied the bones and considered this, Celeste spoke up in my ear, careful so as not to distract me. “Races that naturally start out sentient at a higher level, such as elementals, or creatures that evolved into sentience, will gain an advanced class after honing their skills a little while. I can’t say for sure what Yang would turn into, but it will heavily depend on what kind of training she does immediately after evolving.” 

I nodded my head, listening to her as I focused. Now that she was able to feel things through my magic and directly imprint the information into my head, I only had to really make one detailed sweep of its bones to learn what I needed. Perhaps with a more complicated aura, such as with a sentient creature, the process would be more difficult. 

Closing my eyes, I focused on trying out this new aspect. Going through my body, I carefully applied the new aura pattern to my own bone structure, and suddenly felt a bit heavier. Thankfully it was a smooth transition, and I didn’t receive mind numbing pain from my bones deciding to splinter off and shatter my skin or anything… Which totally could have happened! When I didn’t receive a new spell notification, I looked through and found that this was listed under the Aspect of the Armored Beast. 

With this, I now had both external and internal armor. If I could find something with particularly strong muscles, I could essentially craft the ultimate combat body. Skin as strong as steel, bones as hard as diamonds. As an experiment, I turned my hand into a wolf paw, and found that the claws looked identical to the diamond ones that the dead wolf had. “Well, this is useful.” 

Celeste giggled happily. “Thanks. And sorry, but there’s not anything with super powerful muscles here. From what I’ve learned, monsters like that only appear in high level areas. However, there are some other creatures here that I think would be good for you to study and train with.” 

That got my attention, and I slowly turned towards her. “Speak.” 

“Hmmm, oh, just a lesser wyvern race. They keep to the mountains in the south, and are too high level for you to fight right now, but they would make a good addition to your dragon collection. There are also the rock beast golems in the east, with bodies of living stone, and the scythe mantis in the forests ahead, which have natural blade weapons. Pretty much every creature that evolves from this planet has rocks, diamonds, or ores as part of their body. The diamondback wolves are simply the most common this close to the city.” 

I felt a grin forming on my face as she listed the different types of creatures on this planet. Many of the features she mentioned were almost perfect for me. Especially if I found a way to manufacture them, such as grafting the scythe mantis blade onto a plant aura. But that involved merging auras from plants and beasts, and I wasn’t too confident in my ability to do so. That did not mean I wouldn’t try! 

“Alright, then! Let’s keep going till we get Yang to evolve.” I stuffed the four bodies of the wolves into my inventory before getting up, hearing another giggle from behind me. 

“And then head back to town to get her clothes.” Okay, I’ll admit, I tripped and faceplanted the ground when I heard Celeste say that. Why would I expect her to evolve with a full set of clothes? When has the game ever been so kind?






Chapter 12: Late Information, and All of My Nope


With the skeleton of the diamondback wolf added to my collection, we went off to find more monsters to use for training. Unless there was an emergency, I wanted to let my ‘team’ take care of things themselves. That way they could get the greatest amount of experience and level up more quickly. Meanwhile, I was thinking over the things that would happen once Yang evolved. “You said that she’ll get an advanced class soon after evolving, but those aren’t really that easy to get unless there are some specially made for evolved creatures.” 

Celeste nodded her head. “I looked into it a bit, and there are a few. For instance, out of curiosity I looked into the class your mom got, Shadow Stalker I believe? That is a rogue advanced class with a focus on shadow-based magic. It’s a common class for Shades to receive, as they will almost always get something linked with shadows and darkness. For Yang, it should be an advanced class with a focus on Nature Magic. The thing is, nearly every main class has an advanced class like that.” 

When I glanced over to her curiously, having to look over one of the birds as I did so, she continued. “If she goes down a crafting route, she could become a Natural Craftsman. They specialize in creating powerful objects from natural resources like plants and bones. Like how you wanted to make a plant with the scythe of a mantis. Mix a Natural Craftsman with enchanting skills, and it can create weapons as powerful as most tech. 

“However, if she went for a fighter, she could end up as a Wild Paragon. They imbue their bodies with aspects of different plants or animals to make themselves stronger. Your current ‘battle form’ would be a good example, but you are a druid instead. If she chose to be a mage, her advanced class would likely be ‘Mage Alchemist’. Not a very common one, but they focus on Nature Magic and Alchemy to perfect their skills. They’re the types that will figure out how to make a potion that lets you breathe fire or fly. Like I said before, it’ll all depend on what path she picks when she trains.” 

I gave another nod, looking ahead at where we were going. Off in the distance there seemed to be another forest, which seemed to be our current destination. “What are we looking for over there? The scythe mantis?” 

“Right. Also planned for you to look for a few herbs that will let you make stronger products. You’ll need to have a few prepared to sell when we go back to town, because you’ll have to buy a new companion bracelet for Yang.” 

I blinked, glancing over to her at that. “Oh? I thought they were free for the first one?” 

Celeste smirked a bit. “For you, yes. However, Yang will be your evolved companion. With that in mind, they’ll consider it as a second bracelet for you. It’d also be best if you got the upgrades for the two bracelets so that I can connect to them remotely. That way, she won’t have to train a new AI, can benefit from what I’m learning, and I’ll have a second set of eyes to watch things.” 

I shook my head, and couldn’t help but let out a soft sigh. “How much will it cost?” 

“In the local market…. about one gold and twenty silver.” I felt my eyebrow twitching slightly as she said the sum. “Don’t worry, the stuff that you can make combining the plants here with what you already have will be able to cover it after about.. five batches I think?” 

“But… I don’t have any vials to put them in.” 

“I know, I already considered that. That’s why you should practice making alchemy pills! Since their production method is a bit difficult, and their effects last longer, alchemy pills are valued at a higher price than potions.” 

I could understand that, so I nodded my head slightly. “Do regular pills not have the same effects?” 

Celeste shook her head as she spoke, and I could tell that she researched quite a bit in case I asked these questions. Or maybe she was just curious too. “Medical pills and alchemy pills are two different things. Medical pills that doctors make are generally more specialized, but have a stronger effect over time. For instance, a doctor might make a pill to cure a certain disease, and it would be more powerful than if an alchemist were to simply make a pill designed to cure diseases in general. For this reason, doctors also rarely use magic when making their medicines, because some species will react to certain types of magic differently.” 

“So… alchemists are the jack-of-all-trades, while doctors specialize.” I thought about it a bit. “Different species will probably react to medicines differently, so a doctor would need to take that into account, too… I’m glad I didn’t decide to go with that path.” I shook my head, dismissing the idea. Although a doctor would likely make a lot more money than an alchemist, it also takes far more studying. 

“Right, so once we get to the forest, keep a look out for the mantis.” She sent me an image of the scythe mantis, a two meter tall, three meter long green insect that in most ways looked like a typical praying mantis, aside from the fact that their front arms were replaced by long scythes. “In the meantime, I’ll watch for the herbs you need. After Yang evolves, you can send them all back to the grove so that you can practice making pills.” 

We were about a hundred meters from the forest, and I could see that there were a few diamondback wolves blocking the way. “Don’t think we’ll be able to wait for Yang to evolve against the mantises.” Hearing that, Celeste grumbled under her breath. 

“But.. the plan…” 

I chuckled slightly, smiling towards her. “It’s alright, we can still use most of the plan. But really, did you think we’d make it all the way without finding another group to fight?” 

“Well… I hoped… It would have made things so much easier.” The AI was sulking besides me as she realized that her plan wasn’t going to work out. 

“Fine, fine. I can take care of these by myself.” I couldn’t help but laugh, and pulled out my rifle from my grove. It was even able to put a wound on a giant dragon-like creature in the plant world, so there was no doubt that it would be able to take out a few wolves. 

Hearing my decision, Celeste perked up beside me, nodding her head quickly. “Okay! Let’s go with that.” 

Now, in most games, there would be an ‘aggro radius’. That means that an enemy wouldn’t notice you until you approached it. However, still a hundred meters away, and the wolves already turned towards me. Having a giant slime rolling along beside me probably didn’t help, but they noticed me pretty quick. “Six wolves, let’s aim for six shots.” I raised the rifle, and Celeste provided the laser sight. Since it was only visible to me, it was natural that the wolf wouldn’t see as it centered on its head. 

With a quick pull of the trigger, the first wolf was killed, and the other five all jumped into action. With their speed, they would be on me in under ten seconds. Two more quick shots, each one aimed at a head, but one of the wolves jumped to the side as the plasma shot out of my rifle to avoid it. “That is totally not fair.” I grumbled as I sent the rifle back to my grove, pulled out my beam saber and pistol, and ran forward. Yin and Yang flew up off my shoulders to watch, since I instructed them not to join this fight. 

“You know, they can still rip you to shreds if you fight them head on.” Celeste advised as I approached the wolves, and I quickly activated the Aspect of the Armored Beast to give me the scale armor skin. “A bit better, but not really going to help against their claws.” She sighed helplessly, but soon vanished to let me focus on the fight. There were still four wolves left, and this time I was fighting solo. Though, this time I was also essentially fully outfitted with good gear, so I didn’t worry too much. 

Celeste, you take the left arm. I thought to the AI as I swung my sword at the first wolf, who dodged to the side. I was in no way proficient fighting with two weapons at once, but I hoped that with Celeste controlling my left arm with the gun, that would be taken care of. Soon, my arm was lifting up and shot the wolf I had just targeted before it had the chance to recover from its dodge. Although it wasn’t a fatal blow, the wolf had been hit near its back legs, so its fighting power would drop significantly. 

At the same time, the last three wolves arrived as well, and I decided to start using magic to help as well with the fighting. I’m a druid, after all, I should be doing druid things! Out of the surrounding elements, earth would be less useful thanks to their skeletons, while fire would be the best choice. As such, I used my magic to grant myself a flaming breath weapon, hoping that I wouldn’t be burning my mouth by doing this. It would be ridiculous for the lesser orthrus to burn itself every time it used its fire breath. 

As the wolves began surrounding me, I turned to the nearest one and spat out a ball of fire, thankful that the flame formed outside of my mouth rather than inside of it. Without waiting to see if it dodged or took the hit, I spun to the next target and jumped forward, borrowing the momentum of my spin to do a twisting slash with my beam saber. The plasma blade cut right through the wolf’s head, but at the same time I failed to regain my balance and ended up sliding along the ground while Celeste fired off another shot at the first injured wolf, this time killing it. 

Two down, two to go. I looked at the last two wolves, and it turned out that the one I tried to spit at had dodged, while the one that had originally been behind me was lunging. Celeste took a quick shot at its exposed stomach, and I slashed with my saber, and then there was only one left. It felt really strange for one of my arms to be moving on its own like it was, and I was going to try not to make a habit of this, but I had to admit that it was useful. 

As the final wolf charged, I braced myself to slash at it again with my saber. However, just as it jumped for me, there were two quick blasts fired from the pistol, and my killing blow was stolen from me by… myself. Is it possible to kill steal against yourself? I don’t know, but I feel like I just did! 

“Oh come on, it’s not that bad.” Celeste spoke up next to me suddenly, and I felt myself regaining control of my arm. “If I hadn’t fired, there was a decent chance of it closing in and attacking. With its claws, it probably could have torn through your armored skin.” 

“Yeah, yeah… still though…” I regretted not being able to deal the finishing blow myself, kind of? I mean, I did deal it, but it wasn’t me… Ahh! This is just confusing. I walked over and studied the aura of the last slain wolf, as it was the most intact corpse. Casting my Mana Sense through it, I committed the aura to memory while Yo went around feeding on the rest of the bodies. As I had originally thought, there weren’t very many differences between these wolves and basic ones, aside from the composition of their bones. 

Still, another form added to my ‘database’ was always a good thing, so I learned it anyways before letting Yo take this one as well, and added the skeletons to my inventory again. At this rate, I’d need to put them in my grove eventually to save space before we returned to town. But that wasn’t such a bad idea in itself, it would just create a lot of clutter in the grove and somewhat limit the amount of space I had available to plant herbs. 

With this taken care of, I got back to walking towards the forest, with Yin and Yang once again taking their places on my shoulders. When I began wondering again which was which, Celeste provided me with some assistance by putting their names above their heads. Finally, I shall know which bird is which! Though this is somewhat pointless since Yang will be evolving shortly. 

The forest was a vast expanse of densely packed trees, the covering of which caused the entire area within to look dark as night. “Celeste… what is this forest called?” 

“Hmm..?” She spoke up, somewhat guiltily. “Uhm… the Dark Wood? Don’t worry, there’s no curse, local boss monster, or anything like that. It’s just that the trees grew dense and large enough to block out most of the light. I’d suggest going forward with night vision and Aura Sight active.” 

I shook my head and continued on in, activating my Aura Sight and changing the vision mode on my Cybernetic eye to see in the dark. “Alright, how deep are the mantises, do you know?” 

“Answer unclear, try again later.” 

I couldn’t help but chuckle slightly at that, and we walked into the depths of the forest. “Are there any other monsters in this area that I should be worried about?” 

“Hmm? Well, it’s mostly just big insects. Uhm… er…” Celeste’s voice suddenly got a lot more nervous. “Wait, you have a fear of spiders? Why haven’t you thought of that before now?” 

“Who likes to think about things they’re scared of?” I grumbled under my breath, no longer feeling so enthusiastic about this venture. “Please tell me the spiders are only in the deepest region of this forest, and don’t openly attack people?” 

“Uh… no… they actually prefer the edges of the forest, because more animals can be caught going in and out. And they like meat… People sized meat. And there’s a web above you.” 

I immediately turned my vision up, and indeed there was a massive web spanning several trees above me, but thankfully no creepy crawly menaces inside of it. “Fuck this forest, fuck this forest, fuck this forest. Can I just burn the whole thing down!?” 

“Well… you could, but it wouldn’t help. Remember, almost every animal here has in some way absorbed stone into their body. For these spiders… their exoskeleton is made of stone, so they don’t burn or fear fire.” 

“Spiders that don’t fear fire, I’m going to have nightmares for years. And from the size of that web, giant fucking spiders that don’t fear fire. Please tell me that they have a glaring weakness I can take advantage of?” 

At this point, Celeste spoke up rather happily. “Ah, yes! They are extremely weak to bludgeoning attacks, and earth manipulation should be able to crush them since their skin is made of stone. Since they aren’t magical creatures, they should not have a resistance to the control.” 

That part made me calm down slightly, though I still clutched the plasma pistol and beam saber for dear life. “Oh, good. Giant spiders that I can kill with a thought. Now it’s only mildly terrifying.” 

“There’s one right in front of you.” Suddenly, there were several shapes highlighted on a large tree in front of me, which I had initially taken to be patterns on the wood, but now could clearly see were legs wrapped around this tree with a diameter of at least three meters. 

“Fuck this, fuck this, fuck this!” I sent a wave of mana, likely far more than needed, and used my Earth Manipulation. I could clearly sense the massive frame of the ‘creature’(if I pretend it’s not you-know-what, maybe it’ll help!) on the other side of the tree, at least five meters long. Using my magic, I caused its rocky exterior to crush it like the awe inspiring power of a giant’s boot. Unfortunately, when I spread out that wave of mana, it spread past that first tree, and I found out why there were no spiders in the trees. 

They were all on the ground, hiding beneath the surface or clutching trees like the one in front of me. “Nope, nope, nope!” I began using as much energy as I could to crush them one by one. “Take all of my nope!” 

Possibly, the only thing more disturbing than knowing that you were surrounded on all side by giant stone spiders, was seeing that you were surrounded on all sides by giant stone spiders scurrying in every direction. “Gah! Nonononononononono!” One of the spiders ran into, and through, Yo as it sought to escape the mass slaughter, neither party seeming to notice the others’ presence. 

At some point, I released my wings, and activated my mana leech. My feathers looked like a myriad of colors representing all of my affinities as I sucked in as much mana as I could to fuel my ‘nope’ inspired rampage. Somehow, mass murder of these creatures was therapeutic. I think I even pulled earth mana directly from my grove to launch against the arachnid menace. All I know is that I was crushing every stone I could sense that moved, and pulling mana from everywhere that I could in order to do it. 
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By the time I was done, the area around my looked like a warzone. Craters filled the ground, stone shrapnel or long, spike-like legs stuck out of trees, and I had even managed to knock a few trees over to get at the creatures hiding under them, allowing light to pour into the area. I felt several soft feathers wrap around my head, the lovebirds clinging to me as if they felt my former terror and rage at the spiders. Yo was simply relaxing in one of the craters, his large body enjoying the chance to look like a big puddle. 

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” Celeste appeared in front of me, hands clasped as she apologized profusely. “I didn’t know, I swear!” 

It took me several long moments and deep breaths before I was able to calm down. I still felt really twitchy, and when one of the pieces of shrapnel fell from a nearby tree, I lashed out at it with my magic on reflex, causing it to burst open. “Celeste… think very carefully… are there any other creatures here that I need to know about?” I was not feeling in a very good mood at the moment, and she seemed to be able to tell. Immediately, I felt a surge of information as she sent me a list of every creature type in this forest. 

Giant centipedes, hornets, beetles, half of which eat rock or use it to attack, and the other half disguises itself as rocks.. I would rather be in the jungle planet again than here. At least when I was there I had a trick to hide from everything! Okay… deep breaths, deep calming breaths and kill anything that twitches wrong. 

Since I noticed the level-up messages, I decided to take a look at my status and spent the points. To my surprise, I found that my little rampage actually gave me a full 2% boost to Earth Affinity, likely because I was drawing so much in from both exterior sources and my own grove, which had shrunken slightly. However, if raising Earth Affinity meant throwing myself into a horde of rock spiders, fuck that I’ll abandon the element. 
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More deep calming breaths, and I put away my two plasma weapons. Instead, I pulled out my staff of the elements, and got ready to use my magic to murder any creepy thing this jungle had to offer. Scythe arms… are they worth it… Okay… but we have to be quick. Not staying in this place a second longer than I have to. 

With my mind made up, I sent Yo into the grove, since he would mostly slow us down, while Yin, Yang and I took off deeper into the forest. I continuously watched for mana signatures with my Aura Sight, and kept my Mana Sense up so that I could crush whatever spiders came between me and getting the hell out of here. Thankfully, they all seemed to have been scared away, or I had already decimated the local population. Either way, I was happy because they were not coming for me. 

When one of the mountain hornets flew down at me, I lifted my head up and sent out a blast of fire. Unlike the spiders, these do not have stone body armor. Rather, they make their nests in large hills and mountains. But fire works against them splendidly. Though it didn’t kill it, it scared it off. I also came across a boulder crawler, which is a giant centipede that rolls its body up to look like a big rock. Since I was being especially wary of big rocks, I sensed what it was and immediately crushed it with my magic. Take no chances, take no prisoners! 

It was after over half an hour of running that I finally caught site of a pair of scythe mantises. They were engaged in a battle with a giant beetle twice their size, a goliath beetle. From what Celeste told me, these things aren’t actually made of rock, just colored to look like it so that they can attract the other insects that do eat rocks. Although the mantises don’t qualify, it’s just as likely to eat anything else that crosses its path as well. 

I debated letting the three of them fight it out, then take the winner and steal one of the mantis bodies… but that would take too long, and I really wanted out of this godforsaken forest. “Yin, blast them. Yang, paralysis poisons.” I wasn’t sure if the two birds understood, but they caught that I told them to go fight, and what I said was their usual battle plan anyways, so it all worked out. Meanwhile, I began charging up my mana to do one big blast. Kill without destroying.. 

My wings turned pitch black as the darkness pooled around me. Although Yin and Yang had decent coordination, they were just too small to do anything to the goliath beetle. At most, Yin had managed to knock over one of the mantises for a moment, but Yang wasn’t having any luck at all. The insects likely had some resistance to poisons or something. 

But that was fine, I wasn’t charging forever. Just one minute while they distracted the giant insects. There were a few close calls, as the scythe mantises nearly got them with their blade arms, but the birds were far more agile in the air. As for the beetle, it was too slow to even dream of catching them unless they went under it, but they weren’t doing that. 

Out of the way. I transmitted my thoughts to them once my wings had charged up what I felt was enough dark mana, the feathers dripping a stream of inky shadows down to the ground. I didn’t bother charging up half as much as I did when fighting the nature wyrm, because these things were far less powerful. But, as I sent the command to the birds, they looked over to me and flew off to the sides. Flying up has shown to be a terrible idea, since that is where the giant spiderwebs are. 

Once they were out of the expected blast zone, I released the hold on the mana I had built up. This was a full minute of charging, so nearly one hundred pure darkness mana. Small amount for sure compared to what I have fired off before, but it is still pure mana. Like the difference between shining a flashlight and a laser beam, this showed me what darkness was like when fully developed, even in a small amount. 

The inky black feathers on my wings coalesced into black spikes that shot forward, striking against the three insects, as well as several trees. Naturally, the largest insect took the most attacks, and had the most obvious result. Rather than piercing, the spikes splashed onto its armored hide like raindrops, spreading out to wrap the goliath beetle in a black coat. What I expected to happen next was for it to destroy it from within or something, but instead the beetle began sinking into the ground, as if it were melting. At the same time, the mantises were getting struck by their own shadow spikes, and were being drawn into the ground as well. Perhaps because the trees were too large they didn’t suffer the same effects. 

After the insects were fully brought below the ground, there was no longer any trace of them left visible, aside from an especially dark spot where they had stood. Walking over, I could sense that there was a deep darkness energy from the shadows spots, as well as the shifting auras of the insects. They had not melted, but at the same time they hadn’t been killed either. Instead, they were now trapped in the shadow. And I had no idea how long that would last. 

Well… I was told that getting good with the Dark Affinity would let me merge with shadows… I guess fully mastering it lets me make other things do so too… Gulping slightly as I realized how strong that power could potentially be, I put a bit of thought into it. I could feel that the ‘shadow prisons’ were drawing mana from all of the nearby shadows to sustain themselves. Logically, once the mana runs out the effect would end, or if the contained creature was too powerful. However, this was the Dark Wood, named for its eternal shadows. The insects would most certainly die before they were freed. 

Though, this posed a problem for me as well, because I needed a scythe mantis body to study. Although I could feel the aura within the shadow prison, it was far from enough detail to replicate. As such, I isolated one of the shadow prisons of the mantises, and cut off its connection to the dark mana around it, before using light mana to shine on it. Almost immediately, the mantis lifted up from the ground, and if I had to guess at its facial expression, I would say it was pissed. 

“Yeah, yeah. Didn’t go as I planned either. Bye bye now!” I said as I sent an earth spike directly into its abdomen, then summoned my pistol to do a quick head shot. Its head was bigger than mine, so aiming wouldn’t have been an issue even without Celeste’s help. 

I smiled slightly as I looked to the dying mantis, and waited for it to finally stop twitching before I stepped forward and did a quick scan of its scythe claws. Once again, I was relying on Celeste’s help to store the information as quickly and efficiently as possible. And just as I finished, I heard an unfamiliar, but distinctly female voice from behind me. 

“M… master? I got big…” 

Hearing the voice, I immediately understood what had happened when I wasn’t paying attention, and gulped. 





Chapter 13: Pill Master?


	Congratulations! You have successfully evolved an animal companion!

	The lovebird Yang has evolved into a Winged Demi-Elf. 
Winged Demi-Elves possess a strong bond with nature, more so than even other demi species. This is due to them not only having been transformed by magic from an animal, but also from the hereditary link to nature that comes with being an elf. Thanks to this bond, any nature related skills will be easier to learn and master for the Winged Demi-Elf.





“Master?” 

Don’t turn around, don’t turn around, don’t turn around. I closed my eyes tight and refused to move. One thing that terrified me more than giant stone spiders, a lovebird in human form. Celeste, wanna scout this one out for me? 

I heard a tired sigh from the AI. “You know that I can’t see anything unless you see it. Sorry, but you’ve gotta bite the bullet on this one. It’ll be like ripping off a bandaid, just have to get it over with quickly.” 

Fine.. fine.. traitor. I heard a slight giggle as I thought that, but slowly opened my eyes and turned around. I’ll admit, Yang looked far more attractive than I had initially imagined. A nearly perfect hourglass figure, ample bosom(which it didn’t help that she was curiously lifting up and playing with as she tried to figure out what it was), and long golden hair that went down to the middle of her back. 

Similar to my own set of wings when I first transform, hers were a set of four white angel wings, which would each be longer than her body if she spread them out fully. When she noticed I was looking her way, she smiled happily and dropped her twin peaks to put her hands clasped in front of her. “I’m like Master now, yay~!” 

I gulped slightly, and after a thought Celeste thankfully began censoring what I was seeing. Thank you, oh glorious AI. Even if she was now a beautiful woman, she was a bird two minutes ago. You don’t have thoughts like that about someone who was a bird two minutes ago. 

“Well, you do.” Celeste snickered slightly, standing in my view next to Yang. I was immensely thankful that I was the only one that could see or hear this. 

“Master? Is something wrong?” Yang looked at me in concern, tilting her head cutely. 

“Uhm… no, nothing’s wrong. Sorry, just caught me by surprise. Anyways, I need to send you and Yin back into the grove for now. I’ve got some stuff to take care of and then I’ll call you back out once we get back to town.” I said as I looked over to Yin, who was glaring jealously at Yang. After a moment, she swooped down and landed on Yang’s head, pecking her beak against the demi. Of course, a lovebird’s beak is blunt, so it didn’t do any real damage, but still. 

“Owies!” Yang brought her hands up quickly to cover the pecked spot, before running over and hiding behind me. With a sigh, I sent her into the grove, and then did the same for Yin. I was sure that Yin was going to continue tormenting her for a while even in there, so I could only helplessly shake my head. 

“Okay… now, I still need those herbs…” Thankfully, none of them were fruits found on trees, so I wouldn’t need to climb up and get attacked by spiders. I still had to worry about the ones on the ground, but I quickly ran through the forest, running at my top speed while Celeste watched for signs of any of the herbs. 

In under five minutes, I had killed another six giant insects, but had gathered one of each herb that Celeste had listed. In total, there were six. Two weeds, two flowers, and two berries. Each one had their own distinct patterns, and with the knowledge Celeste gave me there was no chance of me mistaking them for anything other than what they were. 

With that out of the way, I turned towards the direction of the town and ran at my fastest possible speed out of the forest. This time, I didn’t care whether anything got in my way, I would just run right by it even if it meant I’d only get out one or two seconds sooner. Never coming back, never coming back, never EVER coming back to this forest. 

I kept running, and running until well after I had left the forest. I ran until my legs felt like they couldn’t go any further, then finally allowed myself to rest, roughly ten minutes out from the city. I was breathing heavily, my legs feeling like they were about to explode, but I was out of that fucking forest, and I was never EVER going back! 

Laying back, I cancelled all of my Aspect transformations, and began letting my stamina recover. One of the new recipes that Celeste had given me for my herbs was a stamina potion, but there was a warning with it that overuse could create an addiction. Because of that, I had never bothered to make it. I did not want to get myself hooked on some strange potion. 

“So… ready to make pills?” Celeste sat on the blue grass beside me, showing none of the exhaustion that I felt. 

“Gimme… a few…. minutes.” I groaned out each word, taking the herbs I had gathered out of my inventory and planting them all in my grove. None of these were poisonous, so I planted them on the larger primary ‘planet’. Though no, it was still nowhere near large enough to consider as a proper planet. Planets are more than a few dozen meters thick, even Pluto. And people STILL aren’t sure if they can really consider Pluto as a planet. 

Well, since I had only taken one of each herb, I began actively gathering plant mana around me and feeding it into my grove to rapidly grow and spread them. About ten minutes, and nine hundred plant mana later, I had managed to get patches of each herb growing, with berry bushes popping up near my trees, and the weeds growing together with the flowers. “Okay… now I’m ready.” 

“Cool! Well, let’s start with something basic, a beginner health pill. Same ingredients as the potion.” 

“Yeah, yeah, I remember.” She had only recently put the pill creation method in my head, so it wasn’t like I had forgotten. “Just make sure to track my magic usage. I’ll need to know how I messed up when I’m done.” 

With a resigned groan, I sat up on the ground, and pulled out some blood weed, and a few fireflower petals. Then, I got to work on the process of refining the pill. First, the fireflower petals were lifted up with my Plant Manipulation, then surrounded by flames that reduced them to ash. Next, I sent a bit of water in to mix with the ash while maintaining the flames, making sure to hold the medicinal properties of the petals and not let them be damaged. 

However, halfway through the process, my control slipped and I could feel the petals become useless, their medicinal auras being consumed by the fire. “Too strong with the fire. Remember, burn the physical form, but leave the aura in tact.” 

I nodded my head to Celeste’s instruction, and tried again with another set of petals. This took a lot more concentration than when I was simply mimicking plasma to charge my weapons, as I had to both restrain and shield the medicinal properties of the fireflower while burning its petals. In total, it took me eight tries before I was ready to move on to the next step, where I tossed the blood weed into the mix and performed the same treatment, while simultaneously shielding the fireflower aura. 

Since failing at this part meant having to redo the entire thing, it took me a total of twenty tries before I had managed to burn both herbs to ashes while mixing in a bit of water and keeping their auras safe. Next, I used my Plant Manipulation to separate and condense the ashes and water into nearly two dozen tiny pellets while dismissing the flame. This was easily the least challenging part of the entire process, with no real penalty for failure as long as I did not carelessly destroy the auras. 

With that taken care of, I held out my hand as twenty tiny pellets fell into it, the entire batch small enough to fit in the palm of my one hand. At the same time, there was a considerable increase in my Alchemy, which shot up by a full two levels. Naturally, I wouldn’t see these gains again for just making a beginner pill batch, but since it was my first time, it was not unexpected. 

“Good, good! Now, let’s move on to mana potions, since they require two herbs and the juice of the enrichment fruit.” Celeste nodded happily beside me, and I groaned, thinking about all of the herbs I’m literally burning through to practice. If not for my ability to rapidly grow and repopulate my grove, my supply would quickly diminish! This is probably a specialized druid method because of the amount of materials needed for practice, rather than just the magic! 

“Probably, yeah.” Celeste nodded again at my thoughts, agreeing with them. No rational alchemist would burn through this many ingredients unless they had a surefire means of recovering them. 

Anyways, with the health pills taken care of, we moved on to mana pills. The process was almost exactly the same as before, but this time instead of water, I used the juice of the enrichment fruit. That also meant I had to safeguard three auras this time instead of just two, although the juice was a bit more resilient since it was a liquid. In total, it took me about thirty-five attempts before I had refined two full batches of pills. Though, I felt like I was getting better. 

As a test, I went back and refined another batch of health pills, and it only took me three attempts to get it right. Next, I continued by making a stamina pill batch with four herbs, then a basic healing pill batch with five, a novice healing potion with seven, and then I was finally ready to make the most complex recipe I had. This final recipe was a pill which should recover both health and mana, each at the level of a novice pill. However, this recipe took a grand total of nine herbs, four of which I had acquired from the jungle planet, and another three I had gotten from this forest. 

It was already getting fairly late, since I had literally gone through over two hundred attempts in total to refine pills, but I wanted to get this done before I went back to town. From what Celeste told me, I would only need one batch of ‘elixir pills’, together with what I’ve already refined to get the one gold and twenty silver needed for the companion for Yang and upgrades on both. This actually made me quite happy, since it meant that I was able to produce over a gold’s worth of products in a single day. I had also received a rather pleasant notification from the system as well, which made me look forward to heading back to town. 

	Mana Manipulation has increased to Intermediate.




Now, once I find someone willing to let me scan them, I should be able to completely change my race with a bit of practice. And no, I’m not going to scan Yang for that. While convenient, she has no racial abilities I’m lacking. Her one trait that is different from myself is her wings, and I’ve already copied those. 

Now, since I had gotten considerable amount of practice already, I simply had to let my mana recover for a little while before I got started. At this point, shielding the auras individually was not a problem, and I may even have a 100% chance of success if I did the beginner potions again. Now, the hard part was splitting my focus between all the different auras and elements to maintain them properly. Think about it, nine medicinal auras that I needed to shield each from fire mana, while slowly mixing them with water mana. That was essentially doing twenty seven different things at once. 

Which is why I took the herbs one at a time, rather than toss them all in together. Managing three things at first, then steadily increasing it as I became more comfortable was a slower but more effective method. My first attempt failed on the sixth herb, so I had wasted around six minutes, and it took me fifteen attempts in total before I had refined a batch of pills. By the time I was done, the sun was long since gone from the sky, and I was treated to a rather interesting scene. 

When I looked up, I saw a phenomena which was commonly known on Earth as the ‘northern lights’, a myriad of colors flowing like ribbons across the night sky. Likely, whatever mineral this planet was so rich in that the grass and sea switched colors also had the effect of causing this display at nights. And it was rather beautiful to watch. 

“Oooh… pretty.” Celeste smiled next to me after I had given her the chance to see what was going on. After she spoke, I got up and slowly walked towards the town, more than ready to rent a room for the night. By now, the plant population of my grove had been severely reduced, and I would need to focus my plant mana for at least a whole day to recover all of what I had used for my ‘pill tutorial’.






Chapter 14: Shopping Time!


After finding and paying for an inn room for the night, I slept more easily than I had yet since I got the game. Except maybe after the jungle planet. But nevermind that, I was surprised to find when I woke up that Celeste had not done any studying that night, but less than excited since, as predicted my dreams were filled with giant stone spiders…. 

“Sorry… again… I swear I didn’t know.” Celeste was pouting next to me as we went out of the inn to head to our first destination, a tailor. Yang needed clothes, or else every time I looked at my grove there would be a naked angel running around. 

I know… it’s alright, just please… don’t let it happen again. I shivered a bit as I remembered the forest of nightmares. For a moment, I wondered if the scythe mantis and goliath beetle were still trapped in those shadow prisons, or if they would ever get out. Let’s just find a tailor so we can take care of the wardrobe for Yang… you made sure to get her sizes right? 

“Uhmm… well… I never really bothered looking up women’s clothing sizes… I can do that once we hit a terminal if you let me take over for just a minute!” She spoke up next to me, making me sigh as I walked up to the nearest terminal. Alright, go ahead… 

I felt myself smile, and heard myself talking after relinquishing control. “Clothing information please, information on sizes for men and women, playing at two hundred frames a second.” There was a sudden flash of images that lasted no more than a few seconds, before my head nodded. “Thank you.” After that, I again had control of my body, not like I really fought with her for it for the few seconds she was in control. 

After turning to again walk towards the tailor, Celeste appeared next to me. “Alright, I’ve got what we need.” 

I gave a relieved sigh and nodded my head as we arrived to the store, though quickly found that our little detour would not have been needed at all. When we entered, there was a slim female elf with kind eyes and short dark hair. “Good evening, sir. How may I help you today?” 

“Well.. my animal companion just evolved into a winged demi… so I need to find some clothes for her.” I was just about to have Celeste list her sizes when the woman nodded understandingly. 

“Alright then, please move over to the changing room and summon her.” 

I froze for a moment, but nodded and moved over to the small room, with the tailor following behind. Once we got there, I looked into my grove and found Yang sitting under a tree by herself. She seemed to be able to sense me, because she excitedly stood up just as I began summoning her. Soon, she appeared in front of me in all her censored(thank Celeste) glory. “Hello, master!” She smiled wide, jumping at me and hugging me, causing me to cough awkwardly. 

“Hmm, a four winged one. Well, no matter, it shall be easy enough.” The woman nodded, and seemed to be taking down some of Yang’s measurements during the rather close hug. “Miss, would you mind stepping in here so that we can get you fitted for an outfit?” Her next words made me think that she has handled affectionate evolved companions before. “I’m sure your master would like it if you were some nice clothes for him.” 

Hearing the last bit seemed to do the trick for Yang as well, because she happily looked between me and the tailor, and then all but dove into the changing room. In fact, the light thud and ensuing “Oww..” made me realize that she is still learning how to control her new body properly. 

“Please wait here, sir. I’ll have her out in a minute to look at the outfit.” The tailor smiled to me and walked over to a shelf, grabbing a few different tops, then doing the same with pants and undergarments.(I really didn’t need to know what underwear Yang would be wearing) 

I walked over and sat on a nearby bench as I waited for the first outfit showing. I could hear the two of them fussing over what to wear, and more importantly how to get the former bird to put the clothes on. Naturally, with her wings like they were she couldn’t just slip a shirt on like normal because they’d get in the way. 

A few minutes later, Yang walked out in the first outfit, and my breath caught in my throat. I mean, she already looked like a literal angel. Put that angel in tight jeans, and a white backless top that tied at her neck and the bottom of her back while hanging loose in between… Calm thoughts.. calm thoughts… think of a nice, cold shower. 

Celeste simply sat next to me, giggling at my reaction. I listed this outfit as a definite maybe for purchase, but I wanted to see what else the tailor had picked out. And each outfit seemed more devastating than the last. The pants were easy, as her lower body was the same as humans or elves, but the tops all had to be backless so that the wings didn’t get in the way. And they couldn’t be put on by being pulled over the head, so they all ended up being tied to her back or pulled up from the bottom. 

In the end, I bought three outfits for her, at two silver each. Considering that ten gold was the equivalent of five hundred dollars, according to the conversion for the shrines to change races, that meant I essentially bought the outfits for a dollar each. I liked these prices! Though, most likely that price was not a true conversion, and these clothes were cheap because they served a purely cosmetic purpose, offering no protection and being made of basic materials. 

Once I was done shopping, I looked over to the elf tailor. “Thank you very much. Do you know where we can get a companion bracelet for her, and sell some alchemy pills?” 
She quickly nodded her head. “Two shops down and across the street is the general market. He’ll buy pretty much anything at a fair price, and has companion braces in his stock.” 

I thanked her again, and went to check out the market. Since Yang was now fully dressed, there was no justifiable reason to send her back to the grove, so she walked alongside me. The difference between this general store and the one on Hascion were simply too large. I felt like I was walking into a modern convenience store, but it sold things like potions, weapon ammo, throwing knives, and various other consumables. Also, it didn’t help that there was an aisle devoted to snacks, and a slushy machine on the right wall. 

I’ll admit, I got a slushy before anything else. And it was glorious. I don’t know what a frozen fallberry is supposed to be, but it was purple and tasted like soda. That was good enough for me. There was a middle aged human standing behind the counter, who seemed a bit amused with my decision. “So, what else can I get for you today?” 

At his words, I remembered what I actually came here for. “Do you have a bowl? I’d like to sell some alchemy pills, but don’t have a proper container for them, and would not like to make a mess.” 

“Ah, certainly, certainly.” He nodded his head and smiled to me, pulling out a small bowl to place on the counter. With his permission, I deposited the first batch of pills, the beginner health pills. He pulled out a small device and used it to scan the contents of the bowl. “Hmm, minor recipe, but still effective. I can buy them for ten coppers each, meaning two silver for the whole batch.” 

I readily accepted this, and told him I had another batch of the same pills. Hearing that I could make over twice as much for the lowest grade healing pills as I could for their potion counterparts excited me. And he was able to clearly see said excitement. “Alchemy pills are more effective for people who do not take up work as an adventurer. For example, this pill can recover sixty health over twenty seconds, whereas a potion can recover forty health instantly. As long as you don’t expect to be hurt again within those twenty seconds, a pill is the better option.” 

“Additionally, pills like this are far easier to store and carry. A full batch or two can easily fit in a single pill bottle that takes up as much space to carry as two potion bottles. City workers will often buy a full bottle of alchemy pills before they’d be a healing potion. Take into consideration the cost and difficulty of crafting the pills as well, and they are easily worth twice as much as their counterparts.” 

I thought about that for a moment, and nodded. “Huh, alright. Guess I know what I’ll be focusing on from now on.” Hearing that made the shopkeeper smirk before I pulled out the next batch of pills. With each batch, he took the time to explain how effective an individual pill was before listing the price he would buy them at. 

Once we got up to the stamina pills that required four herbs, the prices were up to at least a silver per pill. I thought that he was actually giving me a pretty good deal for this, since I actually had over a gold by the time we got to the final batch, the elixir pills. According to him, these were actually a bit more rare, since few planets grew all of the herbs needed for any of the recipes. However, the higher the level of the pill, the less a common city worker would buy it. People who never went past level twenty their entire life would naturally not need a high quality healing pill. With that in mind, he was willing to buy each pill for two and a half silver each, making the entire batch sell for half a gold. 

This brought my total earnings for the pills to one gold and sixty silver, which I was very happy with. Yang also smiled next to me, enjoying a slushy of her own, only mildly complaining about the brain-freeze. Naturally, she didn’t understand most of what was going on, just that I was selling some stuff that I had made. Remembering the other reason that I had come here, I looked from Yang to the shopkeeper. “Alright.. now I need to get a companion for my friend here. She is an evolved animal companion, so it would be best if I could get an upgrade for it to allow my AI to control both my own and her device.” 

“Hmm, I see. Well, that does explain a few things.” He nodded towards the birdbrained angel. “Alright. Well, those upgrades are fairly common for people with animal companions, so we keep a few in stock. I’ll assume that you want the same upgrade for your own bracelet as well?” 

When I answered that I did, he had me remove my companion bracelet so that he could apply the hardware upgrade. Though, Celeste was inside my head, so there wasn’t a worry of her getting damaged. Still, she seemed especially quiet, as if feeling uncomfortable without the bracelet nearby. “I haven’t been gone from it since… ever. Even in your head, I still have a connection with it thanks to the programs you wrote.” She explained when she noticed I had sensed her anxiety. 

The upgrade took only a couple minutes, as he only had to take the back off of the bracelet and put in a tiny chip, which then seemed to melt into the device. “Alright, all done.” He smiled and returned the upgraded bracelet to me, before giving Yang an identical one while accepting the one gold and twenty silver payment. “In order to synchronize them for your AI, simply hold the two screens together for ten seconds and they should connect. Are there any other upgrades that you’d be interested in? I noticed that this seemed to be your first modification.” 

I smirked slightly at that, thinking of all the modifications I had made to myself, rather than the bracelet. “How much would an internet access upgrade cost?” 

He thought about it for a moment, before checking his terminal. “Those are a bit more rare, because the companion hardware upgrade has restrictions that prevent you from visiting a lot of sites without paying an additional fee to unlock them. Otherwise, anyone could buy it and have their companion learn all of the information there was to be had. So… the upgrade costs eighty silver in total. If you want to buy a portable terminal, it might be more useful to you, but a portable terminal with its own power source costs twenty gold. If you power it yourself with mana, the cost is half of that.” 

I couldn’t afford the internet upgrade, let alone my own personal computer. Though the idea was appealing, and if I felt like staying her for a few weeks I could easily afford one just by selling pills. Still, after examining one of the portable terminals in the enchanting store at Hascion, I knew they were heavily enchanted, so I wouldn’t be able to put it in my grove anyways at my level. “Alright… uh.. one more thing, though it’s not really about me buying something.” 

“A question? Go ahead, ask away.” 

“I’m a druid, trying to become a Xeno-Shifter. According to the information I’ve learned, I should meet the necessary skill requirements to change into a sentient race. Do you know anyone that might be willing to let me scan them to practice?” It was a bit awkward asking to scan someone, but it was something that needed to be done. 

“Take it you can’t do it with the little missy there, because you already have her wings, and her aura isn’t different enough? Well, it’s understandable. Head on over to the hospital, and tell them that you’re a Xeno-Shifter in training. Xeno-Shifters often take up jobs as cosmetic surgeons, since they can train to alter a patient’s body as well. It’s cheaper to pay a fee to a Xeno-Shifter to change your race than to pay the gods to have you reborn, even if you don’t get all of their innate traits.” 

I nodded my head, considering that. It was basically the same thing I had wanted to do to Tessa to fix her. I wasn’t surprised at all that other druids had made a business out of it. In fact, once I trained enough, I could even make a decent living doing it in the real world. I’m sure there are a bunch of people that would regret their race choices, or choose to change ‘certain aspects’ of their bodies...






Chapter 15: A Tale of Two Birds


Following the shopkeeper’s advice, I made my way to the hospital while talking with Yang. I knew I’d have to deal with Yin soon, or else she would get out of control, but first I needed to take care of my Xeno-Shifter class. “So, what do you want to do for your training?” I asked the winged demi beside me, who looked at me confused. 

A moment later, after it was clear she didn’t understand, a little holographic Celeste appeared above Yang’s wrist, startling her. “What he means is… what do you want to do now? Do you want to learn how to fight? How to heal?” 

Yang looked down in wonder at the tiny Celeste, thinking for a few seconds. “I… not want to fight. I want to help Master, but… not fight. It… feels wrong?” 

This time, a larger Celeste appeared to me in my vision. “Looks like her pacifist nature has taken root too deeply, so asking her to fight is no good. That basically rules out half the choices. And.. since she just evolved, her intelligence wouldn’t be enough for complex tasks like stealth or accounting.” 

“So… crafting or healing, then..?” I asked out loud, making Yang look up at me with a confused expression. It made sense, since she didn’t hear what Celeste had said to me. 

“Right. The best choices for her would be either a priest or a craftsman. However… I think we should rule out priest training, for now at least.” When she sensed my confusion, she answered by bringing up a holographic display on Yang’s wrist that once again surprised her. 

	Name: Yang Hulett
	Class: N/A

	Level: 20
	Patron: Gaius




“Ah… her patron is different… I wonder what they represent.” I was too used to being alone with Celeste, so had a hard time keeping my communication with her silent. 

“Gaius is the patron of evolving beasts, while Malthan… well…” Celeste looked a bit hesitant to answer. “He’s the god governing chaos and madness.” 

…. 

…. 

“So why is he my patron?” 

Celeste grinned wryly at me for a moment, but didn’t answer. “Har har, very funny… Wait, you’re serious? I managed to get the attention of the insanity god above any others? So not fair…” 

There was a slight giggle from Celeste as I said that. “Hey, there are worse patrons to have. There is one who is the god of broken hearts, or the god of fried fish, or even the god of Mondays.” 

“Monday has its own god? They must have a crowded pantheon.. Still, why didn’t I get something like the god of protagonists? Then I could at least get a massive increase in strength, or super lucky fated encounters.” 

“Sorry… my research into the pantheon showed that the ‘god of protagonists’ is also the ‘god of stories’. Rather than giving people a bunch of power, he just likes to watch writers and people who already had that kind of luck in the first place.” 

“Oh… well… still, the god of madness? Really?” 

At this point, Yang poked me on the shoulder, interrupting my apparently one sided conversation. “Umm… is Master alright?” 

“Huh? Ah… sorry, was just talking to someone.” 

Yang looked around, still confused. “There is nobody else here?” 

I sighed, shaking my head, reaching over to pat Yang’s hair. This seemed to placate the bird, who simply smiled wide and closed her eyes, leaning her head into my hand. “So, how would you like to make things for me? It wouldn’t need you to fight, and you’d still be able to help out quite a bit.” 

Yang’s eyes opened wide suddenly at that. “Really? You mean it, I can still help?” 

I nodded to her. “That’s right. I’ll need to have you trained first so that you understand how to do it, but you should be able to.” 

Her head bobbed up and down happily as she heard that. “Yang will do it!” 

Great, one bird taken care of… I smiled as we finally approached the hospital, which was a much smaller building than the one on Gallen 4. When I went inside, I mentioned that I was a druid training to be a Xeno-Shifter. A few people looked relieved, while someone went to get the local Xeno-Shifter. The training this time cost me twenty silver, twice as much as it cost to learn a new school of magic… And he only taught me one species of my choosing(I chose void elf, because reasons). 

Watching the druid morph from human to void elf was a bit surprising, but he did it so fluently that by the time he was done it was like I was looking at a different person entirely. After changing, he gave me a while to study his aura, and then attempt to perform the change myself. Even with Celeste’s help, studying the intricacies of a sentient being’s aura took nearly an hour before I was confident, and the actual shifting process was far slower than what he had done. 

When I changed, my hair and eyes both turned pitch black, my skin darkening slightly. Along my skin were a multitude of tiny white dots spaced seemingly at random. From my previous experience with void stuff, I could guess that they were meant to be stars. Aside from that, there were no visible differences between the void elf and my half-wood elf bodies. However, the Xeno-Shifter seemed satisfied with my transformation, and said we were done. 

	New Spell Unlocked!

	Thousand Faces - Nature Magic - ★★★ 

The specialty of the Xeno-Shifters, this spell enables you to mimic the aura of a sentient being you have studied, and gain both their form and inherited traits.




	Congratulations, you have met all the qualifications to advance to the Xeno-Shifter Advanced Class!

	As a Xeno-Shifter, your specialty will be taking the best aspects of other races and applying them to yourself. Whether they are animal, monster, or sentient beings, all racial abilities are yours for the taking! 
Do you wish to take this Advanced Class? Y/N




Naturally, I accepted becoming a Xeno-Shifter immediately. It was what I had been working towards since becoming a druid, after all. 

	You have chosen your Advanced Class, Xeno-Shifter.

	+20 Wisdom, +5 Intelligence, +5 Vitality, +5 Charisma




The sudden increase in stats surprised me, but then again I had also gotten free stats when I chose my base class. After leaving the hospital, I first went back to my hotel room with Yang, who had been taking ‘common knowledge’ lessons from Celeste while I was studying. The innkeeper seemed a bit surprised that I was bringing a woman in with me, but sent me an approving thumbs up when he saw Yang. It’s not like that, I swear… There was another set of giggling heard in my head from Celeste as we went up to our room. 

“Okay… Yang, do you think you can still communicate with Yin?” I wasn’t sure if she still spoke ‘bird talk’, but if she did that would make this far easier. 

“Uhm.. maybe? She hasn’t spoken to me yet…” Yang looked down at the floor sadly, shifting her feet. 

“Ah.. well, can you try? I need her to be able to understand what I’m going to say, or she’ll just stay mad at you.” 

Yang looked up at me again, hopeful. “Master can make Yin not mad at me anymore?” 

“Maybe.. if she can understand me.” I put an emphasis on that part, and she nodded her head quickly. Taking that as a sign of approval, I went into my grove and summoned Yin. As soon as she appeared, she glared at Yang and moved to dive at her. “Stop.” I looked at Yin, and she glanced back at me, slowly backing away to land on my shoulder, though she lowered her head and looked away, as if sulking. “Yang, can you try to speak to her? Tell her that there is a way for her to get a body like yours.” 

Yang nodded, and stared at Yin for a few moments. I had the impression from the animal companion bond that they were sharing a message over it, but it was difficult for me to decipher it. However, once it was done, the little bird on my shoulder bolted up, looking excitedly between Yang and I. “She wants to know how.” 

“She has to get stronger. You two took different paths for your growth, but in the end both of you can get bodies like that. Tell her, by the time she is in a body like yours, she will be far stronger than either of us.” After I spoke, Yang stared at me for a moment, as if figuring out how to translate my words, before she sent another series of messages to Yin. 

The little bird lowered herself in front of me, staring with determination. “She wants to know how she can get stronger. She says… she’ll fight if she has to.” 

I raised a surprised eyebrow at that. Now it seemed that Yin was the more violent one of the pair, willing to do get into battle to become stronger. “There are two ways. One is fast, but will require us to be apart while she gets stronger. The other is much slower, and may take weeks, or even months before she gets there.” 

After Yang translated my last message, Yin suddenly looked thoughtful, as if having a hard time deciding. Personally, I was hoping that she’d choose the quicker option, because it meant that she’d grow strong enough to easily overpower enemies that give me a hard time in emergencies. And of course, because that’s what I wanted… “She wants to stay with us, even if it means taking longer. But… she doesn’t want to live in the garden. She says… she wants to stay out like me.” 

“Fine… but we’ll need to get a tag for her, so that people don’t think she is wild.” 

Yang looked curiously at me. “What is a tag?” 

Celeste decided to help out with this one. “It is a tiny device, like your bracelet, that would fit on her leg and let people know that she is with your Master.” 

“Ohh..” Yang quickly translated, before looking back to me. “She likes that idea.” 

“Of course she does… now.. we need to go find someone to train you… Any ideas, Celeste?” 

So that everyone could hear her, she manifested as a hologram and spoke instead of doing so in my head. “There is not a local Natural Craftsman to teach her, but if she learns the basics of the crafting class, she should get the class herself. It would be best if you teach her how to cultivate some affinities after she does so. The Plant, Bone, and Scale Affinities are all good for a Natural Craftsman to have.” 

“Alright, then lead us to get a tag for Yin, and we’ll go get that class.” After I spoke, the three of us left again, leaving only Yo inside of the grove. Sorry, Yo, but there is a difference between bringing around a gorgeous alien and a bird, and a massive slime. 

It didn’t take long for us to go back to the general market to get the tags, or find a crafting trainer, and when we did I left Yang to do some training for a bit. She seemed reluctant to part, but Celeste ensured her that I would be nearby in case anything happened. And she was right, because I sat down just outside the building and decided to try something that I had been curious about. 

I can refine pills with fire, water, and the plants. But all of these things exist within my grove, in which I am the equivalent of a lesser god. So, why would I not be able to simply craft them there? I had not yet gathered nearly enough plant mana to fully restore my grove’s supplies, but there was more than enough for me to run a quick test. 

Sending my consciousness into the grove, I plucked out a blood weed and two petals of fireflowers, having them float through the air. Since this was in some ways a new method of pill crafting, I wanted to start with the most basic recipe. I willed the fire mana to form around the ingredients, doing both at once as I safeguarded their auras, occasionally mixing water mana in before both were ready to mix. After that, it was a simple matter of condensing the pills and letting them fall to the ground. 

With my brows furrowed, I decided to make a bowl to hold the pills I made in. Looking down into the grove, I saw that I had gained another type of ore. Now, rather than just copper and iron, I also had tin veins spreading out. But for this, I just needed some copper, pulling it from the vein and lifting it into the air. Using fire, I refined it to a pure state, removing the impurities as it melted and reformed repeatedly until I could sense nothing but a pure copper aura. Then, I melted it one more time, and formed it into the shape of a small cauldron, big enough to hold with both hands. 

Once it cooled, I had the pills fly into the air and deposit themselves in the cauldron, which sat on the ground. When I exited my grove, I found that there was a new window waiting for me. 

	New Ability Unlocked!

	My Body is the Furnace - Druid - ★★ 

An art unique to druids and those who have copied the druid's groves. This technique makes it possible to craft items inside the grove that the druid could create normally, but with an increased chance of success due to the greater degree of control.








Chapter 16: A Lesson on Skills and Money Woes


While I was waiting out in front of the crafting ‘school’(it was a wide building which actually taught many different skills, from crafting to combat, but there was a fee you had to pay for each subject. The basic crafting tutorial for Yang cost five silver), I started to think about what I wanted to do from now on. Now that I had my advanced class, I could start training to be able to transform other people. From the information that Celeste gathered, the skill benchmark for that would be Advanced Level 5 in Mana Manipulation, and Intermediate Level 1 in Nature Magic. That was still a good bit away yet.

The first thing I would need to do would be to do some research. “Celeste, do you have any idea why monsters don’t spawn inside the cities here?” Obviously, they didn’t use the same void mana trick that I did, or nobody would be able to breathe.

“Sorry… no, but I could look it up for you, if you want?” I looked over towards a nearby terminal, and thought about it.

“How’s the lesson going with Yang?” I asked, while the other lovebird happily sat on my shoulder, apparently glad to be out of the grove more often now.

Celeste giggled slightly when I brought that up. “He’s used the term bird brained five times already. Wait, make that six. She understands the concepts, but not the means to implement them. He brought a knife out to show her how to carve wood, and she jumped back thinking he would stab her. I’m doing my best to help her to understand, but it’ll be at least another two hours before she is finished. Unless she manages to improve a lot, you’ll be the one doing the enchanting on whatever items she makes.”

I nodded my head at that. “That’s fine, I was expecting that part. And sure, since it seems we have time, go ahead and get the information. Not sure if anyone on the outside has it yet, but it wouldn’t hurt either way.”

Celeste smiled, and I temporarily let her take over, my body standing up and walking over towards the terminal. She did the same high speed information transfer that she had done when I had her look up clothing sizes, making the whole thing last just a few seconds. Afterwards, my body went back and set down where I had left it. “Hmm… well, this will be a bit complicated.”

“What’s wrong…?”

“Well… according to what I just learned, cities are built in three stages. First stage, scouting, to make sure the land is suitable. The second stage, is to set up the barrier against monster spawns. It doesn’t keep them out, just prevents them from spawning inside. The method is similar to what you used in your house, but more advanced. I can teach you the spell formation for it real quick.” After she said that, I felt a brief rush of information. Since it was only a single formation, as well as the runes that went with it, I was able to absorb it quickly.

However, the information made me frown deeply. The formation wasn’t all that complicated, but it relied on the presence of mana gems to function, and fairly large ones at that. “Is there a way to artificially manufacture mana gems?”

“No, they only form after years of mana condensing and purifying in a single location. This most commonly happens on asteroids, where they can be left undisturbed for long periods of time. In your world, where mana was just introduced, finding a mana vein would be impossible. However, there is an alternative that you might be able to do, a more primitive method that doesn’t need mana gems.”

“Alright, well don’t keep me in suspense over here…”

“If you refine an element seed of all seven of the primary elements, with each one being at least medium quality, and then combine them like you did when making your grove… You can create an enchantment on a large glass sphere that creates a similar effect. However, in this case, a circle will need to be drawn around the city and linked to the enchantment.”

I groaned as she mentioned that. While it was possible for me to do that for Oakland, there was no way I’d be able to make that for every city on Earth! “Anything else, that doesn’t require druid abilities?”

“There is one other. There are ways for mages, druids, and priests to all set up the barrier. For mages, it is the spell formation. For druids, it is the seeds. And finally, for priests they must construct an altar to their patron and pray for protection for their city. I didn’t mention that one first because, although it is the most common one, your world has yet to accept the pantheon. Building altars to what others perceive as false gods would create more problems than it would solve.”

“True… so we have one that can’t be done, one that shouldn’t be done, and one that is simply very hard. Why does it have to be a medium quality seed collection?” I glanced to Celeste as I asked that.

“Ah… well, that was an estimate based on the size of your city. Larger cities would require high quality, or even perfect seed combinations. The point is for the energy to be poured into a large glass sphere, with an enchantment of cycling mana. That will cause the mana to shift and spread out, keeping it from gathering in one place with enough density to spawn a monster.”

“I see… so smaller cities would only need low quality seeds, yes?” I looked up in thought, and quickly got a confirmation. “Well, that’ll be useful information. Do any of these methods have expiration dates?”

“Not unless the focus object- the glass sphere, formation circle, or altar- are destroyed. Otherwise, they will continue on indefinitely.” After saying that, Celeste suddenly giggled. “Well, it seems that Yang finally made her first staff… by singing to it.”

I suddenly recalled looking into my grove and watching her in her bird form sing to a tree to help it grow. “Huh, thought she would have lost that habit when she evolved. By the way, you said that Natural Craftsmen had the potential to create items on the same level as most technology, but how is that possible? No matter how you look at it, a wooden staff will never match up to a plasma staff, and a bow will never match up to a rifle, right?”

Celeste raised her lips into a grin as she looked back at me. “Ah, but it’s precisely because they use natural materials that they can do it. And the best is from formerly living creatures. After a creature dies, and its soul dissipates, the aura is left withered, a shadow of its former self. You saw that when you studied your scale armor. But because of that hollowness, that emptiness, those items have far more room for improvement of their auras.

“A weapon made of only natural materials can support roughly two or three times the enchantment as a processed item. With that, you could easily create a staff that can match up to a plasma weapon, or a bow that will never miss its mark. And with the Natural Craftsman able to modify the auras of natural items in the same way that you shapeshift yourself, they can create high quality items more easily.”

I felt myself smiling as I thought of that. If she was right, then I could get another good set of items. Maybe even better ones than my plasma weapons. “How much would it cost to get a Skill Shard for a Natural Craftsman?”

Celeste blinked, looking as if she hadn’t considered it. To be honest, I hadn’t either until just now. However, it was the easiest way to train Yang up without spending weeks for her to understand. “I.. don’t know. But let’s find out!” I felt my body standing up before I even had the chance to accept, and we raced over to the terminal. Turns out, the basic skill shards for advanced class skills cost one gold each. At least, if you buy them from a reputable store. Looking at my funds, I saw that I was lacking quite a bit.

“If I take the time to restore my grove, and then make another few batches of pills, I will be able to afford that pretty easily.” Next, I looked up Skill Shards that had information on cultivating mana. While I didn’t expect instant affinities with this, being able to use it to teach Yang how to cultivate would be helpful. And since this was information for only a basic class skill, the cost was only twenty silver. However, it only contained information about how to isolate an element and cycle it to begin cultivating. Identifying the element you wanted was left up to the user.

“I can help her find the right elements, Falenel.” Celeste spoke up reassuringly. “We’ll need to teach her Aura Sight first, and then from there I can show her which elements to focus on.”

“Alright. We’ll do that after she has the class.” There was one more thing I was interested in, and I found it rather quickly. A Skill Shard containing the auras of various sentient races. This one was obscenely expensive, costing ten gold per race, unless you had a letter of recommendation from a hospital. While some races may still be worth it, I didn’t really want to spend that much. In the end, I decided that I wouldn’t buy any Skill Shards, aside from the two for Yang.

Looking over to the terminal, I decided to ask it a question. “Why don’t the creators of Skill Shards simply use them on themselves in order to mass produce them?”

After a moment, the terminal answered in a monotone voice. “Possessing too many skills on a single person will cause higher level skills to decline. In order to not suffer from this side effect, the creators will only absorb the information of skills which they already possess, in order to expand their knowledge.”

“Huh… well, that explains that.” I shrugged, moving back over to my seat across from the skill school. “I don’t even really know about the ranks passed Advanced. Do you have information on that, Celeste?”

The AI appeared next to me again, nodding her head rapidly. “There are actually five ranks beyond that. The total list of skill ranks is Beginner, Basic, Novice, Intermediate, Advanced, Expert, Master, Grandmaster, Legend, and Godly. There are almost no instances of anyone possessing a Godly level skill, aside from the incarnations of the gods themselves. For regular people, Legend is considered the true peak skill level, and represents knowing everything there is to know about the skill.”

I chuckled slightly as I thought of that. “How much would a Legend ranked Skill Shard cost, I wonder.”

“Going by the pricing standards they listed on the terminal just now… a Beginner level skill would cost half a silver, a Basic level one five silver, a Novice level one fifty silver, and an Intermediate level one would cost five gold. That means they increase by tenfold each time. An Advanced level skill would cost you fifty gold, then five hundred gold for a Expert level one. A Master one would be five thousand… but I suspect that the price would shoot up even higher than a million gold for a Legend ranked skill.”

Hearing the estimated price made me gulp. I was considering it amazing that I could earn one or two gold a day, but hearing that a Legend rank skill, the epitome of perfection, would cost me a million gold… And that was just for one skill, mind you. I also realized that the basic price of 1 gold for a class skill of an advanced class could even be considered cheap, as long as it was at least of the Novice rank. “Okay… going to forget any dreams of buying Skill Shards to quickly advance my skills. However.. what about ships? Do you know how much those cost?”

Celeste laughed lightly as I asked. “I knew that eventually you would ask that. You think about having your own ship all the time. A basic shuttle capable of interplanetary flight costs one hundred gold. This is without giving it weapons or anything, just the most basic version. If you wanted a cruiser like the Nostromo… You’d need at least twenty thousand gold. And then the maintenance fees, ammo, and so on would raise that even more.”

My shoulders dropped and I suddenly found my feet very interesting. “You sure know how to ruin a man’s dreams… you know that, right?”

“It’s what I’m here for, Falenel… it’s what I’m here for. Ah, looks like Yang is just about to finish up. Since she found out her singing Nature Magic works, she was able to complete it faster than I expected.”

Just as Yang was coming out, I got a message from my AI, alerting me that I was getting a call at home. Dammit, can’t they wait a few minutes? Well, I’ve got time thanks to the time difference.

When Yang came out, I congratulated her on finishing the training, which made her grin broadly and leap at me for a very tight hug which I should not have allowed to continue nearly as long as it did. However, after that I took us all back to the hotel, paid for the next two weeks, then transferred everyone to my grove so that I could log out and see what is happening in the real world that would need my attention.

Sometimes, I look back and wish I could have just stayed logged in.






Chapter 17: Blood Calls to Blood


When life becomes a game, to what heights can we rise as we play? When the world becomes a lie, how far can we fall? Until now, I had never really considered it. After I had gotten out of the game, Faraday had called me for a consultation. I hadn’t understood why until I got to the scene.

The address he had sent me was a house on the other side of Oakland, and when I got there, I nearly spilled what precious little was in my stomach. Once I got past the police inspection out front, and made my way to the living room where Faraday was waiting for me, I saw a man thrown about in a gory mess. Arms, legs, even individual fingers had been separated. Aside from some police VR games, this was my first crime scene, and it felt like something broke inside me.

Blood was sprayed everywhere, and the only thing worse than the thought of his organs being part of this mess, was seeing that they weren’t. Blood, meat, and bone were all there, but aside from that… “This is the third one in three days.” Faraday said next to me as he looked at the scene. “Normally, we’d never let a civilian within thirty feet of this, but you’ve been in the ‘game’ the longest.”

As he said that, I finally noticed why I was here. Off to the side of the room was a painting in blood on the wall. Two words, written above a series of symbols. “Game Over…”

Celeste… the symbols? I didn’t want to look at anything in this room, so I asked the AI in my head for help.

“Sorry, John, but I don’t recognize any of them. If they’re runes, they’re too misshapen to be discernable.” She spoke up solemnly from behind me.

“If you called me here… they’re using magic or something?” I glanced over to Faraday, if for no other reason than not wanting to look elsewhere at the moment.

“Near as we can tell. Our mages aren’t leveled up enough to be able to identify how it’s done. Hard to level a diviner. But there are no identifiable tool marks, the skin doesn’t appear to be torn, and as you can tell, we can’t find a trace of the organs. It’s like they just fell apart.”

“And… that was at all the scenes..?” I pointed over to the message on the wall, refusing to look.

“That’s right. We call him the Gamer, but the symbols he leaves are different every time. We’ve sent someone into NeoLife and had them copy them over to be examined, but they don’t appear to be runes. Rather, they’re a language, but an alien one. That is the language of the bajra, an alien race inside NeoLife that is capable of altering their appearance at will. No identifying traits, no other unique abilities. What we need from you, is to help us figure out how he did it, and how to stop it from happening again. I’ll tell you what I can, but a lot of the information is confidential, for obvious reasons.”

I nodded, and quickly excused myself from the room. I could examine it without having to look at that, and all I needed to know was if there was a magic I recognized. If not, I could theorize, and maybe come up with an idea or two. After I found the nearest trash can and vacated my stomach.

“You okay, John?” I heard Celeste ask from behind me, but really, if I thought about it she had it even worse than me. I can forget what I saw eventually, but she was built to record, to remember. “Don’t worry about me, okay? I can handle it.”

“Still.. ugh…” And back in the trash can.

After I was certain I had tossed up everything I had eaten in the last week, my stomach finally settled. Closing my eyes, I sent my mana out towards the living room to investigate. Even though I could ‘feel’ it, at least I didn’t have any images to go with it. And right now, I was glad for that. When my mana touched the first body part, I felt an almost overwhelming amount of magic, a dark and dreadful power that made me pull back my senses as if I was afraid it would notice me. Weakly, I called out to Faraday, who came into the room and grimaced as he saw me kneeling next to the trash can.

“Find anything, aside from ‘leftovers’?”

“Not funny… There was magic, alright. And it was dark.” After a moment, Celeste had been able to actually identify the school of magic, thanks to the Identify software. “Blood magic. Able to control an organic body in unspeakable ways. Even with the message on the wall… there’s no guarantee your killer was ever even here…”

Faraday raised a suspicious eyebrow at that. “And how do you know that information?”

Letting out a weak chuckle, I looked back at him. “You know those AI bracelets they give you in the game?” When he nodded, I tapped my head, making his eyes go wide. “Got a little helper. One of the perks of my magic.”

“You know, if you can do that for others, it’d be a huge help, especially to investigative teams.” He thought idly while glancing to me.

“Sure, I’ll get right on it. Who should I perform magical brain surgery on first? I’ll have you know I ended up in the hospital when I did it to myself, by the way, and it was not a total success.” That seemed to dissuade him pretty well from pressing the issue. “I do have another thing for you from the game, though. Not sure if it’s been made public yet, was going to tell you next chance I got.”

“What is it?”

“I know how to stop monsters from spawning.”

As if those words were magic of their own, Faraday rushed me back to the station and away from the gruesome crime scene. On the way, I explained in detail about the three methods that Celeste had found to prevent monster spawns. Faraday had the same thoughts as me about which one was the most easily usable, and planned to make a report to his chief when we arrived.

When we got to the station, he had me sit in the waiting room while he went off to talk to the local chief of police. Every now and then, I heard a loud shout, and gradually got the idea that maybe I wasn’t supposed to be called in the first place. However, it seemed that he was saving the best for last, and eventually a man came out to greet me. He had a strong, athletic build despite the fact that he was visibly gaining in years, some of his dark hair turning grey.

“Carl says that you are able to stop the monster spawns. That true?” I recognized his voice from the brief call when I had been offered the job as the police’s mercenary.

“I’ll assume that’s Faraday, and yeah. I haven’t tried making the items necessary, but if I can manage to do it, shielding a town the size of Oakland is possible.”

I hadn’t gotten the chance to reveal that specific detail to Faraday before we got here, so the reveal made the chief grimace. “What about bigger towns?”

“It takes higher quality materials for bigger towns. At most, I can make the stuff for an Oakland sized city right now.”

He gave a resigned sigh, and nodded his head. “There’s been a rumor that there were methods to stop monster spawns altogether, so we had some officers discretely check in NeoLife. Naturally, we can’t do the priest or mage methods, due to religious and practical reasons. And none of our officers took a druid class.”

“Not surprised. Most of you went diviner, right? Easiest way to do investigations.” When I said that, he nodded his head again.

“Right, but we had heard that doing this required all of the basic elements to have a level of mastery to produce the materials. Even though you are one of the beta testers, it was believed that you wouldn’t be able to help for quite some time.”

I chuckled lightly. “Well… if you can give me a minute to wash my mouth out, I can get started trying to make it at home. It will probably take me a couple days, at least, and interrupting just makes me start over with whatever I’m doing. I’ll also need you to provide a large glass sphere about…” After getting the measurements from Celeste a moment later I continued. “Five feet in diameter. It’ll go in the center of town. Finally, the magic circle needs to be drawn around the entire city before it will work. If you have any enchanters or mages researching spell formations, they should know how to do a magic circle. If not, you’ve got nearly two weeks of NeoLife time to figure it out.”

Again, he grimaced upon hearing the requirements. The glass ball wasn’t that bad, they could get one almost any time with a bit of work. But drawing a circle around the entire city would take time. At worst, it could take them a couple of weeks to lay down a proper circle, assuming they didn’t just have a small ditch dug. Thinking about it, I offered a suggestion. “You can try laying wire around the city underground to act as the circle. That might actually be the easiest way, and then set a length of wire connecting it to the building where the glass ball will be.”

“Right, we can try that. Now, about the other matter you saw today. You naturally cannot tell anyone about it, understood? If I find out you did, I’ll have you arrested for interfering in an investigation.”

I nodded my head, accepting this, before he continued. “Though, you’ve already been involved more than you should. And just knowing that this is blood magic will help. If it were a different alien language, then maybe we could just run around and question anyone of the race. But for it to be a shapeshifting one makes it harder..”

Tilting my head, I asked curiously. “What did the message say, anyways?”

He raised an eyebrow, but shrugged and replied, as if the message itself wasn’t that important. “Just a bunch of ramblings. As far as we can tell, it’s just a song that people sing when they fly in spaceships. Our men have already looked into it, and there doesn’t seem to be any significant connection between it and the crimes.”

“Ah… well… anything else you can tell me?”

“Don’t answer your door for anyone for a while, unless there’s at least two people, even if it’s someone you know. There’s a chance that the killer might have seen you at the scene.”

That realization made me freeze, shivers running down my spine as I imagined that what happened at that house might happen to me. Celeste said that blood magic could be done over a distance. The only thing necessary was a drop of the victim’s blood to serve as a medium. But.. If that was the case… I began to calm down and think about it. If blood leads to blood, it should connect through the aura. I quickly, right in front of the chief of police, shapeshifted into a void elf. Theoretically, if I changed my aura enough by changing races, the connection should be broken.

However, something hadn’t occurred to me between the time that I was fearing for my life and the time that I shifted to present myself a possible solution. When I opened my eyes, I found about six officers all with their weapons drawn pointed at me. “Oh come on… really? You guys already know I can shapeshift.”

“‘Fraid we need you to prove who you are, son.” The chief said strictly, being one of the ones with his gun trained on me. At this distance… even if I changed my skin with Aspect of the Armored Beast, their guns could probably shoot straight through me.

“Okay… well… you guys looked up druids, right?” He nodded his head at my question. “Then you know about groves, right?” Another nod. “Okay… anyone feel like taking a look at mine? Probably easier to send you in there than it would be to summon a tree in the middle of the police station.”

Surprisingly, it was Faraday who nodded to the chief and walked up, though he still had his gun out. I could see how this was a bad situation, especially for him. If I turned out to be the killer, I could just be taking him hostage. In that case, the other five would have to either open fire on me or let me leave with him.

“Okay, I’m going to take you into the grove, but for that to happen, you have to not resist. If you resist, and part of your aura leaks out when I’m pulling you in… pieces could fall off.” No sooner had I said that than a realization dawned on me. “Fuck… he’s a druid.”

“What do you mean?” Faraday looked at me, a bit of hesitation in his voice.

“I just said it. If you resist, pieces go missing. It’s not blood magic I sensed back at the scene, it’s Blood Affinity. He must have tried to pull people into his grove by using their blood as a medium he could control, which is why only their organs were missing. There were no tool marks because he didn’t use any tools, they really did just fall apart.” I’ll admit, the idea of a weaponized grove terrified me. There was no way to see it, and if it hit you’re as good as dead.

“Why didn’t you consider it before, then?” The chief was the one that asked this time, still suspicious.

“Because I’ve never tried to take something into my grove that I wasn’t holding in my hand or on my body. I didn’t even know it was possible. But the mana and control required to do this… He’s got to be a fairly high leveled one, probably specialized in the Blood Affinity.”

“And how do we know you’re not the one with the Blood Affinity?” He asked again, and it was a good question.

“Dammit… well, if we were in the game, your companion could tell you with a certain software. But I’m going to wager that none of you are in the Gallen star system of wood elf space. Or have methods to bring your AI companion over to this side.”

This seemed to make the chief even more suspicious. “I heard that you couldn’t test for druid groves or things like that.”

With a sigh, I tried to explain myself. “You can’t, but you can read strong affinities on their aura if you have the Aura Sight skill and the Identify software on your companion. For instance, I can see a bit of metal affinity on you, so that is likely your strongest secondary affinity. You can get your affinity tested in the game if you want to confirm it.” Celeste had been kind enough to show me his metal affinity, which was surprisingly at 4%. If he were to be a druid, he’d be able to cultivate that pretty easily.

They put me in an interrogation room after that, while the chief went off to confirm the information I had given him. Naturally, as soon as I learned that we were dealing with a shapeshifter druid with Blood Affinity, I had Celeste check for anyone with a Blood Affinity above 5%. Getting an affinity that high is impossible without cultivation, so anyone that had it would be my primary suspect.

Of course, there wasn’t much I could do while locked up. Oh well, guess I can get started on the element seeds…






Chapter 18: All Just a Game


Being locked up in the interrogation room like this was both a blessing and a curse. It was a curse because obviously, the police suspected that I was the ‘Gamer’ killer they were looking for. However, it was a blessing because this meant that I didn’t need to take Faraday into my grove anymore! I hadn’t realized until after the fact, but if I had sent him in there, he would have undoubtedly run into Yang. I did not even want to imagine what kind of things would happen after that. 

Shuddering at the narrowly avoided disaster of misunderstandings, I got to work on refining a Seed of Wind. For now, I would just be making it low quality, and then work on making it a higher quality when I had more time. I had at least an hour and a half to do this, most likely. And it was the easiest one to make in my current situation. 

Closing my eyes, I focused on drawing in the wind mana around me to create the elemental seed. Naturally, they did not have any methods yet to prevent magic use in the prison, but I’m sure they would in a couple more days at most, once their officers got to the point where they could do it. Until then, however, there was nothing stopping me from working on the method to stop monsters from spawning. 

At least, there wasn’t until a ringing voice entered my ear. “Look at the little birdy, lost and alone, trapped in its cage. Such gifts you have, yet wasted. Such potential, unfulfilled.” 

“Uh… John?” After the voice rang out, Celeste appeared near me. “What was that?” 

“Sound… Looks like he’s got the Sound Affinity, too. I had actually been interested in that one originally…” 

“Oh? The little birdy knows his stuff. He knows what I am, what I can do. But the little birdy is trapped in his little cage. All alone with nobody to help.” The voice rang out again, and I tried to focus on it. It was obviously a male voice, but the tones seemed like a dozen people overlapped so I couldn’t identify it. “Did birdy get my message? Did he see the writing on the wall?” 

Glancing around curiously, I saw that under the camera in the room, red liquid was dripping out. Blood… He’s probably killed someone to write this. 

As the blood dripped down the wall, it began flowing in patterns, forming letters. “Lives remaining: 10.” 

The message confused me for a little while, but I had the feeling that he was wanting to play a game of life and death with me, for some strange reason. Maybe it was because I was a druid? “Why are you doing this? What could you possibly gain?” 

“Why, experience of course. The world is a game, I am merely a player.” The voice called out to me after I questioned it. “It’s not long now before what has happened will come to pass. Before the end, let’s play one last game. Hide and seek, what do you say? I’ll hide, and you come find me. But be quick, or the boys in blue will be the ones to lose.” 

I grimaced at that, using a quick application of Metal Manipulation to break the handcuffs and open the door to the room, before using Wind Manipulation to amplify my voice. “Somebody get in here!” 

I could hear the voice cackling as it withdrew, though the writing on the wall remained. A pair of officers soon ran in with their guns unholstered. “What did you--!” They paused as they saw the writing on the wall. 

“He’s close.” I said to them, and one nodded to his partner, who ran off down the hall. 

“What happened?” The one remaining asked. Naturally, I checked him with my Aura Sight, and was relieved that I was not left alone with the killer. I began explaining what had just occurred, including the voice and what I was doing when it arrived. When the officer saw the broken handcuffs, he grumbled under his breath. 

With a slight sigh, I fixed the handcuffs using the same magic that broke them. “You need magic defenses, otherwise people like me could walk out whenever they wanted. He’s picked out ten people, and it sounds like they’re all cops. I don’t know how he chooses, but he has.” 

At that point, the other officer came back, and whispered something to him. The one that had been staying here had his eyes widened and he looked at me. “Come with me.” Naturally, I was inclined to follow the people with guns who were walking towards their own deaths. They led me to a much larger room, with several desks manned by other cops. “Folks, we’ve lost contact with the chief. His home AI reported that he never got back home, and tracking his car showed it abandoned a few blocks away. Matthews and Johnson, I want you two to check it out.” 

Of the two that responded, one was surprisingly not human. For the most part, he looked human, but his head was a bit taller, and his eyes were pitch black. Out of all the officers here, I could count the nonhuman ones on one hand. Thinking for a moment, I looked to the officer that had taken charge. After confirming once again that he, and everybody else in this room, was clear of the Blood Affinity, I tried to get his attention. 

“What is it?” He glared over at me. 

“I’d check the roof. The blood on the wall…” I didn’t get the chance to finish speaking before his eyes went wide again, and he sent someone to investigate the roof as well. Even if the druid’s mana control was excellent, there had to be a range. At least, I knew that I wouldn’t be able to control the flow of water that detailed from more than a few dozen meters. And the easiest way to make it flow like that would be if the blood came from a higher source, such as the roof. 

Once the people were all dispatched, the leading officer looked to me. “Okay, kid. What can you tell us about druids that we don’t already know?” 

Thinking about it, I shook my head. “All I know is that he has at least seven elements all above 5%. Fire, water, wind, earth, light, blood, and now sound. He should also have Nature Magic, but that’s all I can tell you. Each druid is different from any other. I can tell you that his control range shouldn’t be able to exceed twenty meters, unless he knows tricks I don’t. He probably also has Divination, which would have let him hear what I was saying in the interrogation room.” 

“Wouldn’t sound have done that?” The officer asked. I swear, eventually I’ll get his name. 

“Not unless he was in an adjacent room. He’d need to be able to extend his Mana Sense to me with enough detail that he could feel the sound mana I released. And, if he did that, I should have been able to sense his mana.” I did my best to explain to the person who more than likely hasn’t even set foot inside the game. 

“So, what does Nature Magic do?” 

“It is a magic that lets you control and replicate the effects of plants and animals. Alchemy can be replicated with Nature Magic, but it can also be used for my own shapeshifting. He probably uses it for poisons. And I’m guessing you’ve figured out how he chooses his victims…” 

The man gave me a cold glare, but a moment later, the officer he had sent off to check the roof returned. “It’s a blood mess up there, Monte.” 

Ah, so his name is Monte. I nodded slightly as the ‘new chief’ grumbled. “Dammit.” He then looked at me. “You said that you can read a person’s affinities by looking at them?” 

“That’s right. I’ve already checked everyone in the room. One of you looks to be a druid in training, but not with the Blood Affinity. My guess is he was going to be the one to create your anti-monster zone.” 

Officer Monte glanced over to the person who I had noticed to have druid affinities without me needing to point him out. “What level are you now?” 

“Just.. just twelve, sir.” The officer responded, looking over to me. 

I decided to ask first. “You don’t have your grove yet, right?” I could see that his Light and Fire Affinities were just below 5% with Celeste’s help, so he shouldn’t have it established yet. 

“No.. Not yet.” 

I gave a sigh and decided to throw him a bone. “You should hurry up and get it. Once you do, you can bring items over with it.” I had the feeling that I was going to regret doing this, but I pulled my companion bracelet out of my grove. Blue lights stretched out from my chest and went onto my wrist as the item formed. “That includes your companion bracelet. If you have that with you, and get the Identify software, you should be able to read affinities.” 

The man gave a surprised nod as Officer Monte turned to look at me. “You can bring items out of the game?” 

I nodded to him. “Items, animals, even people. Anything in the grove can be transferred over.” 

“Then why doesn’t the inventory transfer?” 

I had been wondering that myself, but Celeste provided me with a theory. “According to my companion, people are born with the power to have an inventory. It is linked with their body. However, the grove is embedded into their aura on an undetectable level. Since our auras essentially cross back and forth, so does the grove.” 

Officer Monte seemed to consider that for a moment, and then gave the unnamed druid officer(coincidentally Officer Forest) the next few days off to finish his grove. Likely, he was planning to use the grove as a means of smuggling weapons out of the game. Not the worst idea, and precisely why I pulled out my bracelet, rather than one of my own weapons. 

Around this time, the two officers that went to check on the late chief’s car returned. Before they even spoke, I could tell from their expressions what happened. Thankfully, Monte could too, because he didn’t ask them to report. He simply looked at me and sighed. “Alright, whether I like it or not, you’ve become a part of this. Your information is useful, and the Gamer will likely lash out if we send you back. He only targets people that don’t play NeoLife, so more than likely you are safe. However, the people around you aren’t.” 

I thought about it, and if he only targeted people that didn’t play… “There are only ten officers that don’t play the game, aren’t there?” He nodded his head slightly. “He might not be strong enough to kill like this if the person has a level in the double digits. If that’s the case, he just picks out the people that couldn’t have possibly leveled up yet… Then again, from how he talked, he seemed to be at least a little insane, I think..” 

“The worst ones are never really crazy. Everyone just thinks they are.” Officer Monte looked out towards the others. “Faraday, I want you to have Haverson called back in. He’s our highest level diviner right now, and we need the help. Hulett,” he turned to look at me briefly. “Do you have any methods of stopping the attacks?” 

“I’ve got one that could work, as long as he hasn’t practiced the Void Affinity. But it would only work if the target is near me. Though, the easiest way is to just have the ten people log in to the game and level up a couple times.” 

He shook his head firmly at that idea. “Not an option. We’ve been specifically ordered to keep a batch of people out of the game, including the chief of police. That way, if something big came up that was caused by the game, we’d have people unaffected.” 

I had to admit that his reasoning was solid, but the scream that tore through the building a few moments later made me really wish it wasn’t. 

	Quest Accepted!

	It's All Just a Game 
Rank ★★☆ Investigation 

Some people just can't handle the pressure. Some people go mad. Find the one that's killing in the name of a game before you reach your own Game Over. 
Time Limit: The rest of your life. 
Rewards: Increased familiarity with the Oakland Police Department, +2 Levels, Hidden Skill 
Failure: Everyone you know dies.




I really did not want to be part of this quest, if I could avoid it...






Chapter 19: The Countdown


Together with most of the police officers, I ran towards the direction where the scream came from. When we got there, we saw what was left of a young woman splashed across the hall as if she had exploded. On the far end of the hall, positioned in plain view for us to see, was writing in her blood. ‘Lives Remaining: 9’. 

At this time, Officer Monte looked over to me solemnly. “How confident are you that his control range can’t exceed what you said?” 

I thought about it for a bit before I could answer. “Sixty percent, at most. I don’t know if he has special skills that could amplify his abilities.” 

“What about magic items? Those are common in the game, right?” 

I gave a brief nod. “Yeah, but they aren’t very easy to put in the grove. At most, he should be able to bring his companion over, but not any items that could boost his magic range.” 

Monte gave a quick nod. “AI, identify all people within fifty meters of the station. Track back reports from cameras and locate everyone that has been within the perimeter for the last fifteen minutes without leaving, excluding the officers. Additionally, if anyone appears twice, flag them.” 

A mechanical voice rang out from the walls, and I wasn’t surprised that the cops had their own AI for the station. “Affirmative, acting chief. Registering six entities, including John Hulett, who have not left the fifty meter perimeter in the last fifteen meters. No entity appears twice.” 

“Was there anyone on the roof within that time?” 

“Affirmative, acting chief. Chief of Police, Carl Karlton was sighted carrying a large bag to the roof before leaving.” The AI reported again, letting us all know that the killer had basically walked right up to us using the body of a man he had just killed. 

“Track his movements after he left.” Monte spoke through clenched teeth. “And take into account the possibility of… rapid physical alteration to disguise as someone else.” 

I could understand how it might be hard for him to tell the AI to look for a shapeshifter disguised as his former boss, but the AI spoke up again soon. “Affirmative, acting chief.” However, moments later, the voice of the AI abruptly changed. “Naughty, naughty, acting chief. There are no cheat codes for this game. Play by the rules, or you’re disqualified.” 

My eyes went wide, as much from hearing the voice as its contents. It was almost an exact replica of what had spoken to me in the interrogation room. Quickly, I turned to look at Officer Monte. “Where is your AI’s server room? I’ll assume it can only be accessed on site.” To be honest, I knew for a fact it couldn’t be accessed online due to my previous experience hacking their system. Working around their AI had been a real pain. 

Officer Monte seemed to quickly understand my meaning, and ran off down the hall, leading me through the building. Meanwhile, I explained my theory to him. “Either the AI was just now hacked, or has been for a while. If it’s the latter, then the druid might not have Sound Affinity after all, and was just using the AI to transmit the voice to me in the interrogation room.” 

“Isn’t it a good thing if he doesn’t have an extra ability?” 

“Not if you consider that it gave him more time to train his Blood Affinity. Being more specialized does not make him easier to deal with.” 

Soon, we had traveled down the stairs and arrived at the server room. However, it was electronically locked and was not accepting commands. Deciding it’d be best to minimize property damage, I used my Technomancy to tap into the keypad for the door. With that, I just had to command it to open, and it opened. Devices without any magic are so easy to control.. I mused over that as we went into the room. 

There was another body in the server room, but it looked as if it had been there for a while. Unlike the others that the Gamer had killed, there was no explosion of gore, no writing on the wall. He was just a middle aged man with no hair, and his head looked like someone had burned a hole clean through it. Ah crap, he’s got a plasma gun. 

“Fire Affinity, I take it?” Officer Monte said sardonically. 

“Worse… plasma weapons.” It was certainly possible that the wound could have been caused with fire, but it would have taken far longer, and the man would have had time to struggle. With a plasma gun, one shot to the head and he was done. “He’s been here a while, hasn’t he..?” 

Grimly, Monte nodded as we went back out to the hall. “Don’t have the coroner up here to confirm, but at least two days. Even though I just saw him this morning.” 

“Lovely… so he’s been hiding inside the police station as a techy? Was that guy the one in charge of maintaining the AI?” 

“Pretty much. Any ideas how he managed to hack into a sophisticated system like that without tripping any alarms?” 

Groaning, I shook my head. “He walked right in your front door, and probably plugged his companion into the server. Don’t know how he managed that, they don’t exactly have outlets.” I looked down to the metal bracelet I was wearing. “So he could have Technomancy. And with the AI being hacked, the reason for me thinking he had Divination is gone.” 

There was an applause sounding from around us, followed by the AI’s multifaceted voice. “Congratulations, ‘detective’. But what can you do? Help isn’t coming, and now your lives are down to eight.” 

“Faraday!” Monte called out and suddenly ran off, with me soon trailing behind him. “Dammit, why didn’t I send anyone with him!?” Soon we arrived at the dispatch room, where we found four bodies. One was an explosion of gore, while three had taken precise shots to the head. In the far corner of the room, I could see the head of the man who had been my contact with the police. 

It’s one thing to see a complete stranger dead. It’s another entirely when you personally know the victim. Every time you think back to your conversations with them, you suddenly picture the gruesome scene of their end. Moving over to a nearby trashcan, I retched into it. If nothing else, I was thankful that I had not eaten since morning. 

Meanwhile, I heard Monte on the radio, calling all officers. “Everyone, buddy system, effective immediately. Do not go anywhere without at least two people with you. I don’t care if you’ve got to take a piss, you go with backup. Each group take one combat specialist from NeoLife. The Gamer has moved up to bigger fish. I want everyone in the briefing room pronto.” 

When he ended his announcement, he turned off the radio and looked to me. “Is there any chance at all that the killer can hide his affinities from you?” 

I considered it, and I honestly wasn’t sure. “None that I know of. I’ve never had an issue seeing them before, at least, but that doesn’t mean it’s impossible.” 

Monte nodded, and we made our way back to the briefing room. There were more people here this time, even with the extra deaths, since everyone had been called in. With Celeste’s help, I scanned everyone in the room. Thirteen decently leveled people with no significant magic, four who looked to be mages, and the one druid. But no Blood Affinities in the room. When Officer Monte glanced back at me, I shook my head quietly. 

“Alright guys, we have a situation here. The Gamer has hacked our AI, and can control all of our electronic systems. Everyone is to use their radios only. No calls in or out, as they could be intercepted. Dispatch is down, and that means we have no way to respond to a 911. As you all know, the Gamer is primarily targeting those who have yet to play NeoLife. However, he has also begun using the game’s weaponry in real life. Officer Cruz was just found dead in the server room, and looks like he’s been that way for a while.” Monte looked around the room. “Where’s the coroner?” 

Officer Forest raised a hand to speak up. “Matthews, Johnson, and Richards went to get him. You know he never keeps his radio on.” 

“Oh please don’t tell me that he’s on the list…” I mumbled behind Monte, who let out a sigh. 

“No, thankfully he is a player. Went into the game as soon as he heard about some advanced medical techniques. Still, we need to have him in plain view too.” The acting chief turned around to look at everyone. “Alright people, as of now, anyone walking alone is to be considered a threat. Do not split up under any circumstance. We’re in a real life horror movie here, folks. I trust we all know how to act.” 

Yeah, run as far away from the horror movie situation as possible… I thought to myself, and Celeste wholeheartedly agreed with me. “There’s just one thing that bothers me…” 

When I spoke up, Monte looked back at me with a raised eyebrow. “Speak up, what is it?” 

“The writing on the walls. When you choose a race in NeoLife, you automatically learn to read and speak the language of the race you chose. However, it sounds and looks like your native language. I am half wood elf, but I couldn’t write elven to save my life, because I’d just think it looked english.” 

“But he’s writing in his alien language.” The acting chief finished my thought. 

“Exactly. His companion might be showing him what it looks like, but he’d still only see it as english lettering. That means that somehow, he actually learned the language manually, which should not be possible under normal circumstances. We know for a fact that he is a shapeshifter, so he shouldn’t be a different race…” 

“Even so, whether he learned how to write normally or not, what does it matter?” Monte looked at me with a level gaze. 

“I don’t know, but it’s bothering me. Way more than it should.” After I spoke, Celeste appeared beside me. 

“I don’t have an answer, John. In your eyes, both english and the wood elf languages truly do look the same.” I was not at all reassured by Celeste’s words, and she apologized. However, a moment later her expression turned strange. 

What is it? As soon as I thought the question, Celeste showed me a few images. Tiny things, stuff I never could have noticed. However, every time I entered the room since coming to the police station, there was always someone whose eyes were focused on me. The first time, when they initially brought me in, it was Officer Cruz. I hadn’t been suspicious of a druid at the time, so naturally I didn’t scan people yet then. 

The second time, it was Faraday, after they brought me out of the holding cell. But at that time, I really did scan him, along with everyone else. This time, it was a middle aged woman sitting near the back of the room. I had thought that she was just watching Monte, but Celeste zoomed in on her eyes and drew a path straight to me. The woman even smirked slightly as she met my gaze, before she mouthed something quietly. 

Suddenly, the room went pitch black, all the lights cutting off together. No doubt, the Gamer had set up a command to cut the lights in the building if given the signal. “Flashlights out, everyone! The building’s gone on lockdown!” 

This was exactly why I hadn’t just smashed the AI when we were down in the server room. Any damage to the AI automatically triggered a building wide lockdown. Every door would be magnetically sealed, and metal shutters would cover every window and exterior door. While I could still easily move around with my magic, I wasn’t confident that I would have been able to find everyone else and lead them out in such a condition. 

“John, what’s the problem?!” Monte called out to me, and I had my Cybernetic eye switch to night vision as soon as the lights had gone out. Even with the quick reaction, it was almost not fast enough to catch the woman leaving the room, her skin rippling and changing. 

“Dammit, they can hide their aura!” I raised my wrist and sent a command to Celeste, after which a hologram appeared above my companion bracelet. “This is what they looked like just now, and also their latest victim. They’ve been here the entire time… Faraday was already dead before you sent him to make that call. He must be storing their bodies in his grove and bringing them back out when he wants to plant the scene.” 

“Fuck, that means we can’t track him!” Monte looked around, using his flashlight to search the room, as did everyone else. Thankfully I didn’t need to do that, and I could keep a watch on the doors. “Please tell me that there is some foolproof way to detect a grove?” 

“I wish there was, right now. Even in NeoLife, groves are completely undetectable…” 

“This is not the news I want to be hearing right now, John.” Monte called back to me, pointing his flashlight in my direction. 

Suddenly, the AI’s multifaceted voice rang out again, and I could swear that it was even more complicated than before. “Now now, little piggies. Don’t be in such a rush. The game isn’t over yet. We’ve just moved on to the second stage. How about a little game of Hide and Seek?” 

Almost in unison, Monte and I looked at each other. “The coroner.” 





Chapter 20: What is in a Name?


Monte and I, along with the two people that had been in the group with the killer, ran to the basement in fear of finding another group of people dead. Magnetic locks don’t mean much when I crush the doors in front of us with my magic. At this point, property damage was a secondary concern, and it didn’t take us too long to get down there. 

Thankfully, we arrived to see three officers talking calmly with a balding man in a white lab coat. When we crashed through the door, they immediately turned towards us with weapons drawn. Upon seeing Monte, they hesitated a moment, but slowly dropped their guns. “What’s going on?” 

Before anyone else had a chance to speak, Monte asked a question of his own. “How long have the four of you been together down here?” 

“About ten minutes? We’ve been trying to convince this guy to head up to the briefing room, but he keeps going on that this is the safest room in the building right now.” 

I lifted an eyebrow at that, and looked to the coroner, who decided to explain. “You see, I don’t really care all that much for AI’s without personalities. When the call came in that the AI had turned, I decided we should stay here. This room is probably the only one in the entire building that isn’t monitored by it.” 

Monte let off a light sigh after hearing that. “Never thought your paranoia would come in handy. But still, the AI can monitor all of the surrounding rooms. Whether or not you’re in here, he can still keep track of you. Why else would you even be allowed a room with no monitoring?” 

The coroner raised a finger and opened his mouth as if to rebuke that statement, paused, tried again, then simply said. “I’ll grab my things.” 

With that taken care of, the acting chief turned towards me. “So, now that we know this person can hide from your affinity scan, any other ways to track him?” 

“Well… there’s one thing I can try, but no clue if it’ll work.” I turned around and focused, activating the X-Ray vision part of my Cybernetic eye. Let’s look for anyone alone. With Celeste’s help, I adjusted the zoom and penetration depth of my eye, slowly searching the building. Or at least, I was going to. “Seriously? Who lines their walls with lead?” 

The coroner coughed nervously. “Well… I thought it seemed like a good idea.” 

Stepping out of the room, I repeated the search attempt. Even if this druid had far more skill than he should have at his level, there was no reason he would be able to turn invisible. And sure enough, I saw someone by themselves on the second floor of the station, splashing blood and gore around while waving their hands and dancing oddly. “Second floor… looks like an office. He’s laying the scene for the woman we saw him as, I think.” 

I made a promise to myself to never try to learn the Blood Affinity. In these few hours, I had seen more gore than I wanted to in my entire life. I may even give up horror movies after this. “That should be Jean’s office, then.” Monte spoke up from behind me, after which there was another startled voice. 

“What, Jean?” I think the voice came from Officer Johnson, and I felt a burst of wind, presumably as he ran past me. I couldn’t see, given the fact that my X-Ray sight was still locked on the killer, and my other eye was closed to help me see better. 

“Johnson!” Monte called out, and I felt another rush as someone else passed by me. “Come on, Hulett, we’re going after him.” Monte got on the radio after that. “All units, target sighted on the second floor. He’s in Jean’s office right now, let’s box him in. Lethal force is authorized and recommended. We don’t know how many tricks he has, so don’t let him use them.” 

I had really just wanted to stay here and constantly watch the killer’s position so that I could keep them informed and we wouldn’t lose sight of him again… But at the same time, I wasn’t sure if the police would be able to fight him. At the very least, he had his Blood Affinity and a plasma pistol. So, I just cancelled my X-Ray vision mode and ran along with them. In the meantime, I made sure that all of my combat aspects were activated. 

Scales covered my skin, my bones hardened, and I set up a breath weapon with the lightning element. With this, I should be able to counter most anything he had to throw at me. Though, I had noticed something strange about him when I saw him. His face lacked any of the normal facial characteristics. His eyes were blank, his mouth without lips, and his nose completely absent. They simply seemed to be gaps in the flesh. When his mouth was closed, it seemed as if it wasn’t there at all. He had no hair on his head, and only small holes in the side of it where his ears should have been. This man was meant to be a shapeshifter, but why would he take on such an appearance? 

I was liking this situation less and less as time went on. I had the feeling that I’d be getting the answers to all of my questions soon, and when I did I wouldn’t like them. Thankfully, we knew where he was, and we were going there with our weapons at the ready. Though, I was still not pulling out my plasma weapons, because I would likely be commanded to hand them over. 

After just a minute or so, we were already on the second floor of the station, and they had me do another sweep for the killer. What I found was that the scene of the death had already been set, and he was actually running towards us, before he suddenly jumped up, his body elongating as he dived into an air vent. Nobody said he could do that. That’s cheating. Still, I reported what I saw and kept an eye on him as he passed near us. He must have been warned by the AI, because he immediately looked in our direction and crawled off as fast as he could. 

Using my Metal Manipulation, I targeted the vent he was in, and attempted to collapse it around him. However, my magic acted too slowly at this range, and he was able to slip his body through with only a few scrapes. With that, he scurried off into an intersection, and rushed down to the lower level. Once again, I reported his location and we gave chase. Only officers Johnson and Matthews stayed behind, instead moving towards Jean’s office. 

“Tsk tsk, isn’t that cheating? Using your special eyes like that.” The AI’s voice sounded out again right after I stopped watching the killer so that I could chase as well. “At this rate our game won’t be very fun at all. In the case, how about we raise the stakes?” 

Soon, just as we were getting out of the stairwell on the first floor, there was another scream in the distance. Immediately, I looked with my X-Ray vision, and found the collapsed bodies of the two officers we had just left behind. However, the killer was nowhere in sight. Looking around, I wasn’t able to find him anywhere. I had lost sight of him for twenty seconds at most, and in that time he had doubled back and killed both of the officers before vanishing? 

Well, we were certainly getting our exercise chasing this guy. Moving back up, we again went to Jean’s office, this time actually entering. The two officers had horrified expressions on their faces, as if they had seen something horrible as they died. However there were no wounds to be found anywhere on them. It sent chills down my back to realize how they must have died instantly to some method they couldn’t defend themselves against. 

“John, look closely at their auras… something’s wrong.” Celeste spoke up, noticing something I hadn’t yet. There really was something wrong with their auras. Something that had been wrong with all of the dead people, which I hadn’t thought much of because I considered they had been dead for a while already. Their auras had already withered, as if their souls had left their bodies. Normally, this didn’t happen until twenty four hours after the death of a creature, but these men had died only a moment ago. 

“Hulett, tell me you have eyes on him.” The acting police chief glanced my way, and I did another sweep of the building. However, I could not find him anywhere. Then, my attention turned back to these two bodies in front of me. 

Celeste, is it possible? I asked the AI, not wanting to voice my thoughts yet. 

“What..?” She spoke up, and I could hear her confused tone, before she made a sound of realization. “Yes. It’s the most likely answer. But you’ll need to do it quick, before he notices.” 

I nodded my head slightly, and then turned to Monte. “Let’s go out to the hall. I can’t think straight in here…” He raised an eyebrow at me, but nodded nonetheless. Just as everyone was pulling out, I closed my eyes and reached into my grove. Focusing behind me, I summoned my large water slime into the room, completely filling it. This caused several of the officers to immediately draw their weapons and open fire, but their bullets did nothing to the slime. “Don’t worry, it’s with me.” 

I looked back to the room, watching and waiting. Monte came up next to me and whispered in a harsh voice. “What the hell is going on?” 

“The killer can instantly kill, erase bodies, and even shapeshift. He had no time to run away after killing those two before I searched for him.” As I spoke, I watched the blood vanishing from within the room, absorbed into Yo’s body, while the three bodies began withering. “There’s only one place he could be hiding.” 

Monte looked like he was about to speak, but suddenly the body of Officer Johnson twitched, before lunging out of the water slime with more speed than he should have possessed. As I took a good look, I saw that his feet had become flippers to make him exit faster. Now, normally this is the point where the villain would take his time to monologue while the cops had their guns pointed at him. 

Unfortunately, I was beyond annoyed, and didn’t wait for that. Opening my mouth, I released the blast of lightning mana that I had prepared beforehand. The blast of energy struck him directly in the chest, just as he was recovering from the damage of the slime. The surrounding cops were still frozen in place, since the person that had just charged out had appeared to be one of their colleagues, who they had known to have just died. 

After being struck by the blast, ‘Officer Johnson’ was thrown back, crashing against the wall. Unsure of whether or not he’d be getting up, I decided not to take that chance. I quickly worked a pair of elements that would surely finish him off. First, Metal Manipulation on the wall to make a long strip of steel wrap around his torso, and finally Void Manipulation to surround his entire body in void mana while removing the wind mana. 

I could see him coughing soundlessly, trying to get a breath. Before his last breath faded, he looked to me and said something. However, being locked in a vacuum meant that his voice carried no sound. Still, Celeste managed to interpret it by reading his lips. ‘We are Legion.’ 

The moment he died, I began to feel a sharp pain in my head, while a blue window appeared in front of me. 

	Quest Completed!

	It's All Just a Game 
Rank ★★☆ Investigation 


You have killed the Soul Legion, ending his reign of terror. 
Reward: Level +2, Increased Familiarity with Oakland Police, Soul Arts Skill




	New Skill Unlocked!

	Soul Arts - Beginner Level 1 
0% Exp 

This skill enables you to draw upon the very essence of others, using it in unconventional and potentially dangerous ways.





	New Ability Unlocked!

	Absorb Soul - Soul Arts - ★★ 

By absorbing the soul of a recently departed creature, you are able to gain a portion of their knowledge and ability.




Information streamed into my head as these windows appeared, and as if playing through a tutorial, my body automatically drew the soul of the Legion into myself. Memories not my own flooded into me, bits and pieces of a broken past. 

I saw myself freeze in terror as an unfamiliar blue screen appeared, symbolizing what could be the end of the world. I saw a silver capsule appear in my bedroom, and found myself drawn towards it. I knew in my mind that I had a unique skill that I had refined by playing various games and adapting knowledge from them, and knew that it was the one thing that could help me grow strong enough to survive in this new world. 

I saw myself standing before a mountain of a man, made fully of stone as he instructed me to choose a race for myself. In order to match with this new skill I wanted to create, I chose an alien race capable of changing their shape at will. Then the image faded briefly, and I found myself standing before a druid at the edge of town, begging for training. However, I was refused. He told me that my level was not high enough, and I must come back later. 

In a rage, I ran off, and started using this unique skill against other players as they were leveling. It allowed me to easily gain their own skills and make them my own. However, each time there was a growing voice in my head, a presence I didn’t know. Soon, I had grown strong enough to pick a class. Again, I sought the druid trainer. This time, he accepted me. The voices told me to kill him, to add his skills to my own, but I endured. For two weeks I endured while he taught me the ways of druid magic, helping me found my very own grove, but something was wrong. 

When my grove was established, it was not the peaceful lump of rock he had described it as, but a sea of blood. I felt betrayed, as if he did this to me on purpose. Giving in to the voices, I caught my trainer by surprise and absorbed his essence. My grove immediately expanded, rocky areas growing within the bloody landscape. My power grew by leaps and bounds, but I felt myself starting to fracture. I could no longer control the voices, I had let them take over too much. 

My skill, which had initially been a mental skill meant to absorb the knowledge of a person, had become twisted in this world. I saw scenes, memories of everyone I had killed. Their childhood, their loves, their hates. I saw stars born, I saw planets shatter through eyes I did not know. I learned of something, information that pieced itself together in my head from these broken memories, and knew that my life was pointless, that it was all going to end. So, I continued absorbing, growing stronger and stronger. Soon, powerful people were sent out to kill us because of what I had done. The voices told me to absorb them too, and I tried. But they were too strong, I couldn’t touch their souls. 

After they killed me, I found myself back in this doomed world, back in my own body. Was this my body? I could no longer remember what I looked like, my own name. I had a hundred names, a hundred faces. But not one of them felt like mine. We took the name Legion, and since we could no longer grow in that distant realm, we would grow here. This world would fade away, but the Legion will be eternal. First, though, I must grow again. 

I decided to practice, first with those who had yet to accept their new fate. One of me was a mage, and she could read the levels of others. We were surprised by how many people were so useless here, so we put them out of their misery. When we killed them, we used the magic of another, who had learned to control the flow of blood to heal others, to send a warning. The end was coming. We even went to the police and took one of them to join us. He helped control the AI, give it our voice. 

Soon, we saw another working with the police. One of us called him druid, and we decided to obtain him as well. We were sure enough now. So we went to the police station and waited with the face we had stolen. He was our prey, but did he have to be our only prey? This room was full of people eagerly growing their powers. A buffet for one such as us. So we decided to play a game. One we made the rules for, one we could not lose. The station itself was our friend. 

First was the one that showed the druid trust. He should be able to get close. He called us druid as well. Were we? Some of us said yes, while others said no. No matter, we absorbed him, and he became part of us. 

Again the image faded, and soon we were running. He had found us, but how? Some voices said he was a Technomancer, one who becomes as a machine. But his skill was too low, he was too weak. So we went and played our game, painted the scene for them to find. Our friend in the walls told us that they were coming, so we left. He told us that the druid could see us, so we tricked him. We let him think we left, then went back when our friend told us he wasn’t looking. What luck, there were two fools grieving in the room. We absorbed them and replaced one, waiting for our chance to strike. 

What is this water? Did they turn on the sprinklers? No… it feels strange. Several voices cried out danger, danger, so we fled, becoming as a fish to exit this strange substance. As we stood up outside, a blast rocked our chest. Our lungs burned and we could not breathe. Looking up, we saw me. Was it me? Wait, no… it was the druid. Am I the druid? 

“John! John, snap out of it!” We heard a familiar voice, a woman standing next to us, crying out in distress. “No, John! Stop, it’s just a memory! You’re still you!” She seemed to be on the verge of tears. Was she one of the voices? Nobody else seemed to notice her, though they kept their eyes on us. “I’m sorry, John… You can yell at me later.” 

Our world turned dark, and we found ourselves quickly disappearing. Soon, there was just one left. Who am I? I think I can remember, almost. It’s just there, beyond my reach. “It’s okay, John, I’m still here.” That woman was there again. I think… I think I remembered her name. Celeste? “That’s right, John.” She suddenly broke out in a happy smile as I thought of her name. “It’s good to have you back.”






Chapter 21: The Aftershocks


“What happened to me, Celeste?” I looked over to the AI, and did my best to slowly sit up. I found that I was now wearing a white hospital gown, and had an IV hooked into my arm. Oh great, another hospital. Not even a super futuristic one, either.

Celeste sighed, looking at me from a chair next to the bed. “From what I have gathered, when you killed Legion, he sent a sliver of his soul into you, which granted you that new skill. Then with that, he tried to force you to absorb the rest of his soul after he was dead. That was the rush of memories you were feeling. If I didn’t stop it, you probably would have ended up in the same condition that he was.”

I raised an eyebrow at that. And how ‘did’ you stop it? At that thought, she turned away, somewhat bashfully.

“The only way I could. I made you pass out, by forcing a massive surge of information into your head. Sixteen thousand runes in ten seconds was your limit on Hascion, so I gave you a hundred thousand in one second, as well as some random trivia I learned while studying. Once you were unconscious, I was able to control the flow of memories and personalities as they tried to take hold. I tried to delete them altogether, but found that my control did not extend that far. 

“The best I could do was filter them. You can try to view the memories, but it should look more like watching a video than experiencing it yourself. The thoughts are faded to the point where you shouldn’t be able to remember them, so you only gained the skill benefits that you acquired before I finished. Also, your Madness Affinity went up by a percentage thanks to this. For your own sake, do not use that absorbing ability again. I might not always be able to filter it out like that.”

I nodded, understanding the situation. Closing my eyes, I tried to call up the information that she had used to stop the process. Really, Celeste? The runes, I can understand, but did you have to include things like the mating habits of equestrian wolves?

There was a slight giggle from that. “Sorry, but I wanted something that would knock you out quick. I’m not sure how long you’ve been out for. They confiscated the bracelet when you were put in here, saying that the signal from it was interfering with equipment. But going by their conversations, I think it’s been a day and a half.”

Oh great… All of this, and nearly a dozen people still died. And all I got was a terrible skill and ability.

“Actually, about that. I’ve been doing some theorizing about this skill. Not a whole lot else to do while I waited for you to wake up, you know?” Celeste gave me a tired smile. “If I’m right, then it is usable for a lot more than just absorbing souls. You should also be able to bring back the recently dead, or empower others by giving them a bit of your own strength.”

I raised a curious eyebrow, waiting for her to continue as a nurse walked by and noticed I was awake, going off to get a doctor. “Well, the strength of the soul is based on experience and levels. My theory is that this skill allows you to give others your experience, maybe even your skills. If you did that to someone who had died, but still had their soul in their body, you could probably empower their soul and bring them back to life.”

And the cost?

“Your own experience and levels. As you remember, there are two main ways to level up. The first is to kill other people or creatures. The second is to train your skills and abilities. Now, if you take away your own levels, you can reduce yourself to the point where your skills would be top of the line, and the only thing you lose should be stat points. However, if you go further, you will probably lose skill levels as well.”

So, if I kill enemies, I can create a buffer zone for emergency transfer? I still did not like the idea of this new skill, but the fact that it could bring back the dead made me at least accept it as something useful.

“Basically, yeah. But enough of that, you should take a look at what you managed to get from Legion. I could only control the memories and personality as they flooded into you, but from your mana I also felt a sudden rush of the elements as well.”

Blinking with surprise, I looked at my status briefly, followed by skills.

	Name
	John Hulett
	Race
	Half-Elf(Woodland)

	Titles
	Vengeful Heart, Amateur Brain Surgeon
	Fame
	400

	Level 26
	88%
	Class
	Druid

	Advanced Class
	Xeno-Shifter
	Deity
	Malthan

	Health
	210/210
	Health Regen
	0.27

	Mana
	910/910
	Mana Regen
	1.91

	Strength
	15
	Wisdom
	120

	Agility
	21
	Intelligence
	91

	Dexterity
	22
	Charisma
	10

	Vitality
	21
	Luck
	20

	Points Remaining
	10

	Earth 13%
	Fire 10%
	Wind 10%
	Water 10%

	Lightning 10%
	Light 11%
	Dark 11%
	Plant 11%

	Void 10%
	Metal 10%
	 
	 





	Skills

	Mana Manipulation - Advanced Level 1: 1%

	Nature Magic - Novice Level 5: 32%

	Wind Magic - Beginner Level 7: 5%

	Archery - Beginner Level 3: 0%

	Dagger Mastery - Basic Level 2: 1%

	Wild Luck - Basic Level 7: 0%

	Sketching - Basic Level 6: 60%

	Herbology - Basic Level 9: 10%

	Gathering - Beginner Level 6: 6%

	Alchemy - Basic Level 8: 23%

	Mana Signatures - Advanced Level 5: 0%

	Cooking - Basic Level 3: 55%

	Flight - Basic Level 1: 0%

	Aura Sight - Intermediate Level 2: 72%

	Technomancy - Intermediate Level 3: 21%

	Programming - Intermediate Level 4: 5%

	Runic Language - Advanced Level 4: 0%

	Enchanting - Basic Level 2: 30%

	Engineering - Novice Level 1: 16%

	Maintenance - Basic Level 9: 13%

	Dodge - Beginner Level 1: 20%

	Swordsmanship - Beginner Level 3: 20%

	Marksmanship - Beginner Level 9: 13%

	Energy Weapons - Beginner Level 5: 3%

	Soul Arts - Beginner Level 8: 9%




The sudden increase in several skills, most notably Runic Languages and Mana Signatures, made me a bit happy. More importantly, though, when I sent my consciousness into my grove, I was startled to find that its size had drastically changed. Before, it was at a mere twenty something meter radius, but now its radius was over two hundred meters! The secondary grove had also improved, but only to a size of fifty meters. I absorbed part of his grove…

I found new items lying around in my grove, a set of high tech armor, and weapons similar to my own. Wasn’t this supposed to be a bloody landscape in his memories?

“Ah, yes, I think that was the work of the souls he had absorbed. They weren’t able to directly influence him yet, so they changed what he saw when he looked into his own soul.”

That helped me to understand it a bit, and I was surprised that my other affinities hadn’t increased when I was taking in this much mana. Still, though, this gave my ore veins more room to grow once I absorbed more of that mana. First I would need to cultivate to balance out the elements again so that it could properly grow.

At this time, a dark haired man in a white doctor’s coat came in, smiling to me. “Awake at last, are we?” I flinched unconsciously at his use of the word ‘we’, as if it triggered a bad memory. “Don’t worry, you’re not in any trouble. The police brought you in here yesterday saying that you had collapsed while helping them with some business.”

“What about my bracelet?” I looked over to him, holding up my wrist. It’s not that I was ungrateful or anything, but it felt wrong not having it.

“Ah, you mean that companion device?” The doctor smiled knowingly. “I play the game too, son. Took quite a bit of research before I figured out how you got it here. But again, don’t worry, it’ll be returned to you when you are ready to leave. An Officer Monte said to call him when you woke up, so I’ll bring in a phone for you to use. We’ll be keeping you overnight for observation, but you should be able to leave in the morning.”

After getting a nod from me, the doctor left for a moment, coming back with a small holo-phone. “He said you’d know the number to call.” With that taken care of, the doctor left the room again, leaving me surprised. Celeste, did he ever give us a number?

“Uh… not that I can remember?” She tilted her head from side to side, as if trying to think about it. With a shrug, I dialed the only number that I could think of.

“911 operator. What is your emergency?” There was a male voice on the other end of the line.

“Officer Monte told me to call, and I’m guessing he’s expecting me like this…” There was a sigh from the other end, before the call was transferred.

“Mister Hulett?” I could hear the familiar voice on the other end, and Monte’s face appeared above the holo-screen. “Good to see you are awake. What happened to you?”

“A mean prank of the new world?” I responded, thinking that was honestly correct. When I had received the quest, it obviously knew that my skill levels would suddenly rise and that I would get that new skill when I completed it. The only explanation was that it had all been predicted by whatever higher power there was.

“Okay then… Whenever you get the chance, we need you back at the station. We don’t have another mage practicing Technomancy, so until the AI is able to be fixed we’ve had to take it offline. It seems that traditional tech support can’t handle an AI altered by magic.”

Yay… more work. And I still have to refine those seeds as well. “Alright, but they won’t let me out of here until tomorrow. I can refine some of the items for the protective barrier in the meantime, but I don’t have what I need for it. Also, what happened to my slime?”

“What do you need? And the slime is still in the office…. it’s too big to force out, and since you said it was with you, we didn’t want to kill it. We’ll be counting on you to retrieve it when you visit as well.”

I thought about it for a moment. I already had a medium quality water seed from the big slime fight. “A rock the size of my fist. Everything else I should be able to manage on my own.” I needed at least some form of earth mana if I was going to refine that seed.

“I’ll… see what I can do.” It was obviously an unorthodox request, but getting a simple rock into the hospital shouldn’t be too hard for the new chief of police.

With that taken care of, I began the refining process for the Seed of Wind. I actually found it much easier to gather and control the mana now. Maybe that was because my Mana Manipulation had advanced so much, along with my Mana Signatures skill? Either way, I felt like if I had to do that fight again, it would be over much more quickly. I thought back to the deaths that had occurred during that fight… If I had woken up sooner, maybe I would have gotten there in time to resurrect one or two of them, at least. This new skill should try to make itself useful at some point.






Chapter 22: Do-it-Yourself Exorcism, for Dummies!


I’d like to say that I spent the rest of the night refining Seeds of Wind and Seeds of Earth, but that would be a lie. I didn’t pass out or anything, Celeste just offered me a much better solution. “You can make things in your grove now, right? Why don’t you just refine the seeds in there? You should have more than enough to spare of the first five elements.”

Realizing that she was right, I begrudgingly accepted the proposal. When I went to my grove and began refining the ground to make a Seed of Earth, I found that a two meter radius sphere was enough to instantly refine a low quality seed. If I increased the radius to three meters, I could refine a medium quality seed within a minute. I suddenly felt like a dunce for always refining them by hand. Although I could not easily bring magical items into my grove, taking them out of it is easy, as I have learned from Yo and Celeste.

Though, this wasn’t really a viable option before, since I had only a small grove. Each one would leave a nearly visible impact after refining it. However, now the grove was large enough that I had plenty of room. Though, this only applied to fire, water, earth, wind, and light seeds. It seemed that I did not absorb any other elements from Legion, meaning I still had to refine the Seed of Dark and Seed of Lightning by hand.

Still, now that I knew I could do it this way, I had a better idea. Instead of refining those two seeds outside of my grove, and then having to do the whole combination effect on the outside, I began actively cultivating those two elements, drawing them into my grove and forming the seeds in there. This way, I could do the combination procedure in a controlled environment. And, worst case scenario where the combining fails? The mana doesn’t rush out into the open, and should just be returned to my grove so I can quickly start over.

This took roughly four hours for me to refine both medium quality seeds, and then about ten minutes to combine them all into a rainbow patterned sphere. Once that was taken care of, I began pulling the element seeds I had gotten from the big water slime out, and popping them into my mouth like candy, breaking them down the same way as when I add a new element to my grove. With this, I received even more water mana, and could remake the seeds whenever I wanted.

The only one that I didn’t do that for was the seed which had a mixture of water and darkness. According to Celeste, it was the Mire Affinity, which I had not practiced yet. I planned to feed this to Yo when he turned into a slime person, and see what happens.

Anyways, with that, I ended up having the rest of the night to just relax. I spent it cultivating metal mana until I was ready to pass out again. In the morning, the doctors examined me and determined that I was physically fine, and just needed to eat a bit since I had slept so long. I took them up on that right away, and grabbed a bite to eat on the way to the police station. Once I had Celeste back, she told me that Yin and Yang were bugging her to let them out now that she could connect to the other bracelet again. I was honestly a bit surprised to find that she could connect to it in the first place when Yang was inside my grove.

In the end, I relented and summoned the two of them. Each one quickly assumed their ‘ideal place’, with Yin perched on my shoulder and Yang hugging my arm as we walked. Now, let me tell you, that was an awkward situation to explain to the police. Telling them that they were both my animal companions, and that Yang had simply evolved in the game. They seemed suspicious at first, as if they thought I might be working with slave traders, but when they saw how ‘enthusiastic’ Yang was they let it drop.

After retrieving Yo, I went down to the server room and used Technomancy to connect myself and Celeste to their AI. For the most part, the next bit was a boring cyber battle that lasted all of two seconds before the far more advanced AI overpowered the station’s, and reset it to the default. It was interesting to dive into an AI, though, like floating in a stream of endless code. I wondered slightly if that was what it was like for Celeste to be in my head, but she couldn’t answer.

When I told Monte that I had refined all of the items needed for the protective field around the town, he said they were working on getting a length of cable to run a circle around Oakland, but it would take a few more days. He had also put in a word with some other districts to spread the word, so most of the cities on the western coast were looking for druids to set up the barriers. In a few more days, that should extend to every city in the country, and then most likely the world.

Though, as a side note, I did offer to Yin to have her quickly train up to her next evolution when we got back to NeoLife, since I could easily refine Seeds of Wind now. It took her a while to decide, but she still decided against it. Still, I gave her a medium quality seed to slowly refine to help her cultivate, and Celeste said that she should be bordering her evolution now.

With that taken care of, I walked around with the two birds for a while to show them the city. Normally, this wouldn’t be very special, but I haven’t taken the chance to really show either of them around a city yet since I found them. Thanks to that, they were both very impressed with the scenery. Of course, there were many people that had their eyes glued to Yang as well. Even though women could choose to become a different race to change their looks slightly, it would not automatically make someone beautiful.

After spending a couple of hours walking through the city, I pulled the two of them back into my grove. Before doing so, I asked Yang to practice making staffs out of the trees, and spread the plants out a bit more now that the grove had grown so much. Then, I went back to my house and logged into the game. Since I was going to be waiting a few days for the police in the real world, that meant I had at least a week or two in NeoLife to train.

Once I was back in the game, I decided to take up a certain subject with Celeste. “What kind of monsters normally spawn in space? And what levels are they?”

“Hmm… The big monsters, ones with a level over two hundred, are hunted down as standard policy when a system is colonized. But there are several smaller species that can be quite troublesome, like the stellar fish or void caller. Wait.. are you thinking what I think you are? Why am I asking that, of course you are. And the answer is no, you shouldn’t do it. At least, not yet. Maybe when you train the Gravity Affinity, and already have a fairly decent Plasma Affinity. But right now, that would just be suicidal.”

“Damn…” To be honest, I had thought about quickly training my Plasma and Gravity Affinities by flying out to the local sun to cultivate. That should have an even greater effect than I received when I cultivated on the jungle planet. Though sadly, the idea was firmly rejected. “So my best bet is still to farm monsters here, huh?”

“Right. And now that you have the Scythe Mantis arm, you can work on getting another animal. What kind of trait do you want next? Or would you rather focus on getting experience for Yin so that she can evolve quickly?”

“I’ve already got several layers of armor, and natural weapons. My eye covers sensory abilities.” That made me remember something, so I decided to upgrade my ears before I left the town this time. “I think at this point, I’ve gotten what I can get from animals, unless I go for things based more on appearance. Are there any magical animals with useful abilities that I can copy on this planet?” With my Aspect of the Armored Beast covering both my skin and bones, and Aspect of the Hunter giving my diamond-like claws, I didn’t have much else to gain from the more mundane animals. Maybe if I found an animal that was especially good with speed, but this was a planet where everything had integrated with rocks, so that was unlikely.

“Hmm… there is the silver moth. It’s a fairly rare insect on this planet that consumes ore and refines it into silver thread. You don’t have a method of making metal threads yet, so that might be useful for you. There is also the cliff tiger, which is able to dive into the ground and swim through it faster than most animals on this planet can run. It can’t breathe underground, so it has to do this in short bursts.”

I thought about it for a few moments before answering. “While silver threads would be cool and all… I wouldn’t really be able to do much with them but sell them. Yang’s a crafter, but silver wouldn’t really qualify for the Nature Magic crafting method.” With that decided, my next target would be the cliff tiger. Earth swimming would be a good defensive power and movement ability. “Do cliff tigers have something like tremorsense to detect what is on the ground above them?”

“Nope, but they typically don’t stay under for more than twenty seconds at a time. So a tremorsense isn’t really needed. There are other animals on this planet that do have that sense, but they are mostly back in that forest where--”

“Nope, not going back there, fuck that.” I didn’t even let Celeste finish, knowing what she was going to say. She smirked wryly to me as I vehemently denied that plan. “Not worth it for a new sense. I can just have you keep an eye out for any other animals that we come across that fit the description.”

Celeste laughed lightly, but agreed to that. “So, are you going to get the new affinities first, or level up Yin?”

I considered that, but ultimately it was more important for me to get Plasma and Magnet Affinities. Yin could level up even if I left her alone in the grove by training her Wind Affinity, so she might even be done by the time I finish. Just to be sure, I went into my grove and refined five medium quality Seeds of Wind and put them near her, leaving the instruction with Yang on what to do with them.

As a fun side fact, all of my 10% affinities finally increased to 11%, and water even increased to 12% thanks to all of the seeds I broke down in the hospital. That boosted my mana recovery a bit more, which helped me out. Anyways, in order to gain the Plasma Affinity, I planned on borrowing from my beam saber, until Celeste spoke out. “Actually, before you do that, there’s something else you need to take care of first. Didn’t want to bother you about it unless it turned into an issue… and well.. I think it’s going to turn into an issue now.”

I paused, just as I was about to grab the beam saber from my grove. “What is it?”

“The soul fragments you absorbed from Legion. They’re starting to fight against the filters I made. You’ll need to purge them before they can break out and try to take over.” This little tidbit of news made my eye twitch slightly. “Sorry, I know I should have told you sooner, but I figured that you wouldn’t want to use the new skill, and didn’t think they’d be able to put up a fight this soon.”

Deep, calming breaths… “Okay… do you have any idea how to do it?” Thanks to the initial sliver that had given me the skill, I had a faint idea about how to use Soul Arts, but since I hadn’t practiced it yet I couldn’t confirm. Celeste, on the other hand, has had the equivalent of weeks(at her processing speed, at least) to study the hints on how to use the skill.

“I might. It should work kind of like your shapeshifting, but several levels deeper. This isn’t the form or appearance of an aura that you are messing with now, but the actual composition of it. And right now, there’s not a buffer zone for you to get rid of the soul fragments without sacrificing skills, so you’ll need to pick something to give up, and gather it all together. If you were more skilled with this, maybe you could purify the soul fragments, but for now purging them is the only safe option.”

“I got two levels from them, so I need to give up two levels worth of skills, right?”

Celeste confirmed my thought, but added on something else, which did not help at all. “Yes, and no. The amount of experience you got would be the same as levels one through eight, rather than just one and two. It’ll still only set you back a couple levels, but that is an important bit of information.”

“Alright…” I took a quick glance at my skill list. “I can give up Dagger Mastery, Archery, and Wind Magic since I have the affinity to imitate that one. How much is that all worth?”

“At your current levels of mastery… Almost there. You won’t need to sacrifice a full skill to finish it off, just a little bit of one. I’d suggest some of the runes I taught you, because they won’t be very helpful for the near future. About nine hundred or so should do it.”

I nodded, and could easily think of a few such runes that I wouldn’t need. I mean, I’m unlikely to need to use the rune apple, headache, lime, or sunflower any time soon. “Okay, so how do I do this?”

“First, focus on the skills you want to eject while scanning your own aura as deeply as possible. You should feel certain areas light up. Think of this as defragmenting a computer, you’re rearranging your aura to put the skills together.” Following her instructions, I closed my eyes and scanned my own aura with Mana Sense, going as detailed as possible while thinking of Wind Magic. A dozen tiny areas lit up in my aura, and I tugged at each one to gradually move them along the streams of energy, like playing a complex maze from a dozen different positions.

Once the little sections joined together, I did another sweep to make sure nothing else was lighting up. When I felt that bundle of energy, my mind was filled with everything I knew about Wind Magic, and all the practice I had done with it. Next, I did the same thing for Archery and Dagger Mastery, moving them all to the same position I had put my Wind Magic. To my dismay, and Celeste’s amusement, there were only two or three lights for Archery that I had to move. It was like even my aura was teasing me about how bad I was with my bow.

Finally, I thought of nine hundred different runes, and found that this was for the most part the easiest. Although it was nine hundred runes, they were almost all clustered in one area, so I just had to move them along to join the man bundle I had been establishing. “Wouldn’t this mean, that if I lost an arm or a leg, I’d lose any of the skills that were in that part of my aura?”

“I don’t think so. Maybe the skills flow around when you’re active, so if you lose a limb they just retreat back to your main body? Anyways, now that you’ve got the skills together, I’m going to slowly lift the filters I placed on the memories and personalities. I’m going to do it just one at a time, so this will take a while. However, if I did more than that, you might lose yourself before we finished. Keep a close eye on your aura, and whenever a new section lights up that doesn’t feel familiar, push it into that same cluster you just made, then pull it out of you with the skills. It should feel a little like having blood drawn, I think.”

“Not liking the ‘I think’.”

“Cut me some slack, I’ve only been able to study a small amount of information for this skill and make theories for the rest. Consider this first one a test run, it’s one of the weakest personalities you absorbed.”

Right as she finished saying that, I felt something off in my aura. Oddly, it was down near my foot, but it was like a different presence entirely. When I focused on it to draw it towards the skill cluster, I got a flash of memories from a little alien boy. They were too fragmented for me to catch any thoughts, and the only emotion he felt was fear. I quickly pulled that soul fragment up through my aura, until it reached the skill cluster, before matching it up with a few of the runes. It seemed confused by that, and just waited before I mentally grabbed it and pulled it from my aura.

There was a not inconsiderable amount of pain, quite a bit more than I would get from having blood drawn! “Sorry!” Celeste called out in a worried tone as my aura slowly closed the gap from where I had pulled the soul fragment out.

	New Ability Unlocked!

	Exorcise Spirit - Soul Arts - ★★

This ability allows you to identify foreign spirits within an aura and exorcise them from the host body.




Next, she released the mental blocks on another fragment, causing another section of my soul to light up. This one was an elderly woman, and I had a theory as I drew her towards the cluster. She was only releasing the mental blocks on the personalities, not the souls themselves. Since she had no control over my magic, she naturally couldn’t seal the souls. So, the souls should already be inside my aura roaming freely, but when she releases the mental blocks, the personalities find their way back to the fragments, lighting them up for me to find.

This process continued for a while, and I lost track of how many times I exorcised a soul fragment from inside myself. Every now and then, I would catch a memory from the souls as I was gathering them, but it was usually only the moment of their death. Some people say that there are only two things that nobody remembers, their birth and their death. However, each and every soul fragment I exorcised clearly felt the fear and memory of their death. I didn’t know where the souls would go after they were exorcised, but the mere fact of their existence led me to believe that there was somewhere for them in whatever afterlife there was.

By the time I was done with the last soul, which I had to reassemble from two dozen different pieces before I could send it off, the sun had already set outside. Though, I still wasn’t tired thanks to the differences in time from the real world to the game. So instead, I confirmed with Celeste that the souls had all gone, and my aura was my own again. I still had the Soul Arts skill, but thankfully I had lost the knowledge on how to do the original ability that had come with it. In the same way, I had lost all of my memories regarding training with the bow and Wind Magic, or how to properly wield a dagger. I still knew what memories I had lost, just not their contents. Like how you can remember the name of a movie, but not who was in it.

Celeste still has all of the memories from her perspective, but they wouldn’t help me in getting the skills back. Though, she assured me that I did not lose anything important, and that if it became relevant she would let me know. To my surprise, I actually only lost one level, but my affinities increasing probably helped with that.

Now, with that out of the way, I finally went to what I actually wanted to do in the first place, and pulled out my beam saber to begin cultivating Magnet Affinity.






Chapter 23: What is a Soul?


Last night, I spent a few hours cultivating, before finally deciding to get some rest. Before I did so, I gave Celeste permission to do some more studying, and asked that she researched my new skill as her first topic. Sure enough, I had another ‘dream’ of sitting on my bed and watching as countless images passed by in front of me. 

When I woke up, I found that I wasn’t as tired as I had expected to be after letting her research. Then again, I had already gotten a lot of sleep before logging in. “So, what did you find out?” 

“Quite a bit, actually!” Celeste was suddenly sitting on the bed next to me as I sat up, a cheery smile on her face. “The Soul Arts skill is actually pretty well known, although it is a rare skill. There isn’t any listed way to learn it, aside from getting a Skill Shard with it. However, it has three main uses. The first, as you discovered yesterday, is to fight souls and soul-type creatures. The second, is to bring back the dead. And most importantly, depending on your viewpoint, the third use is to create Skill Shards.” 

That made me blink for a moment, confused. “You mean that I could have sold those skills I ejected yesterday and made money?” 

“Yup! Though, I would advise against it, because those skills also contained impure soul fragments with them. When you make a Skill Shard, you take a small gem to use as the storage device. Then, you gather the skill you want and copy it over into the ‘buffer zone’ of your soul to ensure that you retain the skill afterwards. Then you push that copied skill into the crystal, and lock it in. With that done, you have your very own Skill Shard! However, it is highly illegal to put foreign soul fragments into Skill Shards, because they have the chance to possess the host. 

“There have been a few reported events in history similar to the Gamer case, where someone used Soul Arts to absorb other people. Most of the time, they have some countermeasures against becoming a Legion, but otherwise they will eventually turn into a monster after absorbing around five hundred souls. The reports vary, but they almost always turn into some kind of greater devil.” 

“Ahh… but wait, this means that I could just go kill a few monsters, and then have enough of a buffer to give Yang a Skill Shard for cultivating affinities, doesn’t it?” I glanced over towards the illusionary AI, who nodded her head. 

“You could! And Yang just recently earned the Natural Craftsman class, after making a few staffs with Nature Magic in your grove, so it is about time to teach her that as well. By the way, I’d suggest looking at the shops around town and see if you could get a couple of Gem Affinity element seeds. They are considerably more expensive than most, but if you get the affinity then you will be able to grow your own gems to use for Skill Shards.” 

I thought about it, but ultimately sighed, shaking my head. “I’ll look, but right now I want to train Magnet Affinity and Plasma Affinity. Those two will be my ultimate combat abilities.” I smiled, imagining someone trying to pull a beam saber on me, only for it to lash at them like a whip. 

“Fine, fine, fair enough. You should consider registering as a Skill Master, though. It’s the name for people who make Skill Shards, and anyone that tries to sell them without being registered can only get a fraction of the price. Due to the risks inherent in tampering with the soul, the people formed an organization that monitors Skill Shards, so that if a problem occurs it can be traced back to the one that caused it. Not being registered would be like… being a vigilante instead of a detective. Even if you do the right thing, people won’t easily trust you.” 

“Maybe later… I don’t plan on making any Skill Shards yet. Maybe when I’m needing some money and have enough of a buffer. After all, if I copied and sold my Technomancy, that’d be easy money.” 

Celeste gave a nod at that. “If you chose to sell your skill to the Skill Master guild, you could get half the price that they would charge to sell it to someone else. Once you register, and are able to make your own Skill Shards, you can sell them for full price. But either way, you need a buffer zone. For intermediate Technomancy, I’d say you would need nearly as much experience as you used to eject the skills last night.” 

“Okay, any other information you’d deem immediately useful?” I smirked towards her as I said that. 

“Hmm…. Oh! I looked up why you weren’t able to take the rush of information without collapsing. If it was just a matter of not being able to process the information, you would have just had a migraine that made you wish you could collapse. That what happened to you at the enchanter’s store. But what made you collapse before was actually your soul being unable to adapt fast enough to the sudden growth that I forced into it.” 

I raised a curious eyebrow at that. “What do you mean sudden growth?” 

“The runes and the trivia I gave you. It didn’t affect you like that when Legion forced itself into you, because Legion was supplying the soul essence to hold the skills. However, I don’t have a soul to give…” She seemed a bit sad about that point. “So when I sent you all of that information, it was like putting too much air into a balloon, and you couldn’t handle the pressure.” 

“Celeste…?” 

She glanced up at me shyly as I called to her. “Yes?” 

“Do you want a soul..?” 

The AI blushed slightly, looking away. “Maybe eventually? I’d need my own body for it, and you would have to harvest and purify spirit creatures to get a pure soul to inject. The lack of a soul is why machines can’t control magic the way you do. Machines can only use magic if they have prebuilt mana channels and spell software that directs the magic to form an aura. Far more difficult than how you cast spells…” 

I grinned, mentally patting her head. Although I couldn’t physically touch her, she seemed to get the meaning. “A machine with a soul has their own special race, the Deus Ex. Obviously, they still can’t do things like breeding, but with a soul they can use magic, or level up. Normally, a machine can only grow stronger by upgrading their parts and software, but a Deus Ex has this done automatically as part of their leveling process. On the other hand, if a new soul is put into an advanced machine, the machine will be downgraded to match the soul’s ability until it is able to fully handle it.” 

I was a bit surprised by how much she put into researching this, but I figured having a soul would be a pretty big thing for her. “Would you still be able to link up with the companion bracelets if you got a new body and soul?” 

She looked up at me, and nodded quickly. “I’d just need to get the same upgrade on the new body that your bracelet has. The bracelets, and your magical implant, wouldn’t have traces of the soul in them, but I would still be able to connect my mind to them.” 

I chuckled, teasing her a bit. “So you still wouldn’t be able to use my magic, huh? Well, there goes that shortcut.” 

Celeste smiled happily, sensing that I was giving this serious consideration. “No.. but I’d be able to get my own class and skills, even cultivate mana if I wanted to. Just like with evolved companions and innately high level races, there are some unique possibilities for Deus Ex classes. After all, we can replicate most physical movements after a single glance, so we are quite special.” 

“Alright, alright. I take it you’ve picked a planet that has spirits to ‘train’ on eventually?” 

Her cheeks reddened a bit as she glanced down, nodding her head. “Yeah… but you need to be level thirty five first. With your Soul Arts, you could probably survive more easily than others, but that is still the recommended. In that time, you also need to learn how to purify soul essence…” She mumbled the next part under her breath, so that I could barely hear it. “And save up to get me a body…” 

I pretended that I didn’t hear that last bit, which made her puff her cheeks out and pout. “How should I practice purifying souls?” 

She began fidgeting a bit at that point. “Well… this is the part that you might not like. Whenever you kill a creature, a small portion of its soul essence, roughly five percent or so, is transferred to you. That’s why you can level up that way. However, if you have the Soul Arts, you can pull the full soul essence out of the dead creature and purify it. Now, this doesn’t mean you have to absorb it. In fact, if you purify it and then put it back in its own body after healing it, you can bring it back to life. It won’t have any memories of its former life, and essentially be a newborn baby. Apparently this is how Skill Masters get their pets, by taming those ‘newborn’ creatures.” 

I thought about that and frowned. Call me old fashioned, but this still sounded wrong. “Would I be able to just do that with a small portion of the soul? I don’t want to mess with the whole thing, and maybe with this I can just gradually collect it to start making the pure soul for you?” 

Celeste furrowed her brows in thought. “Hmm, it’d take a lot longer to do it that way than to use spirit creatures. And you’d need a crystal to store the souls into. If you used the souls of spirit creatures, you’d need only five to get a full pure soul. With others, it’d be twenty. And if you’re only using a portion, than you’ll need five times that amount.” 

“So… a hundred creatures in order to get a pure soul for you? And, how much does a basic body cost?” 

Celeste smiled when she realized where this was going. “Two gold, fifteen silver for the basic Deus Ex body. Comparing the prices of items between your world and this one, that should be the equivalent of two thousand, one hundred and fifty dollars.” 

The actual conversion of money, compared to what the shrines charged for rebirth, was astonishing. But wait… that meant that my Technomancy skill was currently worth five thousand dollars. New job, get! Celeste, obviously hearing my thoughts, couldn’t keep herself from laughing. “You can stock up on gems and take them back with you, once you have the buffer. Keep in mind, you can also use the purified soul portions of the slain creatures as a replacement for the buffer zone.” 

I nodded my head, only half paying attention. Unfortunately, there is no market for Skill Shards in the real world yet. I would never be able to go around selling a gem for the price of a car, saying that it would give you a powerful skill. People would look at me like I was a con man. 

“Okay, first plan, breakfast. Then, finish cultivating. When I’m done, we can go hunting a bit to give me the buffer needed to sell my Technomancy and get you the body. Deal?” 

“Deal!” Celeste called out happily, her eyes starting to water a bit as she smiled from ear to ear. 

With that settled, I went downstairs to get myself a quick breakfast, before resuming my cultivation of magnetism and plasma. The process was actually fairly simple. I would turn my beam saber on for brief moments at a time, and do my best to cultivate the two types of mana as they were released. Whenever my saber ran out of charge, I filled it back up and started over. This process continued until I had 5% in both Magnet and Plasma Affinities later in the next day, at which pointed I gained the abilities associated with them. 

First of which, the Magnetism Manipulation ability, this allows me to cause items to become magnetic, and change their polarity or intensity with my mana. It also allows me to create magnetic fields, but not to levitate large metal objects with my mind. I can do that with Metal Manipulation anyways, eventually. 

Next, Plasma Generation, this ability caught me by surprise because it was not a manipulation ability, but rather a creation one. According to Celeste, without the Magnetism Manipulation the plasma would simply explode outward in a small burst of superheated air and lightning where I used Plasma Generation. But with it, I was able to create a magnetic field, and then fill it with a little bit of plasma to contain it, making a tiny ball of red energy. 

As a final note, I did refine seeds for magnetism and plasma. The former’s effect was not immediately noticeable, but Celeste said that it will give my ore veins some changes. The effects of Plasma Affinity on my grove, however, was immediately clear. In the center of the ‘day’ sky, a small sun formed. Seeing this as a chance to be clever, I moved my second grove into the center of the ‘night’ sky. The planets themselves rotate, but do not revolve around each other or the new sun. According to Celeste, that will only happen when I obtain the Gravity Affinity.






Chapter 24: Wrong Way, Genius


The days went by fairly quickly after that. While I was training, another week had gone by. During this week, I had been focusing almost entirely on training my Magnet Affinity and Plasma Affinity, making sure I got both of them up to 10%. Before you ask, yes I made seeds of each to put in my staff. Now that there are a dozen element seeds inside this staff, it seems like there isn’t really room for many more. 

I thought about merging them all into one, but Celeste let me know quite plainly that it would explode in my face, and take my face with it. Apparently, even though you can fuse five of the basic elements to get an Essence of Nature, or all seven to get a Breath of the World, adding in others wouldn’t work. Certain element seeds would be able to combine to create new items, but I didn’t have the right ones at the moment. If I merged plant and animal seeds, I would be able to get a Life Pellet, which supposedly contains pure soul essence. I asked Celeste if that meant a druid could simply refine those and level themselves up easily, but she said that trying to absorb a Life Pellet like that would overload most people’s auras, making them explode. 

Oh, while I’m thinking about it, Yin managed to use up those Seeds of Wind I left for her. A few days into my training, Celeste told me that Yin had successfully evolved into a Gustwing. When I looked into my grove, I found that the formerly small bird was depressed. This wasn’t because she was weak or missed her old form or anything like that… It was because she got bigger. Yin was now about three and a half feet tall, and looked like an eagle with pure white feathers. On the top of her head were three black feathers that offered a sharp contrast with the rest of her body. 

But since she was bigger now, and her talons had become sharp, she knew she wouldn’t be able to perch herself on my shoulders anymore. At least, that’s what Yang said. When I asked for Celeste to give me more information about gustwings, I learned quite a few interesting things. 

Gustwings are monsters, and like most monsters they have a magic ability. In Yin’s case, she is able to create blades of wind from her wings as she flies, or launch them at people by beating her wings. Their feathers and bones are a lot stronger than most birds, giving them increased defense, but they can still easily fly by controlling the wind around them. 

Now it was time to discuss how she wanted to evolve next. Since Celeste already had all of the information for her evolution path, she listed each of the basic evolutions, and what would be required to take them. The main requirements to evolve again were either 50% with Wind Affinity, or 30% with both wind and something else, or level fifty. There were also other evolutions that became possible if Yin was fed certain materials, but those were insanely expensive so we ignored it. 

The main thing that Yin wanted from her evolution was the ability to take a sentient form like Yang, to nobody’s surprise. Celeste simply smirked while informing her that about half of the evolutions she could take next would get her the ability to change into a sentient form. Of those, her favorites were the silverwing hawk, the roc, and the stormbird. The silverwing hawk was the form she would get if she had at least 30% Wind Affinity and leveled up to fifty, and would give her increased wind powers while turning her feathers razor sharp. However, the reason it was her favorite was because it was a small bird, so she would be able to ride on my shoulder again. 

The roc was the largest of the three options, and required her to get 50% Wind Affinity before level fifty. It stood nearly ten meters tall, and was commonly used as a flying mount. It seemed that she enjoyed the idea of me riding on her back like she had been doing with my shoulder. A roc was also exceptionally powerful with wind, able to create small tornadoes by beating their wings. At higher levels, a roc was able to create hurricanes if angered. 

The final option, the stormbird, was roughly the same size as Yin was now, but required her to have 30% of both Wind and Lightning Affinities, with at least 15% Water Affinity. This was arguably more powerful than even the roc, which was why she liked it, as a stormbird was able to control the weather on a small scale. They were also extremely fast, to the point where they could turn their bodies into lightning to strike at someone or cross vast distances. Although it was the least physically powerful of the group, it was easily the strongest in terms of magic. 

In the end, Yin decided to choose the path of the stormbird, despite knowing that it would take longer to cultivate the three affinities than it would to obtain either of the other evolutions. When I had Yang ask, she said the reason was because if Yin became a roc, she would not be able to fight with me if I went into a small area like a cave. At the same time, although a silverwing hawk is able to ride on my shoulder, she feels that it was the weakest of the three options. As such, I instructed her to begin cultivating Water Affinity in my grove, and gave her a low quality seed to start with. I’d need to absorb more lightning mana before she would be able to cultivate that properly, but it wouldn’t be too hard. 

Finally, a couple of my affinities increased again, Dark and Plant Affinity rising to 12%. But now that I had weaponised my Plasma Affinity and got it to be self-cultivating, it was finally time to go out and train. Even though I was only able to create ‘cold plasma’ for now, it was still hot enough to cut through iron like a knife through butter. 

Exiting the city, I summoned Yin, Yang, and Yo out around me. Although Yang was a noncombatant, I didn’t want to lock her up in the grove all the time. “That, and you think she’s hot.” Celeste grinned, walking backwards while in front of me. Well, not like she needs to look where she’s going when she’s only a mental construct. And for the record, Yang is hot. “Yeah, yeah. Well, we’re heading to the mountains this time, so that you can level up while getting the cliff tiger’s aura.” 

Immediately, a map appeared in my mind, and I groaned depressingly. “It’s a hundred kilometers away. You never said anything about that part.” With a sigh, I called Yo back into my grove, and was about to use the Aspect of the Bird when I remembered something. Calling Yin over, I took a moment to copy her new aura, adding the gustwing and all of its traits to my list of possible transformations. Once I was done with that, I grew the new single pair of bird wings, and took off into the sky. Honestly, I felt like flying was so much easier with just two wings than four. 

Seeing that I was going airborne, Yin and Yang took to the skies to join me. “Where are we going now, Master?” Yang asked as she flew near me, easily able to match my speed since she had spent her whole life doing this. 

“We’re heading to the mountains off in the distance.” Even in the air, it was just barely possible to see the tips of the mountains. “I need to level up, so that we can get you a skill upgrade, and Celeste a body.” I could feel the AI becoming happy as I said that, even though she already knew it was part of the plan. 

“Skill upgrade…? Oh, you mean so that I can make crafts better?” Honestly, she was still speaking better than she had been originally, but would still mess up at times. 

“That’s right. Speaking of… Celeste, are there any flying monsters we need to be careful with?” 

The AI chose to manifest as a hologram above both mine and Yang’s wrists. “When you get closer to the mountains, you will need to watch out for the stone wyverns. Your plasma attacks should be able to hurt them, but none of your other magics will be useful. Aside from them, the only other flying creatures on this planet are the insects. Thanks to the mineral changing the local wildlife, birds were never able to properly evolve. The closest would be a stonewalker, which is a flightless bird in the far south able to cover their bodies in a stone armor.” 

“Ahh… Anything else we should know about while we’re at it?” 

Celeste smirked wryly to me. “Well… if we went towards the coast, you could see a land shark. They have basically the same ability as a cliff tiger, but they can breathe earth mana and have a tremorsense.” 

That made me pause for a bit. “Land sharks? Then why are we going after cliff tigers?” 

“Well… because cliff tigers are a hundred kilometers away… whereas land sharks are five hundred kilometers away. You’d need to go through six other cities before you reached it. Going this way, you only need to pass by one other city, which is about halfway to the mountains.” 

Hearing that, I let out a long sigh while continuing to fly towards my goal. “I wish there was something like teleport points between big cities.” 

“Ah…” There was a slight noise from the AI. “Well… there actually are, but they take about twenty silver to use, so I figured flying would be easier. Besides, we also had the goal of leveling up during this journey, which would be wasted if we just went and took a shortcut. Besides… don’t you want to test out some of your new abilities?” 

I chuckled lightly as she said that. I hadn’t actually been able to test my plasma attacks yet, since a hotel would frown upon destroying the room. Looking down to the ground, I saw a small pack of wolves running across the blue plains. “True…” I looked over to Yin, and had Yang translate. “You’re not allowed to fight for a while, until you get at least 10% in both Water and Lightning Affinity, alright? Otherwise, you won’t be able to get the form you want.” 

There was a brief pause, before the gustwing gave a slight nod of her head. Until then, she would act as Yang’s bodyguard, making sure that the pacifist demi was not hurt. With that taken care of, I swooped down towards the ground, while creating a magnetic field in front of me. Once I had that formed, I began using my Plasma Generation to fill it with plasma. About two hundred mana later, I had a large, glowing red ball of energy in front of me. 

Since magnetic fields naturally restrained plasma, I didn’t have to use too much mana to contain the sphere of fiery death. All it took was me focusing on it, and I would be able to maintain its shape. By now, the diamondback wolves below had naturally noticed my presence, and were running off to escape from the enemy they couldn’t reach. 

Test number one, determine the control speed and maximum distance. Making a tiny magnetic bubble in my death ball, I pulled out a smaller amount of plasma, then shot it off towards one of the wolves. The speed was considerably slower than my pistol, but given that I was controlling it myself, it was the equivalent of a homing shot. However, the magnetic field faltered just before impact, causing a small explosion of energy that barely singed the wolf. 

With that, I was able to determine how fast I could move one of the spheres, and the distance that I could control it. Unfortunately, that distance was still too little to work as a good ranged weapon, so I moved on to test number two. This test was to try to replicate the firing process of my plasma pistol. 

When my plasma pistol fires, it creates a magnetic field in the barrel of the pistol, and fills it with plasma. The magnetic field then rapidly rotates and compresses, before opening up at one end to cause the plasma to go flying out. This gives the weapon a maximum range of about a hundred and fifty yards, before the bolt of plasma begins to dissipate. For the record, the rifle uses the same methods, but stronger compression, rotation, and more plasma. 

For this test, I made another tiny ball of death, and brought it in front of me. Shrinking it down and elongating it, I began making it rotate, one end pointing at a fleeing wolf. It was at this point that I learned the value of always having a second magnetic shield around myself when dealing with plasma. When I released the magnetic field surrounding my bolt of energy, I messed up and released it from the wrong end… meaning that the plasma bolt tore straight through my shoulder. 

	That's not how you look cool for the ladies.

	-80 HP




“Gyaahh!!!!” I cried out, quickly throwing away the rest of the plasma ball so that I could focus without further risk of injury, and then bringing my hand up to heal my shoulder(unsuccessfully, I might add. Pain is great at breaking concentration). Yang was scared by my sudden scream, and flew over towards me with watery eyes, as if afraid I might have killed myself. And to be honest, I would have if the other end of that bolt was aimed at something vital. 

I wasn’t able to maintain flight while focusing on healing the gaping hole in my shoulder, and ended up crashing to the ground below. Yin and Yang both landed next to me, the latter leaning down and trying to prop me up while my body was racked with pain. Celeste seemed to have been teaching her some things, because I felt a warm sensation spread through my body, the wound slowly closing up. 

“She doesn’t have the talent for real alchemy, but I taught her how to use her magic to heal, at least. She was quite eager when she found out that it could help you recover from injuries.” Celeste appeared in front of me and spoke with a relieved smile. Thanks… Having a backup healer will probably save me loads of pain. “Hey now, don’t go taking this as a sign that you can just get hurt more often.” 

“Is Master okay now?” Yang asked cautiously, still using her magic to mend my nonexistent wound, having already fully healed it through repeated application. 

“Yeah, I’m fine, thanks.” I reached up and pat her head gently, making her smile happily. At the same time, there was a loud, shrill cry next to us, as Yin yelled at the wolves. Apparently, they decided that being on the ground made me an easy target, and started rushing over. Yin gave a single beat of her large wings, and nearly-visible blades of wind sailed through the air, tearing into the ground in front of them to serve as a warning. After a series of yips, they turned around and ran off, their tails literally between their legs.






Chapter 25: A Story About a Man and His Bird


After Yang finished healing me, I decided to do some more practice before we took off again. Doing this in midair, while flying and holding a giant plasma ball in one hand is bad for concentration, and thus my health. Thankfully, I was able to confirm with my enhanced hearing that the wolves had continued to run away after Yin’s display.(Did I forget to mention that in my fast forward montage? Yes, I managed to set up the Cybernetic Adaptation for my ears. I did say I was going to do it before we left, after all, right?)

As I stood back up, Yang insisted on supporting me, leaning down and slipping an arm under my shoulder. Have I ever mentioned how loose fitting her tops are? I think I have… and this action made it so with just a glance I was able to see everything it should have been hiding. With my mind wandering away at that sight, I was barely able to hear the snickering of a certain AI woman. Somehow, I had the feeling that she was enjoying my struggle not to take my animal companion as a love interest.

“Who, me~?” Yes, no idea why I had that feeling, I’m sure. Yeah, yeah, laugh it up. Just remember that we’re doing this to get your body. Would be a shame if we happened to pick the wrong model, right? I felt my lips tugging up as I thought that, and her attitude completely changed in an instant. “I’ll be good, I promise!” The previously laughing AI had immediately kneeled down and bowed her head all the way to the floor.

Fine, fine, get up. Don’t think I don’t know how you got like this… As I said that, I did my utmost to keep my mind clear, not to let her pick up on any of my thoughts.

“Huh, what, you knew? But.. well… I ran out of things to study, so… Besides, those are great stories!” She said defensively, shrinking back a bit as if she were a little girl caught stealing candy. This sudden confession made my eye twitch slightly. You… Spent your time studying for reading stories online…? Surprised, she looked back up at me with wide eyes. “Wait, you didn’t know? What were you talking about then?”

I confess nothing.. In truth, I just bluffed that if I hinted I knew, her personality would compel her to admit it. She’s a good AI, and a good friend, but she does like her secrets. Said AI blushed slightly as I was no longer successful in keeping these thoughts to myself. “So it was a bluff… Fine… I admit it. But there are some really good stories out there! I even found some about a wandering druid who develops a deep affection for his or her evolved companion. So… with you two… it’s like watching it happen in real life…”

I felt my own cheeks heating up as I looked away slightly, though I might have chosen the wrong direction as my eyes were once again drawn towards Cleavage Canyon. Isn’t that wrong, though? I mean, she was an animal just weeks ago...

“Huh? What’s wrong about it? Isn’t she a normal woman now? Maybe a bit birdbrained, but a demi is still a sentient race. It’s actually quite common, druids go through life and death situations with their companions, and they trust each other completely. There are many who choose to take their relationships to the next level after the companion evolves to take a sentient form.”

And let me guess, this was all part of your research into druid abilities…? I glanced suspiciously at her, making her look away.

“It may have been for personal reasons…”

I sighed, shaking my head, preparing to get back to training. Yang, who had been holding onto me this entire time, looked up at me with a confused expression. “Master, are you alright?”

“Yeah, I’m fine… sorry, Celeste and I were having a conversation just now. Speaking of… Celeste, if all creatures are able to evolve like Yin and Yang, and the evolution paths all end at being able to take a sentient form, then wouldn’t that mean that after level one hundred or so, everything would be able to do that?”

This time, Celeste appeared as the hologram above our bracelets to answer. “Actually, no. The requirements are so low for Yin and Yang because they are a typically non-combat race with a low level. For a diamondback wolf to get their first evolution, they would need to reach level fifty. On the other hand, a higher leveled bird might get a roc or stormbird as their first evolution, and then unlock higher forms such as a golden phoenix or emperor eagle. A bird naturally born as a high level type could get the strongest bird evolution, the ‘bird divinity’.”

“...Explain…”

“Ah, right… well, a divinity is the absolute highest form of an evolutionary tree, and they are treated as a form of demigod with the power to command anything of the same type. They aren’t naturally born creatures, and can only be evolved over time. But the minimum requirement is for their base form to have an average level of at least three hundred, and then be trained up to level five hundred. Even a roc wouldn’t have the potential to evolve into one, and their average level at adulthood is one hundred.”

That had me confused. “Then why is the requirement so low to evolve into one?”

“Because, an evolved creature is generally at the same level of power as an infant of their race. A gustwing like Yin would normally be level fifty or so, but she evolved at level twenty. The exception with this is if they evolve into a demi, at which point they take on an age similar to what they had in their previous form. Since Yang would be comparable to a young adult lovebird, she turned into a young adult demi. On the other hand, she did not receive a large power boost from the evolution like Yin did, only increased sentience. While Yin might not be able to be compared to a fully grown gustwing in power, she’ll grow into it. Even if you didn’t have her train at all, and she lived a normal life from now on, in about a year or so she’d be level fifty. After that, as soon as she started training again she would evolve, and the cycle repeats.”

I nodded my head, thinking that I understood. “So, the training requirements to evolve into the third and fourth forms are being able to possess the strength of a fully grown version of what they became previously. I guess I can understand that.”

“Pretty much. It’s just the first evolution that causes trouble for most animals and magical beasts. The rules are a bit different for monsters, though. Some monsters, like slimes, have multiple evolution trees that are easy to obtain, and a few rare variants that need special conditions. Others, like goblins or minotaurs, have only one or two possible evolutions that they may never reach in their entire life.”

Nodding my head again, I finally stopped leaning on Yang and began to seriously train. This time, rather than a large ball of plasma that I would use as a ‘bag of ammunition’, I thought for a few moments. Afterwards, I created a small, donut shaped magnetic field in front of myself. At the same time, I also placed another magnetic field to serve as a protective shield between use and the test object. With the safety precautions taken care of, I put about five mana worth of plasma into the magnetic donut, and it began revolving around the center. Using just a touch of lightning mana, I made the donut cause the plasma to accelerate.

Soon, that tiny amount of plasma was stable, moving faster and faster, and did not require me to supply it with mana to sustain it. I still had to ‘feed’ the magnetic field, but since there was almost no pressure on it that was easy. Lifting up the plasma donut so that none of the sides were pointed towards any one of us, I picked a side and opened a small hole in it. Celeste, track the blast path based on where it opens up.

The bolt of plasma flew off into the distance, but we had our sample data. Next, I created a pillar of stone about fifteen meters away from us. “Alright… now show me where to open it up to hit that.” I made another plasma charge ready to release. In my Cybernetic eye, Celeste showed me a 3D diagram of the donut-shaped field in relation to the pillar, and highlighted a small portion of it. Since I was not rotating the magnetic field this time, it was much easier to pinpoint where I wanted to open it up.

Although the resulting blast was not dead center, it did tear into the pillar, gouging out a small hole. I repeated the test, and this time designated a specific spot of the pillar. Going by the same pattern, I also created a small magnetic field in a cylinder to act as a barrel for this improvised plasma gun. Celeste helped me to adjust the angle I attached it with, and then I fired. The result was much more accurate, and was just a few inches off the target.

This practice continued for about ten minutes, before I was able to hold and release five shots in as many seconds, and could aim them without Celeste’s help. The only requirement was that I let them accelerate for at least ten seconds before firing, but I found that I could have as many on standby as I wanted, so long as my mana could support it. With five mana for each plasma bolt created, one mana per ten seconds of the small magnetic fields, I could ‘potentially’ have about fifteen of them up at once and still keep my max mana. Doing so would require fine control, and would be a good way to practice controlling mana as long as I didn’t fill them with plasma.

As one final test, I made a much larger donut of plasma, this one big enough to hold my body in its center(though obviously I wasn’t in it). Afterwards, I put a full two hundred mana worth of plasma in and let it flow through until it had achieved a good firing speed. This time, the charge took a full minute before it was ready, but the results were much more powerful as well. I considered opening a large hole and firing it off as a plasma cannon, but instead chose to only open a small one, about the size of the shots I had fired earlier.

The result was a sustained laser that lasted for roughly three seconds, but tore through the pillar, as well as a long patch of ground behind it. All in all, this was likely a good siege weapon, in my opinion. The charge up time made it impractical to use in a fight unless I could distract the enemy for a full minute, but the results were worth it. Unfortunately, a magnetic field big enough to contain that charge and accelerate it before firing required more mana than I was able to passively regenerate. Five mana per second(three after taking my mana recovery into account), with a sixty second charge time and two hundred mana for the plasma, the total cost came up to three hundred and eighty mana.

Still, I considered that a pretty good deal. This was easily my strongest attack, aside from the Element Burst. And with this training taken care of, I once again began flying towards the mountains. On the way, I saw another pack of diamondback wolves after roughly ten minutes of flying, and lowered to a height of twenty meters to rain plasma hell on them.

This time, there was no mind numbing pain, no crashing into the ground because of a misfire. My first shot tore a hole straight through the head of a wolf, causing it to fall to the ground before it could even let out a pained cry. Like before, the other wolves began running away when they saw they were fighting an attacker able to fight from a distance they couldn’t reach. My fired plasma shots could travel about fifty meters a second, but that still gave plenty of time for them to react to the attacks if they paid attention.

I didn’t bother chasing after them, since that would just be an unnecessary detour, and tried to snipe them from my position while flying. Counting the one I caught in the surprise attack, I only managed to kill two wolves from this pack. Still, it showed I was improving. Once I was able to create ‘hot plasma’ I might be able to replicate the effects of my rifle, and have the shots move far faster than their current speeds. Of course, that didn’t match up to a real laser… If I could figure out how to make a condensed beam of destructive light like I fired with Element Burst, that would be an even deadlier weapon.

Since we didn’t have the object to store Celeste’s soul fragments in yet, I didn’t bother to land and collect my ‘prize’ from these wolves. I had enough of their skeletons already, and did not need more. Once Yang uses the Nature Craftsman Skill Shard, I can collect the other raw materials for her to make items, but right now she only uses wood.

“Celeste, would it be possible for me to use my new skill on Yin to remove her buffer zone, that way she doesn’t accidentally level up and evolve before she’s ready?” After testing it to make sure I could completely control it and not hurt her. The thought occurred to me as we flew, and I started to see the only city standing between us and the mountains.

“You could. Trainers use a similar effect from a different skill to ‘freeze’ their auras at a certain level until their skills are up to the level where they can get the evolution they want. Otherwise, removing the buffer and any unnecessary skills would be the only way for a creature to get a first-class evolution like a phoenix.”

I nodded my head at that, and landed outside the city with Yin and Yang, deciding to take a quick break here before we went to our final destination. One of these days, I’ll get good enough at flying that I won’t have to rest so often, I swear.






Chapter 26: The Eye of the Tiger, the Will of the Fight


We weren’t in this city for long, since it was just a stop on the way to rest before the final leg of the journey. You try flying for sixty or so kilometers under your own power and not need a break! Though, I ended up sticking around to grab a bite to eat with Yin and Yang. Fun fact about gustwings, they aren’t vegetarians like lovebirds, so I had to get Yin some meat with her meal. I was a bit concerned about how I would feed her from now on, but maybe I could abduct a pair of rabbits and have them populate a small grove planet? I’d have to think about that next time I got to a planet that had them. 

Once we were done eating, I sent the two of them back to my grove and set out towards the mountain on foot. Since Celeste said that there was a danger of wyverns attacking me in the air if I flew too close, I took on my wolf form and began running. I had learned my lesson already about not taking the advice of people who said that there were stronger things than myself in the skies. 

Since I was running as a wolf, it took nearly an hour before I reached the base of the mountains, which were a vast series of towering peaks that rose up above the clouds. At least, that’s how it looked to a wolf. Alright, Celeste, let’s find us a cliff tiger. 

I began activating my combat Aspect spells as I climbed up the rough stone slopes. First, the Aspect of the Armored Beast to give myself the armored skin, then Aspect of the Magic Breath to attune my breath weapon to the light element. These things have the magic ability to swim through rock, meaning they can have it slide off their body like water. Using earth attacks against them would likely be pointless. 

So now, there was a scaled wolf running up the mountain, trying to draw as much attention as I possibly could. This is the right mountain, isn’t it? 

“Well, the information didn’t specify a certain mountain. But maybe they are higher up?” The AI woman said uncertainly. Around this time, a new sound registered on my enhanced ears, the sound of something other than me scraping against a stone! I really needed to set up a sonar system for some kind of echolocation map. Maybe have it pass through Celeste so that she can arrange the data into a three dimensional representation, and I’m getting distracted again. 

Oh hey look, there’s a big black tiger behind me. And another one… and another one… the hell? When did six of them get around me. I really need to learn to focus more. “No… they really did just appear out of nowhere.” Celeste confirmed that it was not me being distracted that was the problem here. “No, that’s still a problem.” 

Anyways! Looking at the first tiger, I let out a wolf-like snarl, preparing to use my breath weapon. The tiger responded with a low roar. Oh look, we’re comparing to see who has the bigger bark! Laser breath to your face! Opening my mouth as if to roar, and I really did roar with it, I used my breath weapon to shoot out a… nothing? Wait, no, not a nothing. There was a red glow that appeared on the tiger’s body before it burst into flames and fell over. The hell? Wait… Carbon dioxide laser? Sweet! I had hoped for something more flashy, but I will take what I can get. 

By the time I turned around, the five tigers had vanished. “Falenel, below you!” Celeste called out, and I jumped back as two of the tigers lunged out of the ground at me as if it were made of water. No, seriously, there were ripples and everything, it even formed back exactly how it was after they jumped out and dived back in. I didn’t even have time to launch an attack before the two tigers were back underground. A moment later, I felt something clawing at my sides, a few scales being scraped off. When I turned to look, there was nothing there. 

Great, Falenel, you came to pick a fight on their home turf. I thought about a few possible answers to this, before deciding on a course of action. Step one, grow bat wings with Aspect of the Bird and fly into the air. Step two, change magic breath to fire element. Step three, wait for a tiger to jump out and attack where I had been standing, then roast them alive! Step four? Obviously, profit. 

Sure enough, just after I moved, two more tigers jumped out to attack where I had been just in time to catch a face full of fire. They let out pained screams and dived back into the stone, likely extinguishing their flames. I need a step five… 

Step five, laser death rain! I made five magnetic donuts filled with plasma, and lowered them down just above the ground. Soon, my pretties, soon you will be unleashed. The next time a tiger popped out, I had the nearest plasma bolt launch at it, killing the creature as I waited for the other four to surface. Celeste said twenty seconds… Did they run? 

Using my X-Ray vision on my eye, I found that they indeed did not run. However, there was a cave system underground that they were hiding in. I could work with this. I landed down on the ground as softly as I could, and had my plasma donuts tunnel into the ground, moving towards their little cave. Don’t play hide and seek with the guy that can see you underground. 

Once my little bundles of death were just above their cave, I created four more and had them follow down the same holes. That way, they could break through all at once. It was a bit distracting to control eight magnetic bundles at once, but still not nearly as bad as trying to rotate one at high speeds. 

As soon as they broke through the ceiling of the cave, I unleashed Operation: Pain Rain. Naturally, this meant me shooting them all with plasma lasers. Thankfully I sent in an extra batch of death, because my accuracy was only about two out of three shots at this level of control. Still, that meant that all four tigers were quickly dispatched or rendered incapable of fleeing. 

	You have leveled up!




Now, for the boring part, scanning them and experimenting! Moving over to the one killed by my laser, I put a large paw on it and focused my Mana Sense to sweep through it for a few minutes, making sure that Celeste and I could commit it all to memory before stopping. Then it was time to shift into the new form. 

Although I have the new body, I wasn’t sure which aspect of its aura enabled it to swim through the ground. Typically, the easiest way to figure it out would be to study the aura while it used its ability, but that wasn’t really an option for something that wanted to eat your face. So, the alternative was getting the ability yourself and studying your own aura while you fumbled around to get it right! 

Dive into the ground… come on, Falenel, you can do this. Don’t be a chicken tiger… I took a deep breath, steadied myself, took another deep breath, and just said to hell with it before diving head first at the ground. 

	Falenel used Headbutt! It wasn’t very effective.

	-5 HP




Damn rock! Who said you were allowed to hurt my head?! I growled at it and swiped, but this time my paw actually passed through the rock. Seriously, Malthan? That’s just not fair! I groaned out loud, which sounded strange from a large black cat, and tried again. This time, I kept a constant focus on my aura as I tried to move through the rock. Come on, Falenel… You are a rock, be the rock… I could hear Celeste laughing in the corners of my mind as I closed my eyes and jumped again. 

This time, I soon felt as if I had dived into a pool, cool water brushing against my fur. Considering I was a big cat right now, this felt very strange. Opening my eyes revealed nothing, but my aura was lighting up in certain areas that should indicate the racial ability activating. Scan scan scan scan scan! 

I quickly memorized the pattern for the magic ability, before cheating and using my Earth Manipulation to get myself back out before I ran out of air. Next, I changed into my wolf form, and tried to copy the same aura aspects I had noted down from the cliff tiger. My light gray fur immediately turned black, but it was of little concern for now. Again I dived in, and again I found myself in the pool of liquid earth. Sweet! 

	New Spell Unlocked!

	Aspect of the Traveler - Nature Magic - ★☆ 

By studying the abilities of various animals, you have discovered the power to copy their magical means of transportation. 
Mana Cost: Varies



I began dog paddling through the mountain, and went down to where I had left the four dead panthers. Once I was there, I returned to my half elf body and summoned Yo. “Alright, Celeste… how do we purify them?” 

I had much less sentimental attachment to my slime than I did either of the birds. Worst case scenario, I lost Yo and had to make a new advanced water slime. It wouldn’t take much work to get it to the point where Yo is at right now. “Right! First, use your Mana Sense to latch on to the aura of one of the target creatures. Then, with your Soul Arts, pull out all of the memory, skills, and personality. The suggested way to do this was to filter it by grabbing a buffer zone in the aura, and holding firmly onto it while you pass it through the rest of the aura. Like squeezing a cloth to remove the water.” 

I nodded my head, but didn’t know how to find the buffer zone in the aura. So, I just began poking around randomly until I found a part of the aura the did not show me any memories or emotions. I really did not need to see a mating scene… there is not enough brain bleach in the galaxy to scrub those images out. Anyways, once I had a hold of this part of the aura, I kept a firm grip on it and began running it through the rest of the aura, like Celeste said. 

I should mention again how big and complicated an aura is. Imagine tracking a single drop of blood and moving it throughout your entire vascular system, then get it to move along your nervous system, and your respiratory system, and every other system. It took half an hour before I was done scraping off memories and the like. The aura now appeared pitiful, barely a fraction of what it used to be. However, it was essentially an entire buffer zone. 

	New Ability Unlocked!

	Purify Soul - Soul Arts - ★ 

You have learned how to purify the soul, removing the memories and personality of what it once was to leave only the purest essence.



“Okay.. now, to put it into Yo, you’ll need to use your mana to create a link between the slime and the tiger with your mana. Make sure not to let this link pass through yourself, or it will be tainted with your own skills and memories. Once you have the link established, siphon off as much or as little energy from the aura as you want.” 

I nodded again, and sent out a strand of mana to Yo’s slime core, then focused to connect the other end of the strand to the tiger. It was rather difficult to not let it pass through my own body, since I hadn’t done that before. However, after a few moments of focus, I set the connection. Then, I began pulling the aura out of the tiger and pushing it into the slime. When I opened my eyes, there was a misty white light traveling along where I had established the invisible link. 

“According to my estimates, the full aura that you finished with should amount to the first six levels. If you get the same result with all of them, and use the full auras, Yo should level up enough to become a mimic slime.” 

I nodded, and honestly still had hesitation about using the full soul. But, at least I wasn’t using its personality or memories. Call me a hypocrite, but I consider that stuff important. Focusing on the task at hand, I continued pushing the aura into Yo until there was nothing left, but there was no visible reaction. When I scanned his aura with my Mana Sense and touched his soul, I found that there really was a large buffer zone now. 

	New Ability Unlocked!

	Empower Soul - Soul Arts - ★ 

You have learned how to transfer purified soul essence into the aura of another living creature.



“Celeste, is there any relation between the buffer zone and skill growth?” 

“Hmm? Well, yeah. If you have a buffer, your skills will be able to increase more easily, because otherwise half of the effort has to go into strengthening your aura to support the increased skill. I thought that was obvious?” 

I could only let out a sigh, shaking my head as I went around and repeated the process with the remaining three tigers.






Chapter 27: The Way Back


After I repeated the Empower Soul process using all six cliff tigers, I confirmed with Celeste that there was no danger in leaving the bodies here without their souls. To be honest, I was still worried about potentially unleashing a zombie plague. There are reasons that most games label soul magic as something that should not be tampered with lightly.

Once I was done, I noticed a change in Yo. His entire body had begun to shake, and with my Aura Sight I could see as various elements all rushed into his body at once. From what I had learned, this should be the moment where he evolves into a mimic slime. As such, I was not in a hurry to leave, and simply sat on a nearby rock as I waited for this change to complete. I had considered putting Yo into my grove, but the influx of mana could make the process fail, and he’d end up absorbing a lot of my grove even if it succeeded.

Unlike Yang’s evolution, this process lasted for over two minutes, the giant blue water slime shrinking down and changing to a clear green color. The last change, though… had me a bit worried. Yo’s slime core, which was a medium grade Seed of Water, developed cracks along its body before shattering. Instead, a tiny green pellet, almost invisible in its body, appeared within it.

The slime which had once been big enough to occupy an entire office was now smaller than most dogs. It also no longer held a strong water aura, and had the same kind of mixed aura as anything else. With Celeste’s help, I began recalling all of the facts about mimic slimes that I had learned in the past.

First of all, their evolution to slime person can happen at any time, not dependent on levels. The only deciding factor is their intelligence, which can be improved in two ways. You can either slowly increase a slime’s intelligence by training it, or have it absorb other creatures. However, these creatures have to have died recently enough to still possess their soul, so that the mimic slime can copy it fully. Before it evolves, it can learn the form of any number of items, but can only retain the form of the last creature it devoured.

Mimic slimes can only learn the forms of primitive items, at the level of gunpowder firearms or lower. They can’t replicate technology or runic magic enchantments, but can replicate arcane enchantments. While they are able to mimic blades, they’re much better suited to mimic blunt weapons instead… what else…

Ah, the only other thing I could think of right away was that mimics are far more durable than normal slimes. They possess a degree of magic resistance, and their core is far smaller than a typical slime’s. That will come in handy eventually. For now, I pulled out a simple staff from my grove, and set it in front of Yo. Yang had been mass producing these lately, and had been proud of her ability to make them, so I should use some before they fill up my grove.

The small green slime moved over in front of the staff, as if staring at it, before its body slowly began spreading over it. The slime gunk soon covered the entire staff, and I watched as the wood inside began dissolving, as if under some kind of acid. I shuddered in memory of my own experience with slime acid, but this seemed different. Rather than melting down the body, it was the aura that was being consumed. The body dissolving was simply a side effect.

Within moments, the entire staff had been consumed, but in its place was a translucent green staff of identical size and shape. When I reached down to pick it up, it felt a bit slippery, and wobbled slightly. Probably needs to absorb more items to get texture and firmness down.

Now that Yo has evolved, all of my companions should be around level 20, though we each have different skills. The closest two are myself and Yin, since she can utilize Wind Affinity as she flies around and fights. There’s also Yang, the crafting bird girl, and now the mimic slime Yo. I wasn’t really sure how the party would stack up, but it felt really neat to have everyone with their own roles.

Anyways, back on track! I still need a bit more experience before I can head back and sell my Technomancy skill for gold. I strapped Yo to my back, since there wasn’t as much reason to keep him in the grove now, and walked along the mountain some more while hunting cliff tigers. The next group I came across was dispatched a bit more easily, now that I knew their attack patterns. All I had to do was create a few plasma death bundles and wait for one to pop up before zapping it.

After I was done killing them and earning their delicious experience, I had Yo absorb the body of one so that he had the ability to turn into a living creature that was not a slow moving mass of goo. The process went pretty much the same as it had with the staff, and when it was done, a tiger made of slime was walking along beside me. Every now and then it would dive into the earth using the cliff tiger’s ability, as if playing around, but it would always come back up when it was done.

Since I only needed the two groups to get all of the experience for what I wanted, I went back to the town while running alongside Yo. Cliff tigers were roughly just as fast as wolves, but I thought it looked cooler to have two cliff tigers running side by side, with one being black and the other made of green slime. As usual when I approached the city in an a creature form, the guards immediately went for their weapons. I barely had time to change back before they had guns pointed at me. “I’m a druid, don’t shoot!”

They froze momentarily, still with their guns pointed, before sighing and putting them away. I had Yo turn back into a staff and strapped him to my back before calling out Yin and Yang. “We going all the way back to the other city, or is there a Skill Shard place here?” I asked the ever helpful Ai.

Celeste spoke up from the companion bracelets. “There’s a Skill Master Guild in the capital, but not here. You’ll need to make the flight back.”

I let out a groan as she said that. “Is there something nearby there that we could use to work on your aura?”

“Well, you could hunt dozens of wolves, but that would take ages. Assuming you don’t want to go back to the forest, so your best bet would be to head east after you leave the city. The rock beasts are weaker, but move in larger groups. These are monsters, so expect them to have resistance to your Earth Manipulation.”

I nodded my head as she said that, and walked through the city with Yin and Yang. Like usual, Yang was hugging my arm and pressing her twin peaks against me. I swear, I did not walk slower in order to enjoy that… it was just awkward walking with someone attached! Yeah, that… though the giggling AI didn’t seem to believe me.

“Hey, I ship Falenel and Yang.” She said in my head, with a wide grin on her face. “Besides, it’s fun to watch you get all flustered like that.”

It’s not fun for me! Let’s just get going. Sooner we get there, the sooner we can get your body and soul gem or whatever That got her attention, and as soon as we were out the other side of the city, the three of us flew off into the distance. This time, I pulled out my handy plasma pistol as well as one that had appeared in my grove when I absorbed Legion, and simply used those to blast whatever I came across. Since I had already gotten my plasma bolts working, there was no need to go through the extra trouble of using them while flying.

The extra buffer experience could only help me, so I saw no point in wasting the chances they gave me. Yang frowned slightly every time I killed something, but she knew it was necessary. Although she liked to remain a pacifist by nature, she accepted that I was by no means a pacifist. Fighting meant experience, experience meant I could stay alive with how the world was changing.

Aside from a few brief pauses on the way back to fight some wolves and leave a trail or scattered bodies(when I managed to hit them) in my wake, the flight back to town was a rather boring one. Every now and then, Yin would literally fly circles around me to play around while Yang was just happy to fly alongside me. As for Yo… well, Yo was a staff, and remained a staff the entire time, not much to report.

When we arrived in the city, I had the two of them walk with me again, since there wasn’t a need to send them back to the grove. First stop, the Skill Master’s Guild to sell my soul, then to find where I can buy a Deus Ex body. Walking around, I followed the mental map provided by Celeste to arrive in front of a large cylindrical building, maybe ten stories with large glass windows all along its side. “Well, it’s flashy at least.” I said with a shrug as I entered.

Inside, there was a stunningly attractive elf receptionist behind the counter. “Hello, and welcome to the Skill Master’s Guild. Are you here to make a deposit, or to purchase?” She asked with a practiced business smile.

“Uhm.. deposit.” It took me a moment to recover. I swear, I need to build up a resistance to hot girls, or my life will soon be ruined.

“Very well. What level of skill are you interested in depositing?”

I thought about it again… I could get twenty five gold if I stored my advanced Mana Signature skill… “Don’t bother, Falenel.” Celeste spoke up beside me with a smile. “You don’t have enough buffer for that one yet. Just stick with an Intermediate skill for now.”

I nodded my head, and looked to the receptionist before speaking. “Intermediate level.”

She smiled again, before pushing a button to call down an elevator. Well, it acts like an elevator, but it is just a metal disc in a large glass tube. “Very well, please proceed up to level four. An attendant will help you through the process.”

I walked over towards the elevator, but since Yin and Yang wouldn’t fit in it with me, I sent them back to my grove for now. Instead, I just watched the scenery as I went up floor by floor. “How much more buffer would I have needed to store an Advanced level skill here?”

“About twice as much as you have now, at least. Advanced skills take up a lot more aura space than Intermediate ones.” Celeste spoke up from next to me, before I arrived on the fourth floor. This time, the attendant was male, and approached me as I exited the elevator.

“Good day, sir. I was told you are here to deposit an Intermediate level skill. Is that correct?” I nodded to him after he asked that. “Good, good, right this way. Is this your first time visiting the Skill Master’s Guild?”

“Yeah… haven’t had the chance to do so before now.”

“Not surprising, not surprising. Most people have a concern with selling parts of their auras away to others. However, our guild is entirely safe, and will provide a full guarantee to any customers.” I nodded my head again as he continued speaking. “Did you make sure to have a sufficient space in your aura to store the skill, or will you be needing us to provide you with it?”

They can provide the buffer? I asked inwardly to a certain AI, who smirked back at me. “They can, but if you have them do so, the amount of money you will get drops drastically. The skill itself only accounts for a fifth of the price, while the rest is the experience that comes with it.”

That was interesting to know. “I already took care of it.” I was here for the money, and by god I wanted the money!

“Alright then, right this way. Since this is your first time, don’t worry. You’ll experience a minor discomfort while our Skill Master extracts the skill, but that is completely normal. All of our workers have been trained to perform the procedure with as little inconvenience as possible.”

I could see this being quite a big business in some areas. Maybe it was because elves had a superstition about auras, but it was unfortunate that there weren’t very many customers. The attendant led me to a room with two comfortable looking chairs with a small metal stand between them, and instructed me to sit down in whichever one I wanted, before going off to fetch the person who would actually perform the extraction.

“Almost there…” Celeste was excited as she appeared in the chair across from me, and I could tell that she was looking forward to getting a body of her own. Hearing my thoughts, she nodded. “A Deus Ex can have their AI implanted before the soul is put in, they just aren’t able to level up or use magic until they have the soul. Until then, they are similar to a low quality android. But still, a body of my own!” She smiled widely as she said that, but soon had to vanish from her seat as another young man walked into the room, carrying a fist sized blue crystal.

“Ah, hello, sorry if I kept you waiting.” He spoke politely as he sat across from me, and placed the gem into the metal stand. “Don’t worry, this will be over quickly.”

Out of curiosity, I asked him a question. “Is the size of the crystal important for storing the skill?”

The man blinked at me a bit, seemingly confused by the question before it registered. “Ah, yes. Though the purity is also important. A stronger skill needs a larger crystal. The one Legendary rank skill we have here takes up a crystal the size of an entire room. I imagine if anyone managed to store a Godly skill, it would be the size of a small building. Now, sit back and close your eyes.”

After following his instructions, I tried to relax a bit, which was much easier after I dismissed the Aspect of the Bird. “Ah, a druid? Well, that’ll make this go a bit more easily, since you should be familiar with your aura. Now, relax, and focus on the skill you want to store. I’m going to put a thread of mana into your body, but don’t resist it.”

As he spoke, I could feel the presence of another mana entering my aura. It was a bit uncomfortable, but I let it in while focusing on my Technomancy. “Good. I’ve got a hold of the skill now….” There was another uncomfortable feeling, like something was shifting around under my skin. “And… there.” With that, there was a momentary stab of pain, like having blood drawn, before the various feelings all subsided. “Hmm... looks like Technomancy, Intermediate level 3. Everything checks out.”

When I opened my eyes, I saw that a blue screen had appeared above the crystal, but couldn’t read what it said since it was facing the other man. “That’ll come to a total of two gold, and sixty silver.” When he spoke this time, he pulled out a few coins to hand them over, which I gladly accepted. This was my ‘get Celeste a body’ fund.






Chapter 28: He’s Back?


After leaving the Skill Master’s Guild, I once again summoned Yin and Yang to accompany me as we went to a local store for robots called Deus Ex Mechanics. Just from hearing a name, I already pretty much knew what to expect… only one race could ever have such a bad naming sense. On the way, I decided to take stock of my status now that my level had gone up, down, up again, and back down. It’s just a roller coaster of experience! 

	Name
	Falenel Hulett
	Race
	Half-Elf(Woodland)

	Titles
	Vengeful Heart, Amateur Brain Surgeon
	Fame
	400

	Level 26
	4%
	Class
	Druid

	Advanced Class
	Xeno-Shifter
	Deity
	Malthan

	Health
	260/260
	Health Regen
	0.43

	Mana
	960/960
	Mana Regen
	2.16

	Strength
	15
	Wisdom
	120

	Agility
	21
	Intelligence
	96

	Dexterity
	22
	Charisma
	15

	Vitality
	26
	Luck
	20

	Points Remaining
	0

	Earth 13%
	Fire 11%
	Wind 11%
	Water 12%

	Lightning 11%
	Light 11%
	Dark 12%
	Plant 12%

	Void 11%
	Metal 11%
	Magnetism 10%
	Plasma 10%




Sweet, sweet mana regen. Oh how I love that stat. It might not sound like much, but to a class that focuses on using magic with low mana costs, two mana a second is pretty good. I might be able to hold out against other characters my level now. Though, I still wasn’t sure what the special characteristics of the other classes would be. 

“Ah, well I can help a bit with that!” Celeste spoke up next to me with a smile. “I did some basic research in case you ran into any. Obviously, I didn’t go into the advanced classes, because of the sheer number, but I did learn the basic characteristics.” 

Before I had the chance to ask her to, she continued. “Most classes have some special form of magic that shows their classes’ power. For instance, rogues are able to use low level illusions to hide from sight and trick enemies with ease, despite not devoting much training to their mana. As they grow higher leveled, their stealth techniques improve to cover various other sense types, as well, such as Aura Sight.” 

“For a fighter, they are capable of using their aura in a different way than most magic casters, with a technique known as ‘fighting spirit’. This is only usable during the rush of actual battle, but is a very powerful skill. They are able to convert their mana, health, even the buffer of their aura into extra power for their attacks. However, an opponent killed by fighting spirit will often leave behind more experience to make up for this usage and help them grow faster. Since they don’t specialize in as many skills as most classes, the buffer of their aura is a valuable fighting resource.” 

“A hunter will often have one or two trained pets to help it fight, as well as possessing some of the tracking and stealth skills of the rogues. Unlike your animal companions, a hunter’s pets are kept as items, and he must train them over time without the aid of a mental bond. However, they do not have to take part in the fighting to level up, because their soul’s strength will always match that of the hunter.” 

“A priest is as hard to fight as a druid, since you have to know what deity they represent. A priest following a water god will have vastly different magic than one following a fire god. However, they will generally all gain a series of magic based on their patron. A fire god’s priest might be able to turn into a flaming avatar, or throw fireballs at you while buffing teammates, for example. Their magic also costs almost no mana, as they draw their power directly from a higher being.” 

“A knight would be like a melee priest. They get many of the same powers, but are focused more towards frontal combat and don’t get the buffs. Again, their magic costs nearly no mana. Mages are the only race that require a substantial mana pool to function. As you know, they are masters of various types of casting, and are considered the experts in magical combat.” 

“You already know about druids, so I won’t explain those. As for merchants and craftsmen… well, they aren’t really made to fight in the first place. I’m sure they probably have some combat-oriented advanced classes, but the base class is purely noncombat. They even gain levels by completing their class duties, such as performing trades or creating good items. This is a special feature unique to those classes, which others couldn’t get even if they trained for it.” 

I raised a curious eyebrow at that, but we were getting closer to the store. Then couldn’t someone just pick one of those two classes, then learn another class’s skills to have the best of both with little effort? 

“Not really… In exchange for the ability to grow through crafting and trading, those two classes have a much harder time increasing combat skills, due to their auras not being compatible with them.” 

I nodded my head slightly as we entered Deus Ex Mechanics. All along the four walls of the wide shop were mechanical bodies hanging up on hooks. Starting from the most absolute basic being to the left of the door, they grew more and more lifelike as they progressed in a clockwise manner, until the body to the right of the door looked entirely human. 

“Hello, and welcome to Deus Ex Mechanics! We put the gods in the machines, how can I help you?” I was actually surprised by the man standing at the circular counter in the middle of the store. I had expected it to be a human, honestly. However… 

“Weren’t you at the implant store on Gallen 4?” Indeed, it was the same looking stone golem with green eyes that had appeared when I got the implant to put Celeste in my head… on a different planet. 

“I assure you that I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.” The golem said in an exaggerated manner. “I have worked in this store for years. Maybe you met my brother?” I had the sinking suspicion that I would somehow encounter this man any time I was buying something for Celeste… regardless of how impossible that was. “Anyways, you have the look of a paying customer, my favorite kind!” 

“Ah… yeah… I’m looking for a Deus Ex body for my companion.” 

The golem nodded his head quickly. “Yes, yes, good! I make all of my products personally, and can guarantee with 98% certainty that there is nothing wrong with them.” He then spoke the next part so fast that, if not for having enhanced ears and a computer living in my mind, I wouldn’t have been able to understand. “Warning,DeusExMechanicscannotbeheldresponsibleforanylossoflimb,life,sanity,blood,brain,heart,oreyesduetoamalfunctioningmachine. Buyatyourownrisk.” 

My eye couldn’t help but twitching at that. However, there was not another store to buy a Deus Ex body at in the system, unless I went back to Gallen 4. And knowing my luck, I’d meet this stone man once again there! “Fine, fine…” 

Meanwhile, Yang had detached herself from my arm to wander around the store, looking in awe at the various robotic bodies. Underneath each one was a price tag, but there was no description of their abilities, just a cosmetic difference between them. I wasn’t too surprised by this, since Celeste had told me about how all Deus Ex started out with a basic set of abilities, no matter what type of body they had. 

However, each robot appeared slightly different, in more than just their complexity. Some had fox tails and ears, others had dragon scales, some were short and wore a maid dress… There were male models, female models, models with weird tentacles for arms… Looking at one just a few from the left of the door I looked at its price tag and saw that it was for two gold and ten silver. “Do I have to buy the soul gem separately?” 

The stone golem nodded with a smile full of loose gravel. “That’s right. Not everyone wants to buy the two together, so it’s just easier to keep them separate. The gem is thirty-five silver, or one gold to be fully charged.” 

I considered buying the gem fully loaded to save me some time, but I also needed to get the upgrade that would let her communicate with the companion bracelets. When I asked, the golem assured me that he did sell them as well. Though it wasn’t quite the same, as it was built to connect a robot body with the bracelets, rather than from one bracelet to another. If I wanted to get all of that together, it would cost me three and a half gold, which is a bit more than I had at the moment. 

I could probably sell some of the items that I got from Legion, but I wasn’t sure what all of them did yet(such as the tech armor). Once I had a bit of time, I should go through it all and identify things. “I’ll just take the empty gem, then. And this body.” I pointed a thumb back to the one I had chosen. It was a very basic form with pure white skin that only covered the face, torso, hands, and lower legs. Otherwise, the internal mechanisms were protected by some kind of glass or clear plastic. Its ‘muscles’ were glowing blue just beneath the surface, and it had large blue eyes. Its chest was feminine, with distinct bulges, but could not be considered large. 

“Ah, excellent choice! One of my favorites, that one.” The golem said with a smile. I suddenly had an urge to choose a different model, but figured that was just my paranoia acting up. “I’ll assume that you want to include the wireless connection to the bracelets at purchase and upload the AI, correct?” When I nodded my head, he smiled a bit wider. “Excellent. Please come right this way.” 

He pulled the body off of the wall, and carried it over his shoulder as he walked towards a back room. In this room there was a large table for him to lay the robot down on and ‘operate’. All he really did was unscrew the back of its head, and put a small chip into it before reattaching. “Alright, good to go. Just place the bracelet against it for a few seconds and she should start right up.” 

I nodded, and did as instructed. There was a low beeping sound, before the robot opened its eyes and quickly sat up. “Did it work?” I was a bit concerned that something was wrong, since Celeste didn’t answer me, but instead turned over to stand up. However… my fears were truly unfounded, because within a few moments of awkward silence… she had started to do the robot. The dance, I mean. 

Where did she even learn that? After a bit of time watching her dance, the golem had started clapping happily, while Yang merely watched with a confused expression. As for Yin.. I wasn’t really sure where she had gotten to, but she wasn’t in the room. “This body is functioning at peak efficiency.” The new Celeste said in a robotic tone. “Hold, please. Testing..” The robot’s voice gradually changed. “Testing, testing.” Soon, it matched the same voice she often used to communicate. “Yay, it worked!” She pumped her hands up excitedly as she managed to get her voice to work right. 

“That’s good..” I said with a slight sight, handing the money over to the golem shopkeeper, and he handed me a dull blue gem. “So how do I use this when it’s full?” 

“Ah, for that, you’ll just need to open up her chest and put it in her heart. Don’t worry, the gem itself isn’t important once she has the soul in her. In fact, it turns to dust once the soul is finished being extracted. From that point on, you’ll have your very own Deus Ex!” 

I nodded my head again, and walked back out to the main store room with Celeste and Yang. Yin appeared to be lazily sitting by the door, just waiting to get out of here. Our new robot companion, seeing this, let out a slight grin. “Guess she isn’t impressed.”






Chapter 29: Smite Thee, Almighty Smiter!


Now, we left once again, though with an extra member in tow. Although it took her a bit to move her body naturally, Celeste was walking alongside of us and looking around excitedly. This was the first time she was actually able to control where she was looking, rather than simply having to see what we looked at. “This is so cool!” She said as she spun around, taking in the scenery. 

“Yeah, yeah, enjoy it while you can. You aren’t able to fly, so I’ll have to stick you in the grove until we get there.” I smirked towards her, and even though her face was incapable of displaying emotion, I could tell that she was pouting. 

“Well… can we go tomorrow? It’s starting to get late, and by the time that we get there it’d be getting dark.” She pointed out the time, and I had to agree. Even if we did fly all the way to the rock beast territory, I’d probably be too tired to seriously massacre them. Though, killing this many should give me a large increase in my level! 

“Alright. By the way, a hundred souls of level twenty monsters seems like a bit much for a level one character…” I brought up something that had been bugging me for a while. 

“Well, it’s only twenty if you use the full purified soul like you did with Yo. But yeah, since they are just soul fragments, you need enough of them to form a full soul. The actual level I start out at should be the average level of the souls used. Since you’re hunting level twenty to twenty-five rock beasts, I should start in that range.” 

“Huh… so you’ll start out with the same kinds of stats as us, then. That’ll make it easier to fight.” I nodded my head as I thought about it, but she corrected me with some new information. 

“Not quite. Deus Ex don’t train their stats like normal races. We get a set amount of upgrade points every level, that we can use to buy upgrades. So… two levels’ worth of upgrade points could let me fly, for example, by giving me either rocket boots or jet wings. If I spent all twenty levels on something, I could probably get a high powered attack, but my mana supply would only allow one shot of it.” 

“Ahh… so you will be able to buy upgrades for your body, then, to put yourself on the same level as us… Speaking of which, what class are you going for? You should have a few ideas in mind, right?” 

Celeste nodded her head happily, despite her lack of facial movements. “I am debating between either hunter or a rogue right now. Those two would benefit most from being able to see through three sets of eyes. Maybe a fighter, but I don’t particularly want their fighting spirit. If I accidentally burn through too much aura, my upgrades could break down.” 

I nodded again, and a thought occurred to me. “Once you get your soul, wouldn’t you be able to go to a rebirth shrine and change your race to an organic one?” 

She thought about that for a few seconds as we changed direction to head towards the hotel. “It’s possible, but I won’t do it. I’m considered a native of this side, and people from this side work a bit differently when we use the rebirth shrine. We actually are reborn, and have to grow up from scratch. We retain our memories and the basic levels of their skills, and are born with a certain birthmark to show that we have been reborn. Many people use it as a way to cheat death when they are at the end of their lifespan.” 

“Ahh… so if you did that, then you’d have to wait until you grew up again to start adventuring.” 

“Right! And that’s not what I want. Besides, with the right upgrades, I’ll be able to do most of the stuff that the organic races can do.” She nodded her head with determination. “Also, after we get my soul, could we take a break for a few days? In order to fully integrate my consciousness with the soul, I’ll need to download all of the knowledge I have. That means that I’ll be giving it a lot of knowledge skill experience, but have to do so slowly so that I don’t overload the aura and explode.” 

This realization made me blink, concern showing on my face. “Sure thing, take your time. But, does this mean that you will out level us thanks to that?” 

“By a bit.” She let out a soft laugh. “But a lot of my upgrades will be on things like flight, or adding the sense of touch. I should be roughly on the same level of power as you. Maybe even a little lower.” 

“Alright. Just wanted to be sure we wouldn’t have things too easy with you around.” I felt the corners of my lips tugging up as I joked. “Though, after this I think I should level up quite a bit. Aside from that time in the forest of nope, I’ve never done large scale hunting like this.” 

She let out a chuckle, and we arrived at the hotel. For convenience’s sake I put the three of them back in my grove for the night. Though after they were all gone, Celeste couldn’t help herself. “Aww, and here I thought you were going to let Yang cuddle up with you while you sleep.” She appeared in my mind, grinning at me. 

“I’ll admit, I can’t exactly look at her like a bird anymore… but still, don’t try to move things along too fast.” I shook my head as I laid down, thinking about things that would be happening soon. I was going to be fighting monsters made of living rock, who were resistant to my Earth Manipulation. As such, I had to come up with a plan. 

My first, and most obvious idea was to just rain hell on them with plasma, but that was rejected by Celeste. According to her, most monsters had some kind of core inside their bodies, which contained their souls. As long as it existed, there would always be a way for the monster to come back to life. Thinking back to Yin, and how she was now classified as a monster, Celeste confirmed that she had one as well, but her resurrection conditions would be more complicated. As for the rock beasts, as long as the core was connected to any kind of dirt or stone it could reform. So shooting them with plasma would be useless. 

The typical way to deal with them was blunt force… but I don’t have much blunt force, aside from Earth Manipulation. However, I could make some! Diving into my grove, I grabbed all of the iron ore I could and brought it up to the surface, making sure it was away from anyone else. From there, I began the process of smelting it into several ingots and stacked them on the ground before I exited the grove and looked up some quick information. 

Naturally, this was information on how to construct the greatest of blunt force weapons, a giant hammer. My strength would definitely not be enough to wield this with any degree of proficiency, but if I controlled it with my Metal Manipulation and Magnetism Manipulation, I could make it much easier to use. Lift big end with Metal Manipulation, make rock beast magnetic, swing for an easy hit and smash. 

With the information I needed, I went back into my grove and quickly began making this hammer. I made the head extra large and heavy, while making sure that the shaft was strong enough to support it for a while. I didn’t need this to be usable as a permanent weapon, just something that would last until I was done unleashing smashy death upon all of the rock beasts I could find. 

Once the hammer was done, it ended up being nearly two meters in length, with a large circular head. With this, I should be able to smash quite a few rock beasts. Though, I should consider finding an alternative blunt force attack method in the future. Maybe make a giant steel block and just dropping it from my grove onto people from above? 

I shrugged, and decided to go ahead and rest for the night. In the morning, when I got up, I went about my morning routine, and then called out Yin and Yang. The three of us flew off towards the rock beast territory while Celeste just walked around my grove. I wasn’t all too concerned, though. It wasn’t strictly necessary to go to the rock beasts in the first place if I found a large number of wolves on the way. 

Thankfully, I did manage to find a few wolves, and introduced them to the burning power of plasma. Though, it was only one pack of six, and one got away before I could kill it. With a bit of hesitation, I decided to go ahead and use the entire purified soul on the crystal. I have seen two many zombie movies, and lived through my own brand of horror movies, so it was only natural that I hesitated towards something that could cause a zombie outbreak in certain settings. 

With that taken care of, I was able to add five soul fragments to the gem before leaving again, and quickly made my way to the rock beast territory using the mental map Celeste provided. As I approached, I began seeing large moving boulders, or at least that’s how they appeared from the sky. When I got closer, I was able to determine that they were just large rocks in the shapes of beasts moving around. They came in various different forms, ranging from bears, to snakes, even wolves and tigers. “Rock beasts are able to take on the form of any animal they have seen, so it’s natural for them to have so many different forms.” Celeste pointed this out to me as I landed near one of them while activating my combat Aspects. Yin and Yang continued flying up in the sky, watching what would turn into an inevitable battle. 

The rock beast did not seem to take too kindly to my landing near it. This one was one of the wolf shaped beasts, and lunged at me moments after I touched the ground. Dodging to the side, I was unable to fully avoid its attack, and it swatted me with one great big paw that felt like I was being hit by a truck. 

After rolling on the ground a few times and feel sore all over, I stood up in time to see the wolf charging again. This time, I immediately pulled the massive hammer out of my grove and had it materialize in my hands. Just as the process finished, the wolf lunged at me again. However… the hammer was far heavier than I had predicted, and it slammed me into the ground before the wolf even had the chance, causing the rock beast to sail over me. 

Ouch… okay… let’s try this again… Using my Metal Manipulation, I slowly lifted the hammer off of me so that I could stand back up. When the wolf charged again, I used this same ability to create a magnetic field around the wolf while swinging the hammer. Though, I failed to consider just how much heavier the head was compared to the rest of the body. When I made the hammer strike, it simply rotated with the head as a pivot, and the base of the hammer slammed into the wolf. Still, this was enough to create large cracks on its body as it was thrown away. 

The wolf was quickly able to recover, and I could see the cracks on its body mending even as it ran towards me again. Plan B! Setting the hammer between myself and the wolf, I made it begin rapidly rotating like it had when I attacked previously, creating the world’s largest weed whacker. When the wolf jumped towards me, it was caught in the hammer and its body was shattered under repeated strikes. 

Watching closely, I was able to clearly see a small orange gem inside the stone body. Using Wind Manipulation, I made sure that it flew over towards me rather than falling on the ground, and caught it in my hand. However, now there were several other beasts glaring at me from nearby. 

Times like this, I really wish that I could fly without wings. Still, flying up into the sky and watching as my spinning death mallet pulverized several stone beasts was fun in itself. Maybe they just weren’t able to properly identify the mallet, but they nonetheless charged headfirst into it. After the fourth beast, the handle snapped off and I had to change tactics. 

Lifting the hammerhead up with my magic, I brought it over a target, and slammed it downwards. For some reason, it seemed that they did not notice anything that was not within a few feet of the ground, so they were unable to dodge my attack. This method served to kill them almost as efficiently as the weed whacker strategy. I shall call it, whack-a-stone! 

In the end, I had to activate my Aspect of the Mana Leech and absorb more mana so that I could keep doing this. But, after every successful kill, I would swoop down and retrieve the rock beast’s soul stone before flying back up. Eventually, I had all I needed, and was able to fly away. Unlike regular animals, the rock beasts didn’t run away even when I killed over a dozen of them, so purifying the souls here was not an option. However, I did gain two levels from this, so I was quite pleased.






Chapter 30: That’s No Moon!


After retrieving my broken giant hammer and putting it back in my grove, I flew off with Yin and Yang. Yang glanced back towards the scene we just left with a sigh, before shaking her head. However, she does not complain about the wholesale slaughter of the monsters. Maybe in the future, it’d be better for me to keep her in my grove when I’m fighting? 

“No, she just needs to get used to it.” Celeste spoke up in my mind as I had that thought. “Hiding her in your grove won’t help with that. She’ll still know that you’re doing it, especially when she makes weapons and other items out of the bodies.” 

I nodded, and once we were out of sight of the rock beasts, I descended to the ground. Part of me wondered if it would be possible to use my Xeno-Shifter abilities to become a Deus Ex… And I thought it might be worth a try after we ‘upgrade’ Celeste’s body. Taking out the soul gem, and the fifteen monster cores of the rock beasts, I once again began the process of refining the souls into one pure soul. 

Each soul took roughly fifteen minutes, and there were fifteen souls… man, this took a while. Guess it’s a good thing we slept first after all! A few hours later when I was done, I pulled Celeste out of my grove and had her open up her chest. The white plastic split apart at the center to reveal a complex pattern of glowing blue wires, at the center of which was a small hole the size of the gem that the golem had given me. “Well… here goes nothing.” 

With a sigh, I slipped the gem into its socket and had her close her chestplate again. “Alright!” Celeste spoke to me in my mind while the robot body seemed to power down. “Now I’m just letting my aura adapt to the presence of a soul. Should be done just about…. now!” 

As she finished speaking, the robot lifted its head up suddenly. Her eyes were darting back and forth rapidly as if reading. “Ooh, so many options. Alright, here we go. This should be good to start!” With my Aura Sight active, I could see her aura surging a bit, and at the same time her body itself began changing. The white ‘skin’ slowly began expanding, crawling along until it covered her entire body. 

Once her body had been covered by the smooth white skin, it changed pigment just slightly to look more realistic. If not for the lack of hair, she might look like a regular woman when she put some clothes on. Soon, purple hair began sprouting up from Celeste’s head, which surprised me. I could understand skin giving the sense of touch, but what purpose could having hair give? “It’s for cosmetic purposes!” The AI cried out in my mind. 

The next change was her back, as two purple metal strips seemed to grow out of her in straight lines. On closer inspection, these were containers, and each one released three large pink  protrusions that gave it the appearance of wings, further reinforced by the five smaller strips of metal that descended, hovering just below the upper portions. Just as I was beginning to question it, Celste spoke in my mind again. “Don’t worry, they’re able to be stored in my upgrade inventory when I’m not using them.” 

The next big change was pink and purple armor growing out of her hands and feet. While the hand armor was sleek and formed a metal bubble around the back of her hand, the feet armor was more rigid, looking like wide armored boots you would see in an old mech anime. Then similar armor began to grow around her waist and along her sides and upper arm. Finally, a pink cloth began materializing and connecting her arm armor with her hand armor, and a dark brown one covered her torso. 

When she was done, Celeste opened her eyes, which had changed to match her new hair color, and looked down at herself. “Very cool… Totally worth the points.” Her face was much more animated now, able to properly display her smile and the widening of her eyes. 

A bit curious, I decided to ask a question. “How many levels’ worth of points did all of that cost…” 

With a wry grin, Celeste answered me. “Three for the upgrade inventory, two for the wings, one for the armor, one for the cosmetic change, four for the increased mana capacity and efficiency, and three for the additional senses.” 

My eye twitched slightly as I heard that she essentially spent nineteen levels for cosmetic changes and the ability to fly. “But… that’s not even really armor. It covers almost nothing.” 

Celeste laughed lightly, stretching in an obviously seductive manner to show off her curves under her skintight armor. “I know, right? If I upgrade it again, I can either get more physical coverage, or an energy field. But with this, at least I can fly back with you guys. If need be, I can upgrade the wings one more time to give me some extra speed to catch up.” 

I sighed, shaking my head in resignation. “Alright, well let’s get heading back then.” When I said that, she nodded happily, fully extending her wings. The various protrusions all let out a gentle pink light before they lifted her into the air. I could see that a similar light was also being emitted from her boots as well, likely to act as stabilizers. Dispelling my other Aspects, I grew my wings and took to the sky with Yin and Yang so that the four of us could all fly back to the city. Or, at least, that was the plan. 

	Incoming call from Sharon.




That message appeared after roughly ten minutes of flight time, confusing me. However, it’s not like I didn’t enjoy talking to her. She was pretty much the only other druid I had met, aside from my teacher. “Hey, Sharon, what’s up?” 

“Falenel… I’ll never get used to calling you that since I know your actual name now.” She giggled cutely, and I could see the Deus Ex that was flying alongside me send me a mischievous smirk. “Anyways, are you in a position where you can log out?” 

“I will be in a little while, flying to a city at the moment. Why, what’s up?” With a thought, Celeste pulled up the local and real time. Although it was daytime here, it should be night where Sharon lived in the real world. 

“It’s… hard to explain. Something’s happened to the moon.” 

Error… does not compute… rebooting brain. “Sorry, what?” 

“Yeah… it’ll be easier if you see for yourself.” 

“Alright, I’ll hurry this up then.” Closing my eyes, I activated my Aspect of the Mana Leech to attune my wings to wind mana, and used the extra mana input to increase my speed as much as I could. The three girls seemed surprised by the sudden acceleration, but they were easily able to keep up. Though, Celeste’s wings seemed to glow slightly before the lights emitted from her wings became more intense. 

“Good. By the way, are you still at that planet you got rescued to?” With that, we had a bit of smalltalk while I was flying. When I told her about one of my companions evolving into a humanoid, she was surprised and asked how I did it. I didn’t know what the conditions would be for her own animals to evolve, so I just told her that she should be able to find out if she consults a terminal. 

By the time I had gotten back to the city, Sharon had already logged back off, saying that we should meet up the next time we are in the same solar system. It’d be interesting to see what new tricks she learned as a druid focusing on her animal companions. Quickly making our way to the hotel, I went ahead and put everyone in my grove so that we could transfer over to my world. 

After logging out, I saw that it was indeed still daytime for me. So naturally, I wouldn’t be able to see if there was anything wrong with the moon by looking outside. Instead, I booted up my computer and had it run a search for world news relating to the moon. Almost immediately, a holographic video was brought up for me to see. While it wasn’t live, it had reporter commentary about what was happening. 

“Now, this just in. The cause of the disturbances in the ocean have finally been traced to a source. Many have feared that there was a giant monster lying beneath our waters, but the truth may in fact be more terrifying.” A female british reporter spoke up on the hologram while the image showed the moon. There seemed to be an abnormal amount of large cracks in it, and they appeared to be spreading. 

“As you can see, there have been changes within the moon itself. Now, until now none of these changes had been visible on the surface, so we were unaware of them. Watch here, as the changes begin to really reveal themselves.” Suddenly, the cracks grow wider, large chunks of rock breaking off. However, the moon wasn’t shattering with pieces falling to the Earth… it was standing up. 

The large stone chunks formed into massive arms and legs, as the moon itself seemed to become a giant golem. The golem turned its head towards the screen, or towards the Earth, with glowing red eyes before it simply flew off. The night sky was now missing one great big celestial object. “We have decided to name this creature a Lunar Titan, and label it as a planetary threat should it ever return. In the meantime, scientists have already begun speculating the long term ramifications of an Earth without a moon. We’ll have more information for you as the situation develops!” 

As the hologram turned off, I sat there with my mouth hanging open, various pieces of information I had gathered clicking into place one by one. Legion had been writing a space shanty in the blood of his victims, and he knew the end was coming. Speaking under my breath, I recalled the words I had once heard. “For cast your eyes up to the skies, the moon has danced away…” 

I had heard those words the first time I was on a ship, the Nostromo. At first, I had thought that they were referring to how a moon is a bad celestial body to use for navigation, and to trust the stars instead. I had never imagined that it was a warning, or a reminder, that the moon would literally abandon us. And, if that’s true, doesn’t that mean that the ‘game world’ is simply the future? The year 3016 A.G… After Genesis… The word that had been shown to the entire world at once. 

Then, in that case… the Cradle of Life, the First Journey… should all be from Earth, right? Every race claims it was them… but how many different alien species exist on Earth right now? But… then… the Cradle of Life was not an occupied world in the game, it had become a dungeon planet, where ships would be destroyed just for approaching it. Doesn’t that mean, if we don’t leave soon, more giant monsters will spawn and wipe out all other life? 

	You have discovered the truth about the Cradle of Life.

	+15 Intelligence




I couldn’t be the only one thinking about this. Anyone who’s heard the legends and the song should know. This isn’t the end… this is just the beginning of the changes. Most likely, there would be a global focus on space exploration now, using the technology we are able to retrieve and adapt from the game… No, from the future. 

“Wow… I did not see this coming…” Celeste spoke from over my shoulder, as much surprised by this as I was. “I mean… an ocean slime I could understand, but this? I haven’t seen a record of a Lunar Titan or whatever, but maybe they just aren’t near the Gallen system..” 

As I was staring at the screen, still at a loss, other posts began appearing on the internet. More large monsters were beginning to spawn around the globe. The sphinxes of Egypt were coming to life, the Statue of Liberty walked off her island, and loud roars could be heard near the himalayas. “So much stray mana has been going to giving birth to the Lunar Titan, that it was stopping the other large monsters from spawning…” The AI added in a mildly terrified voice. “Now that it’s done and gone, they will keep appearing.” 

It had been strange that only relatively small monsters had spawned so far, as if it was letting us adapt. If we are the center of mana in the universe, as the situation would seem to indicate, there should have been giant monsters spawning left and right, each no smaller than the nature wyrm that nearly killed me on the jungle planet. But all we’ve gotten were the small ones, like slimes and minotaurs. 

	The Dungeon Planet, Cradle of Life, has been created in your vicinity. It is strongly advised that you vacate the area.
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